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Heroic Legitimation in 
Traditional Nomadic Societies

David B. Honey
Brigham Young University, Provo, Utah

It is a privilege to participate in the scholarly rite of 
Festschrift production. It is even more of an honor when 
this participation contributes to the celebration of the life 
and scholarship of one who has been an object of personal 
veneration since young adulthood.

Of all the scholarly publications of Dr. Nibley, the ones 
that I enjoyed the most were his contributions on questions 
of steppe nomadism. After concentrated study on Chinese 
historiography concerning the nomads both during and 
since graduate school, I find that his works continue to be 
not only relevant, but indeed unique, in their scope. For 
none has attempted, let alone succeeded, in setting the 
steppe cultures in the context of ancient worldwide prac
tices as Nibley has; nor has anyone else who has delved 
into the origins of practices as varied as royal hunts, taxing, 
and charitable contributions been able to trace such prac
tices with comparable energy and erudition to Inner Asian 
rituals.

Nibley's most extended treatment of nomadism came 
as part of his effort to elucidate the old world settings for 
the Book of Mormon travels of Lehi and the Jaredites in 
his Lehi in the Desert and the World of the Jaredites.1 The World 
of the Jaredites sets the wanderings of the Jaredites in both 
ecological and social environments. Ecologically, we see 
the vast movements of hordes and herds across the steppes 
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in great wagons as now hunting, now herding, and again, 
now farming, the Jaredites seek a new home in true steppe 
style. The terrain, the weather, the type and pattern of the 
daily round or activities — it is all familiar to the student of 
nomadism. Socially, we view the blood relations and blood 
oaths, the contention between heroic khans, the sudden 
gathering and swift dispersal of the hosts, the oriental 
intrigues and opulent largess that lay behind the rise of 
the great men, and the more martial aspects of the “logistics 
of depredation" (borrowing a phrase from Professor John 
Smith at the University of California at Berkeley).

An earlier and more narrowly focused work is "The 
Hierocentric State."2 Here Nibley sets the nomadic custom 
of the qurittai, or election cum elevation ceremony, in the 
framework of worldwide royal New Year assemblies. Al
though not dealing exclusively with the steppe variations 
of this ritual theme, Nibley's great contribution to nomadic 
studies in this article, even above his exhaustive exami
nation of universal kingship and the role played by the 
king and his ritual hunts, progresses, and palaces, is his 
identification of the origin of this concept and these rituals 
as Central Asiatic. Only recently has the same provenance, 
by way of the Aryans, been tentatively posited as a “work
ing hypothesis" by Joseph Fletcher, an historian of the 
steppes.3

Nibley again uncovers the steppe origin of widespread 
religiopolitical practices in his “Tenting, Toll, and Taxing."4 
Again we see vast movements across broad steppes, with 
the tent as holy center and the royal progression taking 
center stage. The interrelationship between the toll and 
tax on the one hand, and rite of passage and ritual combat 
on the other, is ingeniously and convincingly portrayed.

The earliest of the Nibley nomadic contributions is his 
study of the role played by the marked arrow in the for
mation of the state. His “The Arrow, The Hunter, and the 
State"5 examines various religious, political, logistic, and 
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social functions of this ubiquitous instrument. The impor
tance of this study lies in the illumination it sheds on the 
manifold uses of the arrow on the steppes. For it was not 
only the supreme symbol of authority, but, as with the 
famous "Parthian shot," or terrifying whistling arrow of 
the Hsiung-nu, the chief means of enforcing a khan's com
mands or accomplishing his martial schemes.

About the only category of primary sources that Nibley 
did not delve into directly was the Chinese historical doc
uments (although he did make good use of studies based 
on them, such as those by McGovern or Wittfogel and 
Feng).6 The present notes are based directly on these doc
uments and their portrayal of nomadic legitimation 
through the rise of great heroes. Heroic legitimation seems 
an appropriate subject for a Festschrift dedicated to one 
who has been many a Mormon scholar's hero. It is offered 
as a small token of appreciation for many years of instrue- 
five and pleasurable reading.

Heroic Legitimation in Traditional Nomadic 
Societies

The concept of legitimation among the nomads is in
separable from the personal charisma and martial qualities 
of great heroes.7 Many factors go into defining a hero in 
nomadic terms: aristocratic lineage, sagacious leadership, 
military prowess, loyalty-inspiring charisma, wealth or the 
promise of it and attendant largess, and the sanction of 
divine approval or appointment. Since the economic basis 
of nomadic society is almost entirely grounded on the per
sonal participation and productivity of every member of 
the society, it follows that leadership roles in such a society 
are naturally assumed by those most successful in the 
everyday logistics of nomadism. That is, legitimacy is 
earned; if it is inherited, it must be maintained through 
personal performance, lost through default, or shored up 
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by a nonnomadic value system which happens under ac
culturation such as islamicization or sinification.

Since personal performance is at the heart of the main
tenance, if not always the initial acquisition, of legitimation 
in traditional nomadic societies, our discussion will pro
ceed by examining the various factors that constitute a 
legitimate leader in nomadic terms. We will then examine 
the importance of these factors as exhibited — and ex- 
ploited—by traditional nomadic heroes in the formation 
and maintenance of intertribal confederacies, states, and 
empires. This discussion will focus on the patterns of 
succession followed by the Hsiung-nu, T'u-chiieh and 
Mongols.8

Personal Prowess
"Individualism” was the basis of the ruling class in 

traditional Mongolian society; that is, individual effort and 
achievement earned the respect of one's fellows.9 It also 
garnered a sufficiency of material goods which enabled a 
nomad ambitious for power to point to himself as exemplar: 
following him would insure successful nomadizing, pro
vide a share in his personal fortune, and could even lead 
to opportunities for pillaging. However, the test of per
formance was the key. No matter what, the leader or po
tential leader had to be able "to acquire charisma through 
successful activity."10 The activity in question usually in
volved warfare. Several examples follow.

Mo-tu, the founder of the Hsiung-nu confederacy and 
its first famous Shan-yii (analogous to Khan; r. 209-174 
B.c.), gained his position through his prowess as a field 
commander.״ Another Hsiung-nu Shan-yii, An-kuo (r. 
a .d . 93-94), was not respected because he had earned no 
reputation while he was still Worthy King of the Left (the 
heir to the Shan-yu's see); he only survived one year as 
Shan-yii until he was killed by one of his own "brave" 
generals.12

After T'u-men (r. ca. a .d . 545-552) assumed the throne 
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of the T'u-chueh, his state and position were both ex
panded through victorious warfare.13 The Orkhon inscrip
tions are full of the martial exploits of Bilga Khagan, IlteriS 
Khagan, Prince Kill, and Bilga Tonyukuk that substantiate 
their right to ruled4 The Mongols also prized martial valor 
as one prerequisite for leadership. We need not cite specific 
instances here?5

Even more basic than military prowess and renown 
was the ability to insure the economic survival of the group. 
The early history of the T'u-chueh provides an instructive 
instance of this: The leader of the first horde, A-pang-pa, 
was stupid and ignorant; his state was hence extinguished. 
His desolate descendants were saved by his grandnephew, 
who gave them fire. Since he had saved them, they nom
inated him ruler?6 Another T'u-chueh, A-shih-na, was 
elected ruler by his brethren, even though he was the son 
of a concubine, because he jumped the highest at the side 
of a treed7 Bilga Khagan boasted, "I gathered all the poor 
and destitute people together. I made the poor people 
wealthy and the few people ^(^1^ ^ ."1

Aristocratic Heritage and Legitimate Lineages
Privileged clans appear among the early Scythians. The 

"Royal" Scythians dominated the other Scythians, and 
considered them as slaves?9 John H. Kautsky defines the 
aristocracy as members of society who live off the surplus 
produced by peasants. In the case of nomads, they must 
control a number of villages in order to be aristocrats. For 
him, the origin of nomadic empires was traceable to the 
founding of nomadic aristocracies by the "superimposi
tion" of a conquering ruling class on the peasantry.20 But 
this interpretation does not account for the presence of 
aristocracies among native nomadic states that had not 
conquered sizeable sedentary populations. A. M. Khaza
nov has posited the provenance of aristocracies from other 
than economic processes, in particular sociopolitical pro
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cesses.21 These sociopolitical planes were most likely struc
tured on the basis of differing degrees of prestige inherited 
from august ancestors, if the case of the creation of a noble 
line out of the lineage of Chinggis Khan is any indication 
of general historical processes.

Chinggis was the fountainhead of Mongol blue blood. 
William of Rubruck defined a member of the Mongol no
bility as being of the family of Chinggis, "who was their 
first father and lord."22 Later manifestations of Mongolian 
political entities found their basis of nobility in the imperial 
lineage. The Kalmucks, for instance, considered their most 
honored noble clan as descended from the Chinggisid 
line.23 Hence it would seem that nobility was the residual 
honor inherited from ancestors who had earned great dis
tinction. High birth was then a matter of genealogical re
cord or manipulation.24

Regardless of the origin of noble clans, all nomadic 
societies seemed to have them.25 Among the Hsiung-nu, 
the Hu-yen, Lan, and Hsii-pu families constituted the ar
istocracy, and the Hsiung-nu bureaucracy was staffed only 
by members of these families?6 The clan of A-shih-na, 
derived from its eponymous founder, was the most hon
ored one of the early T'u-chiieh?7 And the Mongols had 
hereditary nobility even before the rise of Chinggis Khan?8

The importance of noble birth to support claims of 
legitimacy among nomads can be seen in the experience 
of Nurhachi, the founder of Manchu power. The great 
persecution he endured at the hands of other clan leaders 
during his rise has been interpreted by one scholar as 
having been due to their jealousy that he was not of an 
orthodox line?9 Not only was noble lineage crucial, but 
usually an essential element was filiation with the one royal 
or legitimate line. In the case of the Hsiung-nu, the line 
that produced the Shan-yii was the Luan-t'i clan.3° The 
T'u-chiieh's royal line was A-shih-na?1 The Mongol royal 
clan was Borjigin; it was termed the "golden lineage" (altan 



568 HEROIC LEGITIMATION

urugh).32 The Mongol royal line later on was further nar
rowed to include only the issue of Tolui, Chinggis's fourth 
and youngest son by his principal wife.33

The Sanction of Heaven and the Legitimation of 
Religion

Among the Mongols, “the ideological device for con
solidating a khan's control was belief in Tenggeri or Tengri 
(scribally, Tngri), the universal victory-granting sky-god," 
writes Joseph Fletcher. He believes that this concept was 
derived from the early Aryans^ Even though the Hsiung- 
nu included the worship of heaven/sky among their pan
theon, the appearance of the term “Son of Heaven" as part 
of the official title of the Shan-yu was a later borrowing 
and elaboration of the Chinese custom?5 Direct descent 
from heaven, then, was not necessarily part of the earliest 
manifestations of the Eurasian steppe belief in Tenggeri, 
although belief in heaven-sanctioned power was.36

The belief in the legitimizing power and conquering 
might of heaven is most clearly seen among the T'u-chiieh 
and Mongols. The Orkhon inscriptions record the follow
ing on the debt owed by the early Turkish nation to heaven:

I, the Heaven-like and Heaven-born Turkish Bilga 
Kagan . . . since Heaven was gracious, and since I was 
granted with fortune, I succeeded to the throne. ... By 
the grace of Heaven, he took the realm of those who 
had a realm, and captured the Kagan of those who had 
had a Kagan. . . . Due to the fact that Heaven granted 
strength, the soldiers of my father, the Kagan, were like 
wolves, and his enemies were like sheep.37

The sources on the Mongols are just as explicit, and 
much more numerous. A prayer offered to heaven by 
Chinggis himself at an early stage in his career has been 
preserved by Rashid al-Din. Temujin sought heaven's aid 
in the following words: "If you know that my intention is 
just, send me power and victory from above and order 
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that your angels, men, peris and spirits above give me 
their aid."38 An angel, in fact, did appear in the guise of 
an eagle and revealed the yasa or Mongol legal code to 
Chinggis, according to the account of Grigor of Akanc'?9 
It was the will of God that this yasa be imposed upon the 
people of the world so that order could be maintained.40

It was crucial to Chinggis's plans that his fellow tribes
men recognize him as the recipient of heaven's mandate. 
Numerous portents and signs served to signify this fact?1 
The fact that Chinggis was miraculously protected from 
arrows and endured severe wounds without succumbing 
was proof enough of heaven's favor to the less spiritually 
attuned of his fellows; and his unfailing success in battle 
virtually guaranteed it.42 They were thenceforth deter
mined to carry out heaven's will and assist Chinggis in 
gaining sway over the whole world.

This, then, was the great ideological element behind 
the Mongols' grand scheme of conquest; it sustained the 
drive for conquest in the face of innumerable foes stretched 
over vast distances of the Asian continent. Neither were 
the Mongols ashamed to proclaim their sacred calling to 
the world. Indeed, it formed the cornerstone of their for
eign policy: ambassadors were dispatched with the pro
clamation to submit to heaven's will or be swept away.43 
From the point of view of states vulnerable to the Mongol 
might, this ideology provided a welcome rationale for sub
mitting. It also helped to rationalize the victory of the "bar
barian" Mongols over the superior civilization of the Is
lamic East.44

Often the legitimacy that communication with heaven 
can confer was claimed by a nomadic ruler through alliance 
with a powerful shaman, or by his assumption of the role 
of shaman himself. The election of A-shih-na as ruler of 
the T'u-chiieh because he jumped the highest at a tree 
must be seen in this light, for when "a shaman climbs up 
a tree ... he ascends symbolically to the highest 
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heaven."45 His physical prowess at the sacred spot, then, 
exhibited his spiritual fitness. Chinggis himself deposed 
the shaman Teb Tenggeri because he was a rival for the 
instructions — and hence the favor — of heaven.46 The reli
gious role exercised by Chinggis Khan, including his func
tion as a shaman, was so powerful that after his death he 
was made to continue in it as the head of a cult?7 The 
presence of an assisting shaman, or the exercise of this 
role by the leader himself, then, was an important element 
in obtaining legitimacy among the nomads?8

On a broader social level, organized religion also had 
a role to play in the legitimizing effort of nomad conquer
ors. The Mongols, for instance, made use of each of the 
religions they encountered to buttress their claims of le
gitimate rule?9 But organized religion, as opposed to sha
manistic beliefs and practices, was usually only politically 
useful after the initial conquest of a sedentary people had 
occurred; its adoption was therefore part of the process of 
acculturation (e.g., islamicization or sinification) even if 
the initial motivation for doing so was to assist in the 
consolidation of authority. This subject, then, is best 
treated in the context of acculturation, not legitimation.^

The Rise of Nomadic Supratribal Leaders
One important characteristic of nomadic empires is 

their ephemeral existence. The main factor in this ephem- 
erality lay in the element of personal leadership, the foun
dation of such empires. Joseph Fletcher has succinctly ex
plained this in the following manner:

Steppe empires came into existence only through 
the efforts of individual aspirants for the office of su-
pratribal ruler. . . . Being the ruler's creation, a steppe 
empire — as opposed to a confederation — depended for 
its existence upon his person. When he died, it ran a 
risk of collapse. . . . The continuation of an empire 
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therefore depended heavily upon the ruler's person, 
much less upon his office?1

The rise of a nomadic leader to the supratribal level 
seems to have been a series of stages in the process of 
acquiring renown through successful depredation. The ex
perience of Temujin's rise as narrated in the "Secret His
tory" is the best example.52 But as it is a drawn-out, detailed 
account, the experience of the Turkish Khagan Ilteris cited 
in medias res from the Orkhon Inscriptions will reveal more 
than any individual passage from the Mongol history:

My father, the kagan, went off with seventeen men.
Having heard the news that [Ilteris] was marching off, 
those who were in towns went up mountains and those 
who were on mountains came down [from there]; thus 
they gathered and numbered to seventy men. . . . 
Having gone on campaigns forward and backward, he 
gathered together and collected men; they all numbered 
seven hundred men, [my father the kagan] organized 
and ordered the people who had lost their state and their 
kagan ... in accordance with the rules of my ancestors. 
He [also organized there] the Tolis and the Tardus 
[peoples], and gave them a yabgu and a sad.53

o
The fact that Ilteris was already a Khagan certainly 

helped in his recruitment. But this prestige only garnered 
seventy men (up from an initial seventeen). It was his 
campaigns that gained him an increasing amount of fol
lowers. He later organized his people and those he had 
absorbed according to the prescribed procedures, probably 
out of the desire to legitimize his actions through hoary 
precedent more than any need for organizational effi
ciency.

After an aspirant for the position of supratribal leader 
had demonstrated his success as a battle commander, he 
was able to offer himself as the leader to follow in ever- 
ambitious exploits that needed the concerted effort of the 
tribes. As "ecologically, no social organization was needed 
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above the level of the tribe,"54 these supratribal exploits 
transcended the mundane humdrum 0  mere ecological 
existence and entered the realm in which the stuff of epics 
was formed and heroes forged. Indeed, the desire to du
plicate the great deeds recited of the heroes of the tradi
tional epics must be one of the most important factors for 
aspiring to the position of supratribal leader, whether 
Hsiung-nu Shan-yii, Turkish Sad, or Mongol Khan, and 
leading his hordes to glorious conquest.55

Just as the supratribal organization came into being for 
other than solely ecological reasons, such as warfare on a 
large scale, so it was that only through such activities were 
both the rationale and raw materials for the continuation 
of the supra tribal organization maintained. Thomas Allsen 
explains that external war was an essential counterweight 
to the "centrifugal tendencies" of nomadic life and offered 
the possibilities of booty, grants of land, increased annual 
stipends, and advancement in rank for the princes and 
commanders who participated along with the supreme 
leader.56 Indeed, warfare was such an essential element in 
the raison d'etre of nomadic confederacies and empires that 
Joseph Fletcher considered the decimal organization of mil
itary command as one of the two devices, one structural 
and one ideological, for unifying and expanding such po
litical entities.57

Let us now conclude our discussion of nomadic legi
timation by examining the process of succession to the 
highest office, that of steppe emperor, among the Hsiung- 
nu, the T'u-chueh, and the Mongols.

Nomadic Succession
The question of succession lies at the heart of the prob

lem of legitimation in nomadic societies. This is because 
the many factors that impact on the success of an individ
ual's claim to legitimacy — personal prowess, aristocratic 
birth and legitimate lineage, the ideological role of Tenggeri 
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and the function of shamans, and the rise of supratribal 
leaders — combine into a showdown of power politics in 
which ideological arguments must face the threat of having 
to be backed up with military might. This is also true be
cause the continuance of a particular political body de
pends upon the successful legitimation of the new ruler. 
For nomadic successions were often the occasion for bloody 
outbreaks of civil war; opportunities for actual combat and 
demonstrations of field generalship are, it is true, good 
tests for determining the fitness among rival claimants for 
rulership.58 But if in these internecine struggles the win
ning faction fails to persuade the followers of the loser of 
the legitimacy of its victory, then the latter will often go 
elsewhere and found a separate political entity.59 The pro
cess of succession, then, must legitimize the new ruler in 
order to insure the political and social survival of a nomadic 
supra tribal entity.

There were two traditions of succession in nomadic 
societies, patrilineal and lineal, both based upon hereditary 
ties of kinship. All qualifying factors such as personal 
prowess and birthright being equal, the decisive element 
in choosing between patrilineal (father-to-son) and lineal 
(brother-to-brother) succession was the principle of tan- 
istry, which principle, explains Joseph Fletcher, “held that 
the tribe should be led by the best qualified member of the 
chiefly house. At the chief's death, in other words, the 
succession did not pass automatically, in accordance with 
any principle of seniority such as primogeniture, but rather 
was supposed to go to the most competent of the eligible 
heirs."60 The same was true of succession on the supratribal 
level.

Sometimes a particular strain of nomads utilized either 
patrilineal or lineal modes of succession, with tanistry 
again deciding who among the preferred generation 
should succeed. The early Hsiung-nu, on principle, opted 
for patrilineal, especially primogenital, succession/1 The 
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aberrations from the mode of patrilineal/primogenital 
succession occur chiefly toward the end of the Hsiung-nu 
empire. With the split into Northern and Southern empires 
(caused by a succession dispute),62 lineal succession oc
curred almost exclusively, perhaps due to the immense 
influence of Hu-han-hsieh, for at his deathbed he made 
his sons promise to transmit the throne lineally among 
themselves.63 After Shan-yii Hsiu-li (r. 128-140), various 
families vied in setting up their own candidates; it was not 
until seven years later that Chu-chu again established a 
line that maintained itself through regular succession, 
mostly through primogeniture, until the office of Shan-yii 
was done away with by Ts'ao Ts'ao in 216.64

The same tension that existed among the Hsiung-nu 
between the competing modes of lineal and patrilineal 
succession was present among the T'u-chueh, as the fol
lowing extended quotation will reveal:

When T'a-pa (d. 580) was about to die he spoke to 
his son An-10, saying: "I have heard that in terms of 
intimacy of relationship nothing exceeds that of father 
and son. [However], my elder brother was not close to 
his son and hence entrusted the throne to me. When I 
die, you must yield to Ta-lo-pien [An-10's older brother; 
he eventually founded the Western T'u-chueh]." After 
he expired, all [the great ones] within the state were 
about to set up Ta-lo-pien, but the masses would not 
agree since his mother was of low birth. An-10 was ver-
itably of the nobility, and had been all along venerated 
by the T'u-chueh. Sheh-t'u was the last to arrive; he 
spoke to all within the state, saying: "If you establish 
An-lo, then I will lead my brothers in serving him; if 
you establish Ta-lo-pien, I will surely remain on guard 
within my own territory and await you with sharp 
swords and long spears." Sheh-t'u was the eldest and 
was furthermore heroic; none within the state dared 
resist him. In the end they then set up An-10 as the 
successor.65



DAVID B. HONEY 575

Besides showing that patrilineal succession was the 
preferred method among the T'u-chueh/6 the above story 
also illustrates the importance of both personal prowess 
and high birth to qualify one for an office that is obtained 
by inheritance.67

Among the early Mongols, both patrilineal and lineal 
succession took place, because, as pointed out by Thomas 
Allsen, the Mongols made an attempt through "bloody 
tanistry" (called "common consent" by Marco Polo) at 
succession through nomination of the best qualified can- 
didate.68 These elections took place at general gatherings 
of nobility called quriltai, especially convened for such a 
purpose/9 Temujin received the epithet of Chinggis to go 
along with his newly bestowed title of Khan at a quriltai 
convened on the Onon river in 1206.7° The best-known 
Mongolian succession assembly was, however, the one of 
1245 that elected Guyiig; Plano Carpini was in attendance 
and left as detailed a description as could be expected from 
an outside observer.71 Notwithstanding this nod toward 
democratic participation, the quriltai ceremony seemed to 
have been a proforma procedure that merely confirmed the 
candidate who had emerged as the consensus choice either 
through behind-the-scenes maneuvering or open conflict. 
Again, the crucial factors were the personal qualities of the 
candidates themselves and how these qualities translated 
into influence. As H. Desmond Martin explains, even "if 
able to voice their opinions in open council, the amount 
of influence the imperial family and aristocracy were able 
to exert varied greatly according to circumstances and the 
personality of the reigning khagan."72 In most nomadic 
cases, the personality and prowess of the candidates were, 
finally, even more important than the wishes of a late 
leader.
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