
Exam grading guide 
MØNA2507 Gunpowder Empires 
 
This exam consists of one part only. Choose one of the following questions and 
answer it in essay form. Base your arguments on texts covered in the course, but 
make critical use of the contradictions and disagreements between them. 
 
1) What is/was a gunpowder empire and what historiographical use does the 
term have? What are its strengths, benefits and weaknesses in relation to other, 
competing historiographical terms employed in scholarship on the three empires 
of this course? 
 
This essay has two aspects to it. One is to define the term and show its applicability, 
the other is the historiographical debate. The very minimum here is to bring up 
Marshall Hodgson’s definition of the term ‘gunpowder empire’, and its use to bring 
the three empires of the Ottomans, Safavids and Mughals under the same rubric. 
This can be done in different ways, and should not require a lot of space. The 
candidate would at the very minimum be expected to bring up the use of 
gunpowder for siege guns and the use of gunpowder among the Janissary infantry. 
A somewhat better essay would discuss the extensive presence of mounted archers 
and bring Rudi Mathee’s chapter on ‘Unwalled Cities and Restless Nomads’ as well 
as Gabor Ágoston’s chapter on Ottoman military organisation into the discussion. A 
good essay would also discuss the usefulness of the technologically-oriented 
classification in The Venture of Islam for understanding these empires, and the 
ways in which it brings together similar empires but perhaps not on the most 
fruitful basis. For the second aspect, to do with the historiographical debate, the 
candidate is expected to, at the very least mention and discuss the two other 
concepts put forward by Casale’s text and Canfield’s text early modern Islamic 
empires and Turko-Persia, respectively. Barfield’s discussion of the synthesis of 
sedentary and nomadic lifestyles are also worth discussing. A good essay will 
distinguish and make use of the key arguments of each of these texts, namely 
Hodgson’s emphasis on technology, Casale’s on early modernity, Canfield’s on 
cultural synthesis and Barfield’s on empires composed of power brokers with 
different ways of life. 
 
2) What role did steppe nomads have in the making of the three empires and 
how did this affect their composition and political culture? 
 
This essay question requires the candidate to discuss in detail the importance of 
steppe-nomadic conquest for the making of the three empires, and how each of the 
three dynasties harkened back to nomads in different ways. They should also 
manage to discuss how nomads went from being the military backbone of the three 
to becoming increasingly marginalised over time, as the dynasties settled in 
palaces in cities, yet retained nomadic imagery for their symbolic order. This latter 
point about how nomadism became part of the symbolic order would need to 
discuss steppe titulature such as khan, hakan, beg and the like, and how various 
rulers used these to bolster their legitimacy vis-à-vis different groups. It would also 
not be wrong to point out how nomads remained important on the countryside, 
and that much of the peripheral folk culture (at least in the Ottoman and Safavid 



empires) sprang from this kind of background. This is also where sufism and 
mysticism comes in, because this allowed many illiterate nomads to take part in 
Islamic religious life on other terms than the literate high culture of the cities. The 
candidate would do well to include arguments made by Canfield 1991 and Barfield 
2002 in their discussion, as well as points raised in Stephen Dale’s opening 
chapters. A good essay will include discussion of Rudi Mathee’s chapter and 
İnalcık’s 1954 article. A brilliant essay will make use of all readings for week 3 and 
the primary texts taken from the Baburname and the story about Boghach Khan in 
Kitab-i Dede Korkut. Although it is not scholarship per se, there is nothing wrong 
with making use of the relationship between the Seljuk nomadic ruler and his 
advisor, as Amin Mahlouf fictionalises in Samarkand. This latter should be done 
with care, and the candidate should make sure not to present it as truth but a 
fictionalised version of this kind of dynamic. 
 
 


