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Introduction: this article reinterprets the multicultural environment in the territory of the Golden
Horde (Ulus of Jochi) as a site of religious authority formation. The paper also examines several recurring
authority signals that can be compared across reigns and regions: patronage of jurists and educational
institutions (appointments, court scholars, madrasas, juridical language); Sufi mediation (tariqa
affiliations, lodges/khanakas, shrine patronage, saintly genealogies, vernacular ethical instruction); public
markers of Islamic presence (mosques, cemeteries, architectural patronage, urban religious space); and
explicit negotiations with non-Islamic or extra-juridical norms (customary law, steppe political practice,
and pragmatic accommodations). The purpose is to examine the mechanisms of this formation through a
three-stage analysis of successive reigns. First, for each period, the study reconstructs the dominant
“authority package” — the combination of political-administrative mechanisms, juridical actors and claims,
and Sufi-mediated institutions through which religious legitimacy was produced. Second, it evaluates the
likely social reach of this package by asking how it could extend beyond the court through patronage,
education, ritual affiliation, and dispute settlement. Third, it compares the three reigns to identify shifts in
the locus of authority and their implications for the social embedding of Islam. Focusing on the reigns of
Berke Khan, Uzbek Khan, and Janibek Khan, the analysis examines how successive configurations of
authority emerged at the intersection of Islamic legal normativity, Sufi-mediated institutions, and khanate
governance. Methods: the methodology is based on comparative-historical and hermeneutical analysis of
key narrative corpora and modern historiography. Results: the study contrasts three models: an elite-
symbolic model of Islamization associated with Berke’s courtly patronage; a mediated integration model
under Uzbek Khan, in which Sufi network, particularly the Yassawiyya, translated Islamic ethics into Turkic
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social contexts while accommodating legal pluralism; and a later reconfiguration toward more formalized
Sharia-centered governance under Janibek Khan. Conclusions: the article argues that Islam’s integrative
capacity in steppe polities depended less on formal adoption than on institutions capable of mediating
between law, spirituality, and existing normative orders. Conceptually, it proposes a transferable typology
of Islamization as a process of negotiation between juridical authority, ethical-spiritual mediation, and
political organization, offering a comparative lens for other pluralistic pre-modern empires.

Keywords: Golden Horde; Russian lands; religion; culture; Middle Ages; multiculturalism
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BeedeHue: 8 cmamebe epeocmeicau8aemca MysaemuKyAbmypHasa cpeda 8 pyccKux 3emsAsax nepuooa
3os10moli Opdel (Yayca Axcyyu) Kak popmuposaHue peauauo3Holi enacmu. Paccmampusaromcs cieodyro-
wjue 3Ha4yuMble 80MpPOChI: MOKPOBUMENLCMBO pUCMam U 06pa308ames1bHuIM yuperdeHUsM (HasHave-
Hus, npudsopHele y4yeHble, medpece, opududeckuli A3bIK), a makxce cygulickoe nocpedHuyecmeo (npu-
HAO0/1eHHOCMb K MAPUKAM, I0H(U/XAHAKU, MOKPOBUMEALCMBO C8AMbIHAM, 2eHeas102UU C8AMbIX, dmu4e-
CKue HacmaesseHuAa Ha MecCmHsbIX ﬂ3bIKC7X), I'Iy6flu‘1HbIe NPU3HAKU Ucs1amMcKo20 npucymemeun (Meqemu,
KAadbuwa, apxumeKkmypHOe MOKPOBUMENLCMBO U 20P00CKOE penuzuo3Hoe MpocmpaHcmeo) U, HaKo-
Heu, ABHble NMepe208opbl C HEUCAAMCKUMU UAU 8HEOpUOUYecKUMU HOPMAamu (06biyHoe npaso, cmenHas
MoAUMUYECKAs MPAKMUKA U Mpazmamuyeckue Komrnpomuccel). Ljeas: uccnedosame mexaHu3mel hopmu-
POBAHUSA peau2uo3Holi enacmu 8 myanemukysaemypHol cpede 3o10moli Opdel (Yayca [xcy4u) Ha ocHose
aHaau3a mpex amanos. Bo-nepsoix, 047 Kax0020 nepuoda npassaeHus peKoHcmpyupyemcs 00MUHUPY-
rowuli «nakem nosHomovuli»: coyemaHue MoaumMuUKo-aOMUHUCMPAMUBHbLIX MEXAHU3MO8, HopUOUYeCKUX
cybveKkmos u npemeH3uli, @ Makue UHCMumMymos, Co30aHHbIX NPU nocpedHU4Yecmase cygues, yepes Ko-
mopeble hopMuUpoB8aAnace peauzuo3Has Ae2umumHOCMe. Bo-emopsbix, oueHusaemcs 8epossmHoe coyuas-
Hoe 8aUAHUe «naKkema noaAHOMoYull» Yepe3 aHasau3 Mmoz2o, KaK OH Mo2 pacrnpocmpaHAmMsca 3a npedesol
dsopa yepes NoKposuMesnbcmao, 06pa308aHUE, PUMYAAbHYIO MPUHAOAEHHOCM®b U pa3peuleHue Cropos.
B-mpembux, npogodumcs cpasHeHUe mpex Nepuodos npasaeHUs 0411 8biABAEHUA USMeHeHUl 8 yueHmpe
esacmu u ux nocnedcmaull 011 coyuanbHO20 yKopeHeHusa ucaama. Ha npumepe npasneHuli bepKe-xaHa,
Y36eK-xaHa u [xcaHubeK-xaHa aHaau3upyemcs, KaxK rnocsed0os8amesbHble KOHU2ypayuu 81acmu 803HU-
Kaau Ha nepeceyeHUU ucaamckol npasosoli HopmamusHOCMuU, UHCMUMymos, 0nocpedo8aHHbIX Cydu3-
MOM, U XQHCKO20 yrnpasneHua. Memoodbl: cpasHUMesnsHo-ucmopuyeckuli u eepmeHesmuyeckuli aHanu3
K/IH0YEeBbIX HAPPAMUBHBIX KOPIMyco8 U cospemeHHol ucmopuozpaguu. Pesyasmamel: ucciedosaHue
npomusonocmasasem mpu modesnu: 3AUmapHO-CUMBOAUYECKYO MOOesb UCAaMU3ayuU, C8A3AHHYI C
PUOBOPHbLIM MOKPOBUMesnscmseom npu bepke; onocpedo8aHHY UHME2PAUYUOHHY MoOesb npu Y3bek-
XxaHe, 8 Komopoli cygulickue cemu, ocobeHHO Accasulis, nepesoouau UCAAMCKYHO 3MUKY 8 MIOPKCKUl
coyuasnbHLIl KOHMeKcm, 00HO8pPEMEHHO y4UuMbI8as rnpasosoli nawpanusm; u 6osee no30H0 PeKoOHPU-
2ypayuo 8 cCmopoHy bosee hopmManu3oB8aHHO20 WAPUAMCKO20 ynpasaeHus npu [iaHubek-xaHe.
Bbl800bI: ymeepxcdaemcs, Ymo UHMe2payUoOHHAS cnocobHOCMb UCAaMa 8 CMernHbIX 20Cy0apcmeax 3a-
sucena He CMosabKO om (hopManbHO20 MPUHAMUS, CKOMIbKO OM UHCMUMymos, CriocobHbIX 8bicmyname
nocpedHUKamu Mexoy npasom, OYX08HOCMbIO U CYyWecmayowumu HOpMamusHoiMu nopaokamu. KoH-
uenmyasnbHoO npednazaemcs murnoso2us UcAamMu3ayuu Kax rnpoyecca esaumodelicmeusn mexcoy opuou-
yeckoli 8/10CMbIO, IMUKO-OYXO8HbIM MOCPEOHUYECMBOM U oaumuYeckol opaaHusayuel, Komopas mo-
Hem 6bimb UCM0M6308aHA 0118 CPABHUMENBHO20 AHAAU3A OpYy2UX NAOPAAUCMUYECKUX 00COBPEMEHHbIX
umnepudi.

Kniouesble cnosa: 3on10Tan Opaa; pycckue 3emau; penurns; Kyabtypa; CpeaHeBeKoBbE; MyAbTUKYAbTYPAU3M
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Introduction

Formation and development of the multi-religious
authority in the medieval Russian lands of the Golden
Horde period is often narrated as a top-down event: a
ruler converts, the polity becomes Islamic, and religious
institutions follow. While this political chronology is in-
dispensable, it can obscure the social and institutional
pathways through which Islamic normativity became
meaningful and enforceable in the multiethnic, largely
mobile empire and combined nomadic governance, ur-
ban nodes, and a layered legal environment in which tra-
ditional political culture, Turkic customary norms, and
Islamic jurisprudence could coexist.

The Golden Horde’s historical geography amplified
this complexity. The khanate controlled steppe corridors
and riverine routes linking the Black Sea and the Volga-
Ural zone to Central Asia and the Near East. These routes
facilitated the movement of merchants, scholars, emis-
saries, and ritual specialists. They also sustained reli-
gious plurality: Islam circulated alongside inherited
Mongol religious practices and the established presence
of Christian communities and other traditions in frontier
and urban contexts. Islamization therefore cannot be re-
duced to doctrinal substitution; it is better approached
as an evolving settlement within a pluralistic imperial
ecology.

From a religious-studies perspective, Islamization
is treated here as the gradual social embedding of Is-
lamic normativity — ritual, ethical, legal, and institu-
tional — within a political community. “Religious author-
ity” denotes the socially recognized capacity to define,
transmit, and (where possible) enforce that normativity.
Authority is therefore relational: it is produced through
interaction between rulers, jurists (ulama), Sufi shaykhs,
and local communities, and it is shaped by the available
infrastructures of mediation (courts, waqf patronage,
educational networks, lodges, ritual lineages, and moral
exemplars) [18].

This article asks a focused question: how did Is-
lamic law and Sufi networks operate individually and in
combination as instruments for constructing and con-
testing religious authority in the Golden Horde? Rather
than asking when the Horde “became Islamic,” the anal-
ysis compares three reigns often treated as turning
points — Berke Khan, Uzbek Khan, and Janibek Khan —to
identify shifts in the locus of authority and their likely
consequences for social integration.

The article advances three contributions. First, it
integrates political, legal, and Sufi perspectives into a
single authority-centered framework. Second, it clar-
ifies the state-supporting functions and limits of Ku-
brawiyya-linked patronage, Yassawiyya mediation,
and Sharia-centered legal institutionalization in a
steppe environment characterized by legal pluralism.
Third, it proposes a typology of Islamization as au-
thority negotiation between law, spirituality, and po-
litical organization as an approach that can travel be-
yond the Golden Horde case.

Historiographical and Conceptual Context

Scholarship on the Golden Horde Islamization has
tended to privilege one explanatory register at a time.
Classical political historiography foregrounds elite con-
version and state policy, reading Islamization through
court alliances, diplomatic alignments, and confessional
declarations [4; 5; 6]. This work established crucial chro-
nologies, but its emphasis on rulers and diplomacy often
leaves the mechanisms of social penetration under-
specified: it is not always clear how Islamic norms
moved from court rhetoric into everyday moral and le-
gal expectations.

Legal-centered studies assess Islamization through
the expansion of Sharia and the emergence of juridical
institutions. They underline that Hanafi legal reasoning
and courtly patronage of “ulama” did not automatically
produce uniform Sharia implementation across the ulus;
instead, Islamic law interacted with customary and ad-
ministrative norms in context-dependent ways [15]. The
key insight here is legal pluralism: Sharia became one au-
thoritative vocabulary among several, and its reach var-
ied by region, social milieu (urban vs. steppe), and polit-
ical priorities [2].

Sufism-centered approaches shift attention to me-
diation and lived religion. In steppe and frontier con-
texts, Sufi institutions could translate Islamic ethics and
ritual into vernacular, culturally resonant forms, operat-
ing through moral authority, communal affiliation, ritual
discipline, and symbolic continuity [7; 16]. Within Turkic
religious history, the Yassawiyya is frequently treated as
a paradigmatic vehicle for such translation because of its
vernacular orientation and adaptability to nomadic so-
cial organization [12; 13].

Recent scholarship has increasingly attempted to
bring institutions and material culture into the picture,
using the spread of mosques, madrasas, khanakas, cem-
eteries, and architectural patronage as indicators of Is-
lam’s growing public presence [9; 11]. Research in
Golden Horde-focused venues has also refined discus-
sions of chronology and institutional incorporation [3;
14], while broader syntheses situate the Horde more ex-
plicitly within Islamic imperial connectivities [8]. This
work is valuable insofar as it resists equating elite con-
version with social transformation. However, built evi-
dence still needs to be interpreted through the lens of
authority: the presence of institutions tells us that Is-
lamic infrastructures existed, but not automatically how
they mediated between state policies, jurists, and local
communities [14].

Despite these advances, fewer accounts systemati-
cally compare how different configurations of authority
operated across successive reigns within the Horde. The
present study therefore treats Islamization as a sequence
of authority settlements — always partial, negotiated, and
reversible, in which rulers could shift their reliance among
jurists, Sufi networks, and inherited normative orders.
This comparative focus helps explain why certain arrange-
ments supported cohesion while others generated fric-
tions between formal norms and local practice.
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Analytically, a “model of religious authority” is de-
fined here by three dimensions. Normative reference:
which norms are invoked as binding (Sharia, customary
law, Chinggisid political norms, or hybrid forms). Institu-
tional carriers: which actors and institutions are empow-
ered to articulate and transmit the norms (jurists and
courts; Sufi shaykhs and lodges; rulers and administra-
tive agents; or combinations). Modes of compliance:
whether normativity is pursued primarily through coer-
cive enforcement, distributive patronage, reputational
mechanisms, or ethical cultivation. Mapping these di-
mensions helps clarify why two periods that are both “Is-
lamic” at the level of elite identification can differ
sharply in their social reach.

Framed in this way, Islamization becomes an insti-
tutional problem as much as a theological one: it con-
cerns how Islamic normativity is carried into social life
and how it competes with, accommodates, or reorders
existing norms. This framing also reduces the tempta-
tion to read later legal-institutional forms back into ear-
lier periods. A ruler’s piety or legal rhetoric matters, but
its social effects depend on the authority infrastructures
available to translate rhetoric into practice.

A recurring theme across these literatures is legal
pluralism. Even when khans endorsed Islamic norms,
Sharia rarely operated as an exclusive system. It inter-
acted with steppe customary regulation and with Ching-
gisid political norms that continued to structure coer-
cion, taxation, and adjudication. This matters analyti-
cally because the “degree” of Islamization cannot be in-
ferred from legal rhetoric alone: the same khanate may
display Hanafi legal discourse at court while relying on
customary procedures in peripheral uluses, especially
where mobility and lineage politics constrain bureau-
cratic reach [10; 15]. Treating Islamization as authority
formation therefore requires tracking not only the pres-
ence of jurists but also the institutional channels
through which legal normativity could be made practi-
cally binding.

Sufi orders appear here not as a mere “mystical
add-on” to Islamic law, but as mobile institutional
frameworks that could travel with populations. In
steppe and semi-steppe environments, wandering
shaykhs, interconnected lodge systems, shrine-centered
devotional practices, and moral instruction in local idi-
oms provided replicable ways to build shared recogni-
tion and allegiance without deep or intrusive state ad-
ministration. In DeWeese’s view, this intermediary role
is crucial for understanding how Islam becomes socially
operative beyond the conversion of elites, while
Trimingham’s typology helps explain how tarigas could
persist as durable communities that tied courtly patron-
age to local moral economies [7; 16].

Finally, the present article uses Berke, Uzbek, and
Janibek as analytically convenient “moments” in which
different balances between law, mediation, and political
organization become visible. This is not meant to imply
that each reign is uniform across space or that other rul-
ers were unimportant. Rather, the periodization is a

heuristic device for comparing configurations of author-
ity: Berke highlights the possibilities and limits of courtly
conversion; Uzbek illustrates mediated integration as a
state-building strategy; and Janibek foregrounds the
promises and risks of stronger juridical institutionaliza-
tion [4; 8].

Materials and Methods

This study uses a qualitative historical comparative
design based on textual and historiographical analysis. It
draws on narrative compilations and chronicles com-
monly used in Golden Horde studies, alongside modern
research on Jochid governance, legal pluralism, and Sufi
institutions [1; 4; 6; 7].

The analysis proceeds in three steps. First, it recon-
structs for each reign the dominant “authority package”:
the mix of political-administrative mechanisms, juridical
actors and claims, and Sufi-mediated institutions
through which religious legitimacy was produced. Sec-
ond, it evaluates the likely social reach of that package
by asking how it could travel beyond the court through
patronage, education, ritual affiliation, and dispute set-
tlement. Third, it compares the three reigns to identify
shifts in the locus of authority and their implications for
the social embedding of Islam.

Hermeneutical reading is used to interpret how
sources frame legitimacy, law, and religious practice,
recognizing that narrative materials encode ideological
claims rather than transparent reportage. The method
therefore focuses less on extracting “facts” in isolation
and more on identifying patterned representations of
authority (e.g., the invocation of Sharia, the moral por-
trayal of rulers, the prominence of shaykhs and scholars,
and the language of piety and reform).

Two limitations follow. The article does not at-
tempt a comprehensive regional survey across the ulus,
and it does not treat material culture as a direct proxy
for belief. Instead, it uses institutional presence and re-
ported patronage patterns as indicators of shifting au-
thority relations, while acknowledging unevenness and
local variation across urban centers and mobile popula-
tions.

To operationalize the comparison, the analysis
treats reported instances of patronage, appointment,
and institutional sponsorship as “authority signals.”
These include: references to gadis and courts; the pres-
ence of endowed learning and ritual spaces; narratives
of shaykh—ruler interaction; and claims about the en-
forcement of Sharia norms. The goal is not to produce a
guantitative index, but to identify recurring patterns
through which sources describe the production of legit-
imacy and norm compliance.

In operational terms, the study distinguishes be-
tween claims to normative authority (how sources de-
scribe Islamic rule, Sharia, or saintly charisma) and au-
thority infrastructures (the institutions that make such
claims actionable). This distinction helps prevent the
common slippage between the existence of Islamic vo-
cabulary and the social embedding of Islamic practice.
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The analysis therefore reads narrative and historio-
graphical sources “against the grain,” asking what kinds
of actors and institutions are presupposed when a text
portrays a khan as a Muslim ruler or as an enforcer of
Sharia.

For coding purposes, the article treats the follow-
ing as recurring authority signals that can be compared
across reigns and regions:

e patronage of jurists and educational
institutions (appointments, court scholars, madrasas,
juridical language);

e Sufi mediation (tariga affiliations,
lodges/khanakas, shrine patronage, saintly genealogies,
vernacular ethical instruction);

e public markers of Islamic presence (mosques,
cemeteries, architectural patronage, and urban religious
space);

e explicit negotiations with non-Islamic or extra-
juridical norms (customary law, steppe political practice,
and pragmatic accommodations).

1. Berke Khan:
Elite Conversion and Courtly Patronage

Berke Khan is often presented as the first major Jo-
chid ruler to align the Horde decisively with the Islamic
world. This alignment had geopolitical consequences
(especially in the context of relations with neighboring
powers) and it also created new possibilities for legiti-
mating Jochid rule through Islamic idioms. Yet the social
meaning of this shift depends on whether Islam was em-
bedded beyond the court. The evidence most strongly
supports an early configuration in which Islam func-
tioned primarily as elite affiliation and diplomatic re-
source.

At this stage, the khan’s patronage could attract
Muslim scholars and Sufi figures connected to Central
Asian urban centers. Such figures could provide an “Is-
lamic language” of rulership, moral exemplarity, justice,
and pious sponsorship without necessarily generating
durable institutions capable of regulating everyday life
in mobile constituencies. This matters because in steppe
polities authority does not flow only through centralized
administration; it is negotiated through dispersed lead-
ership structures and the practical management of con-
flicts and alliances.

Historiographical reconstructions emphasize conti-
nuity in political structures: Chinggisid governance and
Turkic customary norms retained significant regulatory
weight during this period [4]. In such a setting, Islamic
normativity could circulate as a legitimating vocabulary,
but it would compete with other normative orders that
already organized taxation, arbitration, and military ob-
ligations. Islamization here is therefore best described
as “symbolic—patronage” rather than “institutional con-
solidation.”

The Kubrawiyya is frequently associated with early
courtly Islamization in the Jochid realm. As an urban-
linked Sufi tradition, it could provide recognized spiritual

genealogy and learned prestige, particularly valuable at
court. However, the structural limitation of such a model
is social reach: authority anchored in courtly and urban
milieus is less capable of mediating Islamic norms into
dispersed steppe constituencies. Where mediation is
thin, Islamic symbols can remain detached from the
everyday governance of disputes, ritual life, and ethical
discipline.

Accordingly, Berke's reign illustrates a first author-
ity configuration: the khan’s adoption of Islamic identity
is significant, but it does not yet imply a thick institu-
tional ecology of Sharia courts, endowed religious infra-
structures, and wide Sufi-mediated communal net-
works. This configuration establishes key precedents —
especially the possibility of Islamic legitimacy for Jochid
rule — while leaving open the question of how Islam
could become socially embedded across the ulus.

A key feature of the Berke configuration is that the
primary arena of Islamization is the court. The khan’s Is-
lamic identity could be amplified by foreign-policy posi-
tioning and by engagement with Muslim polities and
mercantile networks. In such contexts, Islam operates as
a language of alliance and moral distinction. Yet, be-
cause mobile constituencies were not governed through
dense bureaucratic penetration, court Islamization did
not automatically reorganize the everyday normative
order of the steppe. The authority problem remains:
who mediates Islamic norms into local arbitration and
communal practice, and with what institutional re-
sources?

From this angle, Berke’s Islamization can be read as
a court-centered legitimacy project that operates
through diplomatic alignment and selective patronage
rather than through systemic juridical change. Sources
that emphasize Berke’s Muslim identity tend to fore-
ground his position within wider Islamic geopolitics, but
they provide thinner evidence for the routine regulation
of steppe social life through Sharia. The likely outcome is
an authority pattern in which Islamic norms function as a
prestige language at the centre, while customary adjudi-
cation and Chinggisid political practice continue to organ-
ize conflict management in the peripheries [4; 5; 6].

2. Uzbek Khan: Mediated Integration
Through Sufi Networks and Managed Pluralism

Uzbek Khan’s reign is widely regarded as a decisive
stage in the Horde Islamization because Islam gained a
more systematic role in governance and public legitima-
tion. The distinctive feature of this stage, however, is not
simple “legalization” of rule. Rather, it is the emergence
of a mediated settlement in which Islamic norms were
promoted while legal pluralism and steppe social struc-
tures were managed rather than abolished.

On the political plane, Uzbek Khan’s sponsorship of
Islamic identity strengthened imperial connectivity to
wider Muslim circuits of learning and legitimacy. In prac-
tice, such connectivity could be expressed through the
patronage of mosques, learning, and ritual specialists,
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and by presenting the khanate as operating within the
broader Sunni ecumene. Yet the success of this policy
depended on translation mechanisms. In the ulus, au-
thority was not produced exclusively through central-
ized courts; it relied on informal leadership, tribal struc-
tures, and moral economies. Sufi institutions could op-
erate as mediators precisely because they combined
portable practices with charismatic authority and com-
munal discipline [7].

The Yassawiyya, in particular, is often described as
culturally resonant within Turkic contexts because its
ethical instruction and vernacular orientation allowed
Islamic concepts to be integrated without dismantling
existing social idioms [12; 13]. In authority terms, the
Yassawiyya provided a bridge between state-level Is-
lamic legitimacy and local moral life: it offered a reper-
toire of practices, lineages, and ethical expectations
through which Islam could be internalized as a lived
norm rather than only a courtly symbol. Such mediation
is especially consequential where populations are mo-
bile and where political authority cannot rely solely on
fixed bureaucratic infrastructures.

Importantly, mediated integration does not mean
the absence of law. Uzbek Khan’s policies can be read as
attempting to expand Islamic normativity while avoiding
overreach. Juridical authority (within the Hanafi-Ma-
turidi tradition) could be patronized and used selec-
tively, especially in urban centers and administrative
settings, while customary law and local arbitration con-
tinued to structure many disputes. Legal pluralism thus
persisted, but its balance could shift: Sharia became
more visible in public legitimation and in certain institu-
tional settings without necessarily becoming the exclu-
sive normative order.

This constellation of factors helps account for why
the Uzbek period is frequently characterized as compar-
atively stable. In contexts where Sufi forms of mediation
retained their institutional strength, religious authority
could be reproduced and transmitted through trust-
based ties, vernacular moral instruction, and practices of
communal affiliation, thereby mitigating the likelihood
that formal legal norms would be experienced as exter-
nal, unfamiliar, or merely coercive. On this reading, Uz-
bek Khan’s Islamization is most accurately conceptual-
ized as a form of “mediated institutionalization”: a syn-
thesis of political endorsement with culturally flexible
networks capable of translating normative commit-
ments into locally intelligible social practice and of sus-
taining ethical discipline over time.

In the Uzbek configuration, this authority problem
is addressed more directly. Sufi mediation expands the
channels through which Islamic identity becomes locally
meaningful: initiation lineages, ethical teaching, ritual
repertoires, and reputational authority create forms of
belonging that travel with mobile communities. At the
same time, state patronage can stabilize these channels
by supporting endowed infrastructures in urban nodes —
settings in which juridical and educational institutions
are more viable. The resulting system is not fully

centralized, but it is more densely mediated: Islamiza-
tion gains depth because multiple carriers (political, ju-
ridical, and Sufi) reinforce one another rather than op-
erating in isolation.

This configuration reflects a form of mediated Is-
lamization in which Sufi networks, juridical institutions,
and political authority reinforce one another rather than
functioning independently [17].

Material and spatial indicators are consistent with
this mediated integration. Urban growth and architec-
tural patronage under Uzbek Khan increased the visibil-
ity of Islam in public space, particularly in major centers
associated with khanate authority. Archaeological work
on Golden Horde cities underscores that mosques, cem-
eteries, and related institutions can be read as evidence
of expanding Islamic infrastructures, while studies of
mosque decorum and regional variation caution against
assuming uniformity across the ulus [9; 11]. Read to-
gether with institutional analyses of administrative in-
corporation, these findings suggest a pragmatic state-
building package: strengthen Islamic public presence,
connect the court to Hanafi learning, and rely on cultur-
ally resonant Sufi mediation to translate norms into
steppe social idioms [3; 14].

3. Janibek Khan: Reconfiguration
Toward Sharia-Centered Institutional Authority

Janibek Khan'’s reign is frequently described as a
period of stronger commitment to Sharia and the
authority of jurists. In principle, legal institutionalization
can deepen Islamization by establishing predictable
norms, courts, and scholarly infrastructures. In practice,
in a pluralistic steppe polity, legal expansion creates a
coordination problem: law becomes socially effective
only when it is mediated, internalized, and seen as
legitimate across diverse constituencies.

Legal-centered scholarship highlights that even
where rulers promoted Sharia, implementation remained
uneven and selective [1]. This unevenness reflects the lay-
ered normative environment of the ulus, in which cus-
tomary law and inherited administrative practices re-
mained functional. Attempts to privilege Sharia as the
dominant language of governance could therefore gener-
ate friction if they outpaced the capacity of institutions to
translate legal norms into everyday practice.

From the perspective of religious authority, Jani-
bek’s reconfiguration can be framed as a shift in the lo-
cus of legitimacy from a settlement in which Sufi media-
tion and managed pluralism buffered legal authority, to-
ward greater reliance on jurists and formal norms. This
shift does not imply that Sufi networks disappeared, but
it suggests that their mediating role could be reduced in
the state’s legitimation strategy. In turn, jurists and
courts could become more prominent as symbols of
“proper” Islamic governance.

The potential consequence is a weakening of infor-
mal channels that previously linked imperial authority
with local communities. Where mediation is diminished,
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Sharia-centered governance risks becoming adminis-
tratively visible yet socially thin: its norms may be in-
voked in elite and urban contexts while remaining con-
tested, ignored, or selectively adapted elsewhere [15].
In such conditions, legal formalization can produce
clarity for the state but ambivalence for local actors
whose normative expectations are shaped by custom-
ary orders, kinship-based structures, and mobile social
organization.

Janibek’s reign therefore illustrates a third config-
uration: “institutional legal consolidation” pursued in a
context where the integrative capacity of mediation may
have been less robust than in the Uzbek period. This con-
figuration is analytically important because it shows that
increasing formal Islamic governance does not automat-
ically increase social cohesion; the outcome depends on
whether juridical authority is accompanied by credible,
culturally resonant mediating institutions.

The Janibek configuration illustrates the tension
that can arise when the balance shifts toward juridical
authority. Legal consolidation promises uniformity, but
uniformity is difficult to achieve across a polity that
spans cities, frontier zones, and steppe corridors. If
juridical authority is perceived as closely aligned with
the center and insufficiently mediated into local moral
economies, it can provoke strategic compliance
(invoked when advantageous) rather than deep
internalization. The analysis therefore treats Janibek’s
period not as “more Islamic” in a simple sense, but as
differently Islamic: it privileges a distinct technology of
authority with distinct risks.

The authority trade-off becomes clearer if Jani-
bek’s legalism is placed against the baseline of managed
pluralism. Where customary law remained socially au-
thoritative, stronger juridical expectations could be ex-
perienced as external or “courtly,” especially if enforce-
ment depended on urban institutions and sedentary

specialists. Legal pluralism therefore does not
disappear; it becomes more politicized, because com-
peting normative registers are now linked to competing
claims about who may legitimately speak for Islam. In
such contexts, Sharia-centered institutionalization may
deepen Islamic governance in some locales while simul-
taneously eroding the integrative capacity of informal
religious networks elsewhere [15].

4. Comparative Synthesis:
Three Authority Configurations

Comparing these reigns suggests that the key
variable in Golden Horde Islamization is not simply the
ruler’'s confessional stance, but the institutional
distribution of religious authority. Berke’s period is
marked by elite-symbolic Islamization with limited
institutional depth, Uzbek’s — by mediated integration
combining Sufi networks and selective legal patronage,
and Janibek’s — by a tilt toward Sharia-centered
consolidation that risked outpacing mediation. The
comparative implication is that Islamization in pluralistic
steppe polities is best understood as a sequence of
negotiated authority settlements rather than a uniform
transition.

Seen in this way, conversion functions as an
enabling condition rather than a sufficient cause. It opens
a space for Islamic idioms of legitimacy, but whether
those idioms become socially durable depends on the
institutions that carry them. Sufi networks and juridical
infrastructures represent different modes of carrying: the
first emphasizes ethical translation and affiliation; the
second emphasizes normative standardization and
adjudication. Political authority can combine these
modes, but it must also manage the continued operation
of customary norms and administrative practices that
remain effective in steppe contexts.

Table

Schedule of the basic authority issues of the Golden Horde reigns

Period/ruler

Primary authority

Key mediating

Legal environment

Expected social

integration)

institutions expand

(ideal type) carriers infrastructures embedding
Berke Khan Khan and court; Court patronage; Strong customary and Shallow beyond elites;
(symbolic— selected limited institutional Chinggisid norms; Sharia Islam as prestige
patronage) scholars/shaykhs ecology weakly routinized language
Uzbek Khan Khan + jurists + Sufi Yassawiyya-type Managed pluralism Broader embedding via
(mediated networks mediation; public (Hanafi discourse translation; cohesion

alongside custom)

benefits

Janibek Khan
(institutional—
legal)

Jurists and state-
linked legal
institutions

Courts/education;
mediation relatively
reduced

Push toward Sharia-
centered governance
within pluralism

Deeper legal presence in
centers; friction risk in
peripheries

The Table above summarizes the argument in
schematic form. It should be read as comparative
heuristics rather than a claim that any reign was in-
ternally uniform. Its value is to make visible the dis-
tinct combinations of actors and infrastructures that
can, in principle, generate “Islamization” as a social

fact: courtly conversion and patronage without deep
routinization; mediated integration that translates
norms into local idioms while managing pluralism;
and juridical consolidation that expands legal author-
ity but may lose integrative flexibility if mediation is
weakened.
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5. Authority Infrastructures Across Space:
Court, City, and Steppe

The three configurations also imply different spa-
tial logics. In the court and major urban centers, juridical
and educational institutions can be more visible: schol-
ars can gather, courts can operate with more regularity,
and endowed spaces can anchor teaching and ritual. In
the steppe, where populations are more dispersed and
mobility is a structural condition, authority tends to rely
more heavily on portable and relational mechanisms —
personal leadership, reputational bonds, and institu-
tions that can travel (including Sufilineages and itinerant
teaching).

Berke’s symbolic patronage Islamization is concen-
trated at court and in elite circles, with limited evidence
of dense mediation into steppe society. Uzbek’s medi-
ated integration strengthens the bridge between
spaces: Islamic identity is supported at the center while
Sufi networks provide an interface with local communi-
ties. Janibek’s legal consolidation tends to emphasize
the urban—administrative end of the spectrum. Where
this emphasis is not matched by strong mediating insti-
tutions, the centre—periphery interface can become
fragile.

This spatial framing helps avoid an all-or-nothing
measurement of Islamization. The same polity can dis-
play different degrees and modes of Islamization in dif-
ferent spaces, and rulers may calibrate authority strat-
egies accordingly. The analytical question is therefore
how authority carriers connect (or fail to connect)
these spaces into a coherent normative order.

The spatial contrast between court, city, and
steppe also illuminates how different authority mod-
els could coexist without direct contradiction. Jurists,
courts, and educational institutions were typically
node-bound: they concentrated in urban centers such
as Sarai and regional towns, where literate admin-
istration, stable patronage, and settled audiences en-
abled routine adjudication and teaching. By contrast,
Sufi mediation was both node-bound and networked.
Lodges, shrines, and burial sites provided local an-
chors, yet authority could also travel through itiner-
ant preaching, disciple chains, and portable ritual rep-
ertoires. In practice, this meant that a legalist turn
could deepen Islamization in cities while leaving the
steppe governed through negotiated pluralism. Con-
versely, a Sufi-mediated strategy could widen the so-
cial reach of Islamic ethics in the countryside even
when formal courts remained thin. Seen this way, Is-
lamization is not a single scalar process, but a pat-
terned distribution of infrastructures across space.
Any assessment must therefore specify which spaces
are being measured (court, urban nodes, or pastoral
peripheries) and which mechanisms connect them
(taxation and patronage, pilgrimage and shrine ven-
eration, or the movement of specialists) [9; 11].

Discussion

Islamization as negotiation between law,
mediation, and political organization.

The Golden Horde case clarifies why “Islamization”
is a misleadingly singular term. What changes histori-
cally is the configuration of authority through which Is-
lamic normativity becomes actionable. Three analytical
claims follow.

First, juridical authority and political authority do
not map neatly onto one another. Sharia can be en-
dorsed by rulers without being uniformly enforceable,
and the presence of jurists or courts does not guarantee
social embedding. Legal pluralism is therefore not a re-
sidual anomaly but a structural condition in steppe em-
pires, where multiple normative vocabularies remain
operational. The key question is not whether pluralism
exists, but how rulers and religious actors manage it
through selective patronage, negotiated adjudication,
or the tolerance of parallel normative domains [13].

Second, Sufi mediation should be treated as an in-
stitutional technology of translation. In societies where
formal administrative penetration is limited and social
order relies on personal bonds, Sufi networks can pro-
vide portable institutions lodges, lineages, ritual reper-
toires, and moral exemplars that render Islamic norma-
tivity socially meaningful. Such networks also create rep-
utational economies: affiliation can signal moral stand-
ing, while shaykhs can function as brokers between rul-
ers and communities.

The Yassawiyya’s historical significance lies less in
doctrinal novelty than in its capacity to align Islamic eth-
ics with Turkic social idioms, thereby expanding the so-
cial reach of Islam without demanding immediate jurid-
ical uniformity [12]. Where such mediation is strong, Is-
lam can appear as a shared moral language that sup-
ports cohesion; where it is weak, legal norms can remain
abstract or contested.

Third, the relationship between religion and politi-
cal stability is contingent. Religion supports cohesion
when it supplies widely recognized legitimacy and re-
duces transaction costs between centre and periphery.
In the Uzbek configuration, mediated authority helped
Islam function as a shared moral and symbolic frame-
work across diverse communities. Where authority
shifts toward formalization without sufficient media-
tion, legal claims can become sites of contestation ra-
ther than integration, especially under conditions of suc-
cession tension, regional diversity, and economic stress.
Religious authority can therefore be stabilizing or desta-
bilizing depending on its institutional ecology [4].

These claims can be summarized as a transferable
typology of Islamization as authority negotiation:

e symbolic — patronage Islamization (elite con-
version, limited institutional reach);

e mediated integration (Sufi networks translating
Islamic norms while legal pluralism is managed);

e institutional — legal consolidation (expansion of
juridical authority with risks if mediation weakens).
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Applied comparatively, this typology suggests that
the depth of Islamization depends less on confessional
declarations than on the balance among jurists, Sufi me-
diators, and political-administrative structures.

A practical implication for the Golden Horde histo-
riography is that debates over “how Islamic” the khan-
ate was should be reformulated into questions about
which authority infrastructures were operative in which
spaces (court, city, steppe), and how these infrastruc-
tures interacted. This directs attention to patronage pat-
terns, the social reach of educational and Sufi networks,
and the negotiated coexistence of Sharia and customary
norms, rather than to conversion as a single causal
switch.

One advantage of an authority-centered approach
is that it clarifies what is at stake in debates about the
relative influence of jurists and Sufi shaykhs. These ac-
tors are not simply “competing religious groups”; they
often represent different mechanisms of norm produc-
tion and social control. Jurists provide standardized cate-
gories for adjudication and governance, which can be cru-
cial for administrative coherence. Sufi shaykhs can pro-
vide moral discipline and community-making mecha-
nisms that socialize norms in contexts where formal legal
reach is limited. In many pre-modern settings, durable Is-
lamization involves some settlement between these
mechanisms rather than the outright triumph of one.

The Golden Horde case also suggests why later
phases of legal institutionalization may not always trans-
late into stronger cohesion. If legal authority becomes a
primary marker of legitimacy, disputes over who con-
trols legal interpretation (which jurists, which courts,
which patronage networks) can become politically
charged. Conversely, where mediation is robust, Islam
can operate as a shared moral economy that reduces the
salience of legal contestation by embedding norms in
ethical practice and communal affiliation.

A further implication concerns the “transport” of
authority. In mobile polities, authority is persuasive
when it can circulate through interpersonal ties, ritual
repertoires, and recognizable lineages, not only through
fixed institutions. This helps explain why tariga-based
mediation could outperform purely legalist strategies in
steppe settings: it offers portable forms of recognition
(shaykh—disciple relations, shrine networks, vernacular
didactic genres) that do not require dense bureaucracy.
In this respect, Sufi mediation is less a rival to law than a
mechanism that can render legal and ethical norms so-
cially intelligible, thereby widening the audience for ju-
ridical claims [7; 12; 16].

The analysis is necessarily constrained by the une-
venness of the source record. Courtly narratives and
later compilations tend to overrepresent elite view-
points, while archaeological indicators of Islamic pres-
ence can show institutional expansion without directly
revealing how norms were practiced or contested in
everyday life. Future work can sharpen the typology by
pairing regional case studies with material-culture
datasets (urban religious space, funerary practices,

architectural patronage) and with closer attention to
how legal pluralism was administered on the ground.
Such a program would complement existing institutional
reconstructions and help specify where, and for whom,
the balance among jurists, Sufi mediators, and khanate
governance was most consequential [9; 11].

A complementary way to read the three models is
through the policy instruments that make religious au-
thority operational. In a Chinggisid polity, endorsing Sha-
ria or sponsoring jurists was not only a confessional ges-
ture; it could also standardize transactions in urban
nodes (marriage, inheritance, commercial disputes) and
provide a recognizable grammar of legitimacy for diplo-
macy and taxation. Yet juridical authority is costly to ex-
tend: it requires literate personnel, institutions, and a
degree of social trust in adjudicators. Sufi networks, by
contrast, can supply trust and recognition through per-
sonal ties and ritual repertoires that travel, lowering the
social friction of norm adoption, but they can also be-
come alternative centers of loyalty if not integrated into
state strategies. The Uzbek configuration can therefore
be interpreted as a relatively successful equilibrium: le-
gal discourse and public institutions expand, while me-
diation provides cultural translation and stabilizes com-
pliance. The later turn toward heavier legal institution-
alization may deepen normative clarity in some spaces
but risks brittleness where mediation weakens and plu-
ral norms remain authoritative [8].

Conclusions

This article has argued that Islamization in the
Golden Horde is best analyzed as a contested and shift-
ing formation of religious authority. Across the reigns of
Berke Khan, Uzbek Khan, and Janibek Khan, the locus of
authority moved among elite patronage, Sufi-mediated
translation, and Sharia-centered institutionalization.
The comparative record suggests that Islam became so-
cially durable when Islamic normativity was embedded
through institutions capable of mediation between law,
spirituality, and existing normative orders.

The Uzbek period illustrates the stabilizing poten-
tial of mediated integration, particularly when culturally
resonant Sufi networks help align Islamic ethics with
Turkic social contexts while legal pluralism is managed.
Later moves toward stronger juridical formalization
demonstrate that legal consolidation alone can be so-
cially thin if mediation is insufficient. The proposed ty-
pology therefore offers a generalizable way to compare
Islamization processes across pre-modern pluralistic
polities, shifting attention from conversion events to au-
thority configurations and their institutional supports.

Beyond the Golden Horde, the typology proposed
here offers a comparative lens for other pluralistic and
post-imperial settings in which rulers sought Islamic le-
gitimacy while governing populations with strong cus-
tomary repertoires. It redirects attention from conver-
sion narratives to the infrastructures that make religious
authority durable: courts and educational institutions,
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Sufi networks and ritual spaces, and the fiscal and patron-
age mechanisms that connect specialists to communities.
Applied comparatively, the approach suggests two testa-
ble expectations. First, legal consolidation is most likely to
widen everyday practice where administrative penetra-
tion and trusted local intermediaries exist; where they do
not, it risks remaining a courtly project. Second, mediated
integration can generate cohesion by translating norms
into local idioms, but its political utility depends on how
rulers manage the relationship between mediators and
jurists. Future research could refine these expectations by
combining textual work with regional archaeological da-
tasets and by tracing how particular networks (jurists,
lodge affiliates, shrine patrons) intersected with trade
routes and urbanization [8].
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