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THE ECONOMIC DECLINE OF CIRCASSIAN MAMLUKS 

IN EGYPT, 1468-151( 

Introduction

Mamluk is an Arabic term meaning something owned of possessed. In Islamic history, however, this term acquired the meaning of a slave, more specifically a white slave, used in the military establishment. The history of Mamluk kingdom is very unique. All rulers in this kingdom were ex-slaves or sons of ex-slaves. In the Ayyubid kingdom they served as the armies and later took the throne and appointed themselves as the sultans. For more than 250 years they ruled Egypt, Syria, Jordan, and Palestine. The principle achievements of the Mamluks lay in their expulsion of the remaining Crusaders from the Levant and their rout of the Mongols in Palestine and Syria. The era of Mamluk rule can be divided into two periods. The first one is from 1250 until 1382 and was known as the ‘Turkish Mamluk’ period. The second period covers from 1382 until 151( and was known as ‘Circassian Mamluk’ period. 

There is universal agreement among historians that the Mamluk state reached its height under the Turkish sultans and then fell into a prolonged phase of decline under the Circassians. The Circassian Mamluks experienced a critical economic period before their downfall( Internal and external problems have been identified as the cause the economic decline( It is the main purpose of this research to analyse the factors which led to the economic decline of the Circassian Mamluks from the reign of al-Ashraf Qaytbay starting in 1468 to the fall of the kingdom in 151(. 
The Political Aspects

In general, the period of 1468 until 151( was a crucial period politically. The strife and coup d’états to usurp the throne were common among the amirs. During this era, seven individuals were installed as sultans but most of them were incompetent. As a result, wars continued and resulted the political instability that was not suitable for the development of the economy. Moreover, the military-oriented nature of the ruling system also contributed to the economic failure( Most of the revenues, were utilised for strengthening the army( The sultans bought more Mamluks (slaves) to gain supremacy and influence as well as to compete with their rivals. Part of the revenues was also utilised by the sultans and amirs for their own benefit( Eventually, the treasury became exhausted and could no longer maintain its own needs.
The Decline of Agriculture

The fundamental cause of Egypt’s long range deterioration was the steady decrease in agrarian production. The evidence of the deterioration of agriculture can be seen from the decrease of agricultural land and its ‘ibra (revenue). The movement of prices and the volume of imports of agricultural production also showed the decline of agriculture during the period under review. The decline was due to human factors such as the decline of the iqta’ (fief) system, failure to maintain the irrigation system, failure to retain a productive labour force for the land, the disruptions caused by the Bedouins and the failure to adopt new techniques in agriculture. The deterioration also evolved in response to natural phenomena, such as droughts, floods, plagues and epidemics, and crop blight. 

The human factors greatly affected the decline of agriculture sector as compared to the natural factors. The rulers took no effort to improve both iqta’ and the irrigation system. They never introduced or created a new technique in agriculture to increase the productivity. More horribly, the poor condition of the peasants was never improved. There were also no efforts taken by them to stop the threat of the Bedouins on the peasants. Instead, they preferred to impose various unreasonable taxes on the peasants. It is thus fair to state that the rulers should be held responsible for no efforts taken to remedy such a critical situation.

The Decline of Industry

The period under consideration also saw the decline of industrial sector in Mamluk kingdom. Indeed, the historical evidence shows that the deterioration occurred even earlier. The decline of industry during the later Mamluk period can be seen from the fact that the Mamluks increased imports of certain European industrial products. The collapse of a number of factories and the continuing deterioration of various industries after the Ottoman occupation also indicate the decline of the industrial sector during the period 1468-151(. The main factor that led to the decline of industry was the Mamluks’ attitude towards this sector. They monopolised all of the industries and imposed heavy taxes on the civilian industrialists in their own interests. The decline of industry was also due to technological stagnation. When there was no more free competition, or the competition had been very much weakened, there was no need to improve production methods. This led to competition from Europe where technological innovation had been in progress from the end of eighth(fourteenth century in various industrial sectors. The superiority of European industrial products and their cheaper price affected the Mamluk industry. The recurrences of plague in Egypt during the period under review also affected the industrial sector. The depopulation caused a dearth of workers which led to an increase in labour costs and in the prices of industrial products. As a consequence, many of the factories were closed and abandoned. 

The Decline of Trade and Commerce

The main sources of income of the Circassian Mamluks from trade and commerce also declined. The deterioration of local and international trade can be seen from the decline of commercial centres such as ports and markets in Egypt during that time. The volume of trade with European and Eastern countries had decreased. Hence, taxes from commercial activities had declined. Among the internal problems that caused the decline were the state monopolistic policy, the burden of the tarh
 policy and heavy taxes. Such monopoly in trade and commerce caused a negative impact on local and foreign merchants. This also includes other internal problems like political unrest, the recurrences of plague and the decline of the karimi (spice) merchants. The karimi merchants were no longer free to sell oriental commodities as a result of pressure from the rulers( They were replaced by khawaja
 merchants who worked for the sultans’ interest. The European and Frank pirates also affected trade and commercial activities( The emergence of the Portuguese in the Indian Ocean eventually led them to monopolise the spice trade controlled by the Mamluks. 

The Instability of the Monetary System

Another crucial factor was the instability of the monetary system. The pressure of increased expenditure led the Mamluk authorities intervened in the exchange market and to reduce the fineness and weight of the coinage in order to achieve fiscal advantage. The monopoly of the currency, according to the contemporary historians, caused the disruption to the populace of Cairo and affected the economic activities.

Economic Strain because of High Military Expenditure

During this unstable economic situation, the internal and external enemies challenged the Mamluk’s power. The uprisings of the local Bedouins and the revolts of Dhu al-Ghadir in the north forced the Mamluks to undertake many military campaigns to stop the rebellions. At the same time the Mamluks had to build up the military forces to face the external enemies such as the Ottomans and the Portuguese who tried to expand their influence in the Mamluks’ colonies. Despite the Mamluks being capable of maintaining their power and defending their country, the costs of the expeditions and campaigns were excessive. For example, during the reign of sultan Qaytbay, he spent on all his expeditions, numbering 16, the sum of (,165,000 dinars. Extraordinary tax imposition and confiscation (musadara) were instances of the measures taken in order to gain money. However the latter was a very famous action which was taken to cover the high military expenditure. It is to be noted that the long-term effects of this musadara action were to slow down the sectors in agriculture, industry, trade and commerce locally and externally. It was during this critical economic situation that the Circassian Mamluks were eventually defeated by the Ottomans in 1517.

Conclusion

The economic crisis in Mamluk kingdom during the period of 1468-151( was so critical. Several factors have been identified as the causes of the economic decline of this mature empire. They were the decline of main sectors which were important for the Mamluk income i.e. agriculture, industry and commerce. The degeneration of monetary system and the economic strain because of high military expenditure also proven as other severe factors leading to the economic decline of Circassian Mamluk. 
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� The merchants were compelled to buy and sell at a fixed price.


� The merchants with official ranking.





