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Abstract

This study investigates the early Islamic responses to the Mongol invasion of 619
AH (1221 AD), a crisis that profoundly affected the Islamic world with widespread
destruction and upheaval. The catastrophic event disrupted both intellectual and societal
stability, as Muslim historians and scholars struggled to interpret and document its
impact. Central to the discussion is the concept of "The Rhetoric of Silence,” which
describes scholars' tendency to avoid critically analyzing the invasion and its
implications.

Moreover, the Mongol invasion shattered prevailing religious and historical beliefs.
Prior to this event, Islamic thought was anchored in the idea of Dar al-Islam—the
sphere of Islamic governance supported by divine favor, with an anticipated expansion
under God's guidance. The devastating defeat at the hands of the Mongols challenged
this worldview dramatically. Historians faced deep questions about divine justice,
human agency, and what it meant for a supposedly protected realm to face such
devastation.

Furthermore, Islamic historiography at the time lacked a framework for analyzing a
large-scale defeat by non-Muslims. The authors emphasize that scholars lacked the
framework to interpret why Islamic rule, traditionally associated with divine favor,
could falter. This intellectual gap led to an era of paralysis. Theologians responded by
turning to religious interpretations, framing the invasion as divine punishment for moral
lapses within the Muslim community. This explanation resonated with a belief that God
tests and punishes believers to guide them back to righteousness. However, while this
view provided psychological relief, it sidelined a more uncomfortable analysis of human
failures, such as poor military strategy or flawed leadership.

The findings indicate that, for the first four decades following the Mongol invasion,
early Islamic historiography entered a period marked by what the author calls a
"literature of silence.” This literature was not devoid of historical accounts but rather
lacked deep, critical examination. Instead, scholars chose to frame the conquest through
a theological lens, focusing on divine retribution and reducing human responsibility.
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This approach served two purposes: providing a coping mechanism for widespread fear
and destruction while maintaining spiritual stability amid the chaos.

By attributing the invasion to God's will, the community found comfort, deferring the
need for a painful self-assessment of military or political failures. The concept of
Taklif—human responsibility to act—was deliberately set aside. By emphasizing divine
will as the primary force, scholars avoided scrutinizing strategic errors and leadership
shortcomings. This choice reflected an intellectual environment unprepared for a secular
analysis of defeat. The resulting literature offered an indirect commentary on events,
marked by metaphors and vague language, signaling an unwillingness to confront the
harsh realities of the invasion.

Religious scholars also wove the invasion into apocalyptic narratives, using Quranic
references and Hadiths about trials before the Day of Judgment. This reinforced the idea
that the Mongol conquest was not just an isolated event but part of a divine and
inevitable cosmic plan. Such a perspective further justified the lack of practical,
strategic responses or reevaluation.

Notable historians like 1bn al-Athir demonstrated this pattern in their work. Despite
his firsthand knowledge of the devastation, Ibn al-Athir expressed reluctance to delve
into its full horror, often framing his hesitation as arising from the immense scale of the
suffering and divine influence. This approach revealed discomfort with directly
engaging with the practical failures of the time. The use of metaphorical and indirect
language reflected the broader trend of non-engagement, allowing scholars to defer
comprehensive reflection.

The study concludes that the "literature of silence™ encapsulated the early Islamic
world's struggle to process the Mongol invasion. This historiographical silence was
more than an absence of analysis; it was a conscious choice to avoid deep scrutiny,
rooted in religious beliefs that placed divine will above human agency. While this
interpretation offered spiritual comfort, it postponed necessary intellectual and strategic
shifts.

Framing the Mongol invasion as a divine test or punishment provided a means of
psychological reassurance, enabling scholars to sidestep examining leadership or
strategic shortcomings. This response had long-term implications for how future Islamic
scholars approached similar crises, illustrating the tension between religious
interpretation and the need for rational, practical analysis. Although later Islamic
historiography began to integrate more nuanced views and strategic insights, this initial
phase set a precedent for prioritizing theological explanations over critical assessments.
The "literature of silence” thus highlights the complex balance between faith and reason
in the face of profound challenges, reflecting the broader intellectual struggles within
medieval Islamic thought.
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