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In  the  century  before the cataclysm of  the 
 Mongol invasions, a succession of major up-

heavals affected large parts of the eastern Islamic 
world. These included the eclipse of the Fatimid 
Caliphate, the collapse of the Great Seljuks in 
Iraq and Iran, the subjugation of the Qarakhanids 
by the Qara-Khitays from Mongolia, the meteoric 
rise and speedy fall of the Khwarazm Shahs, the 
replacement of the Ghaznavids by the Ghurids in 
Zabulistan, and the latter’s conquest of northern 
India, which would lead to the foundation of the 
Delhi Sultanate in 1206.  
    Under Malik Shah (1072–92), the Great Seljuk 
sultanate reached its furthest extent (see Map 12), 
but after his death the tendency towards decentral-
isation and division characteristic of the Turkish 
practice of ‘family sovereignty’ seems to have 
reasserted itself. The sultanate gradually split into 
an eastern part with its capital at Marv, which 
enjoyed a degree of stability during the long reign 
of Malik Shah’s son Sanjar (1097–1157), and a 
weaker western part, based in Iraq, where nine 
sultans ruled between 1118 and 1194. Sanjar cam-
paigned in Transoxania, where he established his 
authority over the eastern and western Qarakhanids; 
in 1117 he seized Ghazna and placed the Ghaznavid 
Bahram Shah (1117–52) on the throne as his vassal.
    In the middle of his reign, Sanjar turned his 
attention to Khwarazm which had been ruled by 
Ghaznavid governors in the first half of the eleventh 
century and subsequently by Seljuk appointees. 
One of these, ‘Ala’ al-Din Atsïz Khwarazm Shah 
(1127–56), rebelled against Sanjar, taking Marv and 

Sarakhs in the early 1140s, and this action, which 
coincided with a crushing battle on the Qatvan 
Steppe resulting in the conquest of Transoxania 
by the non-Muslim Qara-Khitays, put an end to 
Seljuk rule in northeastern Iran. In 1194, at the be-
hest of the ‘Abbasid caliph al-Nasir (1180–1225), 
the Khwarazm Shah Tekesh defeated the last 
‘western’ Great Seljuk, Tughrïl III. By the early 
1200s the Khwarazm Shahs, having recaptured 
Transoxania from the Qarakhanids, had also 
triumphed in their long struggle with the Ghurids 
for hegemony in Khurasan and Zabulistan, and 
were able to expand across the whole of Iran. 
However, the foundations of their power were 
weak, and their territories were quickly overrun 
by Chingiz Khan in the 1220s (see Map 21). 
    An important consequence of the Seljuk cap-
ture of Baghdad in 1055 had been the liberation 
of the caliphs from Shi‘i (Buyid) control. How-
ever, the Buyids were not the only ‘Shi‘i threat’. 
The Fatimid Caliphate in Cairo lasted until 
1171, and in 1090, Hasan-i Sabbah, an Isma‘ili 
from Qum, established himself with his follow-
ers, ‘the Assassins’, in the fortress of Alamut 
in the Elburz Mountains. Hasan has often been 
credited with the murder of the wazir Nizam 
al-Mulk in 1092; in 1095 he launched a series 
of deadly attacks on Seljuk officials. He and his 
followers went on to support the claims of Nizar 
ibn al-Mustansir (d.1095; see Map 11) and his 
descendants to be the rightful Fatimid caliphs, 
with the result that he was opposed both by the 
Seljuks and by the ‘other’ Fatimids. The dispute 

over the Fatimid succession caused a permanent 
schism within Isma‘ilism, between the adherents 
of Must‘ali, whose descendants are the Bohras 
of Bombay and Gujarat, and the followers of his 
brother Nizar, whose descendants acknowledge 
the authority of the Agha Khan.
    Although the Ghaznavids (see Map 9) had 
already lost much of their territory to the Seljuks 
by the mid-eleventh century, they continued to 
control much of Zabulistan and the Punjab. The 
dynasty became tributary to the Seljuk ruler Sanjar 
in 1117, and in 1150, ‘Ala’ al-Din Husayn, a scion 
of a princely family from Ghur, the mountain-
ous region east of Herat, sacked Ghazna in an 
episode whose ferocity earned him the soubriquet 
Jahan Suz, ‘World Burner’. His nephew Mu‘izz 
al-Din Muhammad Ghuri (1173–1206) drove the 
Ghaznavids out of Zabulistan in 1173, obliging 
them to take refuge in Lahore, the ‘capital’of their 
Indian territories, on which Mu‘izz al-Din began 
to cast an envious eye. He captured the Isma‘ili 
stronghold of Multan in 1175, and Lahore in 1186, 
and defeated a major Hindu alliance in 1192, 
continuing to campaign in northwestern India and 
in Khurasan against the Khwarazm Shahs until 
his death in 1206. In his absence from India, his 
general Aybak governed the conquered territories 
in the Punjab and the Gangetic plain; on Mu‘izz 
al-Din’s death Aybak established himself as ruler 
in Lahore, and on his own death four years later, 
his subordinate Iltutmish set himself up as ruler, 
founding the Delhi Sultanate, the first ‘independent 
Muslim power’ in India (see Map 28). 
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