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Abstract

The Mongol invasions and conquests significantly influenced the political and
military landscape of the world at that time, prompting reactions from various
regions. Initially, these invasions affected parts of the Islamic East, causing the
Islamic world, a fierce rival of the West, to suffer severe blows from this Eastern
power. This initially brought satisfaction to the Westerners. In fact, early on, under
the influence of encouraging reports, stories, and myths (such as those about Prester
John) transmitted by Nestorian Christians to Europe, the Westerners believed the
Mongols to be the saviors of Christendom, who had come to avenge the followers of
Christ against the Muslims by invading Islamic lands. However, over time, Europe
itself became embroiled in the Mongol invasions and their consequences. Given
these circumstances, the European stance toward the Mongol invasions and
conquests was shaped by a mixture of hope and fear. On the one hand, they were
concerned that the Mongol invasions might extend further into Europe, which would
have led to immense losses for the Christian world. On the other hand, Europeans
sought to establish relations with this emerging and somewhat enigmatic power.

This study aims to examine the diverse and varied approaches of contemporary
Europeans toward the Mongol invasions and conquests. Furthermore, it will attempt

to address the central question of why Europeans adopted different approaches to the
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Mongol invasions and under what conditions these varying responses emerged. The
findings of the research suggest that, based on the course of events, Europeans
responded and positioned themselves toward the Mongols at three different levels,
depending on the circumstances.

Keywords: History, Relations, Mongols, Europeans, Islam, Pope.

Introduction

Throughout antiquity, exchanges across continents—whether commercial, cultural,
or political—shaped the transfer of agricultural products, technologies, religious
ideas, and social practices. Among the great centers of population and production
were China, India, and Europe, which together contained the majority of the world’s
inhabitants. Of these, Europe was the most dependent on extended networks of
exchange, yet its access to the riches of the East was obstructed by the powerful
empires of Western and Central Asia.

From the Greco-Roman period through the Sasanian era, competition over these
routes was continuous, culminating in intense rivalry between Byzantium and
Persia. With the rise of Islam, global interactions entered a new stage: confrontation
between Christian Europe and the Islamic world dominated international relations.
The failure of the Crusades deepened Europe’s search for alternative allies in the
East who might break the Islamic barrier.

In the early thirteenth century, the sudden expansion of the Mongols
dramatically altered this balance. Their devastating assaults struck at the heart of the
Islamic world, an outcome that many Europeans viewed with approval, even hope.
To them, the Mongols represented not only a formidable power but also a potential
providential ally against Islam—an expectation reinforced by long-standing legends
of Eastern Christians along the Silk Road.

This article investigates how contemporary Europeans perceived the first
Mongol invasions. It asks: Did Europeans regard the Mongols primarily as a threat
or as a strategic opportunity? How did political leaders and the Church differ in their
responses? And to what extent did early contacts shape subsequent attempts at

diplomacy between Europe and the Mongol Empire?
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Materials & Methods

This study is based on an examination of medieval written sources. First, Latin and
Byzantine accounts—such as those of Matthew Paris, John of Plano Carpini, and
William of Rubruck—were analyzed. In addition, diplomatic correspondence
preserved between popes, European monarchs, and the Mongol courts has been used
as primary material.

Second, contemporary Islamic sources—including the works of Ibn al-Athir,
Ata-Malik Juvayni, and Rashid al-Din Fazlallah—were consulted in order to
compare narratives and identify alternative perspectives on the Mongol presence.

The methodology combines historical-comparative analysis with cross-cultural
source criticism. European perceptions of the Mongols are reconstructed and
categorized through a comparative reading of Christian and Islamic texts. To clarify
the concepts of “threat” and “opportunity,” the study draws on theoretical insights
from international relations and the history of medieval political thought.

Finally, the findings are organized around three main themes:

1. European responses to the first Mongol invasions.
2. Divergent perceptions between secular rulers and ecclesiastical authorities.

3. The implications of these perceptions for the development of subsequent

diplomatic relations.

Discussion & Result

The Mongol transregional and continental invasions profoundly reshaped the global
order and altered international relations. At the time, Islam and Christianity were
engaged in conflict in the Near East, and the initial Mongol campaigns inflicted the
greatest damage on the eastern Islamic world. Europeans, disappointed by the
outcomes of the Crusades, interpreted the Mongol advance through the lens of
Christian legends—such as the prophecy of King John in the East—seeing it as a
form of divine intervention to protect Christianity from Islam. Eastern Christians,
anticipating such an opportunity, sent encouraging reports to the West, portraying
the Mongol invasions as aligned with Christian interests and opposed to Islam.

Conclusion

However, as the Mongols extended their campaigns into Europe, many of these

optimistic perceptions collapsed. Western Christendom, while cautious, had to
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confront a dual reality: the Mongols’ opposition to Islam was welcomed, yet their
attacks on Christian territories provoked alarm. In response, European leaders—
including the Pope and the Emperor—sent diplomatic and political missions to the
Mongol courts. Nevertheless, these efforts yielded little tangible outcome, largely
due to Europeans’ limited understanding of Mongol society and strategy, as well as
the Mongols’ own rigid political and military framework, which did not prioritize

Christianity in their interactions with Europe.
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