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Abstract: 
The allegory delivered by the matriarch Alan Qo’a in The Secret History of the 
Mongols to Temüjin (Chingis Khan) and her other sons using singular and 
bundled arrows in order to demonstrate the power of concord, is perhaps one 
of the most famous instances in mediaeval Inner Asian literature. However, 
aside from some comments by Moses and de Rachewiltz, little has been said 
by scholars regarding the continuity of this pattern of allegoric fable from the 
Scythians of antiquity to the Tu-yü-hun and Seljuk Türks, before it is ever 
found in conjunction with the Mongols. For that matter, this allegory, told in 
connection with Chingis Khan, played a central role in European 
representations of the Mongols as far wiser and more just than even the 
Christian rulers of Europe during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, 
where it reached its apex in the popular bricolage of texts: The Travels of Sir 
John Mandeville. In this paper I will look to both the recurrent similarities and 
the integral differences inherent in each of the versions of this pattern of 
allegory in turn. Of chief importance in my analysis will be the enduring 
social organisation of nomad rulership, structured around the family, and the 
possession of power through control over the archers who composed the 
military force of the confederated ancient and mediaeval Inner Asian state. 
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Introduction. 
In a 1987 article in The Journal of American Folklore Larry Moses discussed in 
detail variants of a widely-diffused fable archetype in reference to its thematic 
repetition in the mediaeval Secret History of the Mongols.1 Commonly known in 
the west under the title of “The Farmer and His Quarrelling Sons”, through the 
influence of the Greek fabulist Aesop,2 this fable pattern, often structurally 

                                                 
1 L. Moses, “The Quarrelling Sons in the Secret History of the Mongols,” The Journal of American 

Folklore 100. 395 (1987): 63-8.  
2 B. E. Perry, Studies in the Text History of the Life and Fables of Aesop (Lancaster, Pennsylvania: 
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labelled by the Aarne Thomson system for categorising folktales as §910F,3 
describes an elder, usually on their deathbed, who compels his or her children 
towards unity through a simple allegory of the collectivity strength of bound 
rods or missiles. For instance in The Secret History of the Mongols we may read 
regarding the Mongol ancestress Alan Qo’a:  
 

“…Alan Qo’a made her five sons Belgünütei, Bügünütei, Buqu 
Qatagi, Buqatu Salǰi and Bodončar Mungqaγ come and sit and 
saying “Break (this)!” gave them a single arrow shaft each. They 
broke their respective arrow shafts with little difficulty and cast 
them aside. She then also gave them five arrow shafts bundled 
together, saying ‘Break these!’ All five of them, in turn, taking 
hold of the five bundled arrow shafts, were not able to 
successfully break them… [She said:] “If you are single and 
separate from one another you will easily be destroyed by others 
like a single arrow shaft. But if like those arrows you are in 
concert and become of one purpose, you will easily defeat anyone, 
no matter what.”4  

 
Aside from Moses, however, little work has been done on the history and 
function of this fable pattern within the cultures of Inner Asia from the 
Scythians to the Mongols, except perhaps by Adrados and Van Dijk 5  in 
simply listing several variants from Inner Asia - including an erroneous fable 
about the Bulgar figure Kubrat Khan,6 and de Rachewiltz7 in his commentary 
to The Secret History of the Mongols, in which he mentions several versions 
found amongst the Tu-yü-hun and Scythians in passing. This is somewhat of 
a surprise, as upon inspection there is in fact a long, detailed transmission 
path for this fable pattern amongst the nomadic aristocracies of Inner Asia 

                                                                                                                                            
Lancaster Press, American Philological Association, 1936), §53; A. Hausrath, Corpus Fabulae 

Aesopicae Soluta Oratione Conscripta (Teubner: Lipsiae, Teuberi et Acedemiae Litterarum ad Opis 

Sociatis, 1957), §73. 
3 A. Aarne and S. Thompson, The Types of the Folktale: A Classification and Bibliography, (Academia 

Scientarum Fennica, 1964), this expanded ed. §1021J. 
4 The Secret History of the Mongols §19-21. All translations: Jonathan Ratcliffe, 2013/2014, unless 

specified. Secret History translated from text of L. Ligeti, Monumenta Linguae Mongolicae Collecta I: 

Histoire Secrète des Mongols (Budapest: Akadémiai Kiadó, 1971) in accordance with comments found 

in F. W. Cleaves, Cleaves, The Secret History of the Mongols, (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 

1982); U. Onon, The Secret History of the Mongols (Surrey: Curzon Press, 2001; and I. de Rachewiltz, 

The Secret History of the Mongols Vol. I: A Mongolian Epic Chronicle of the Thirteenth Century 

(Leiden and Boston: E.J. Brill Academic Publishing, 2004).  
5 F. R. Adrados and G. Van Dijk, G. History of the Graeco-Latin Fable Vol III: Inventory and 

Documentation of the Greco-Latin Fable. (Leiden and Boston: E.J. Brill Academic Publishers, 2003), 

76.  
6 Ibid., 76. Cf. S. W. Bauer, The History of the Medieval World: From the Conversion of Constantine 

to the First Crusade (New York: W. W. Norton Publishers, 2010), 322. Source cited J. B. Bury, 

History of the The Later Roman Empire: From Arcadius to Irene (395 A.D. to 800 A.D) (Amsterdam: 

Adolf M. Hakkert Publishers, [1899] 1966), Vol. II. 322. Cf. Nicephorus, Brevarium, 35. 89-90. 

Theophanes, Chronographicon, 497 for primary sources on Kubrat’s death. None of these sources, 

including Bury’s contain such a fable.    
7 I. de Rachewiltz, The Secret History of the Mongols, 262-3.  
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from antiquity to the Mongol Empire, wherein fables of this type appear, 
reappear and are deftly reshaped by its surrounding narrative context. As will 
be shown, the ongoing practice of placing such fables in the mouths of 
integral cultural founders echoes in many ways the need to emphasise 
collective power and political cohesion in enduring social conditions that 
often led to the breaking down of large empires and confederations of tribes 
amassed by previous generations. From Antiquity to the Mongols, familial 
structure as a means to consolidate, legitimise and organise rulership in Inner 
Asia has been of paramount importance, and thus the necessity of familial 
mythology, such as the fable pattern in question, has been of at very least of 
equal importance in order to achieve these aims.  
 
Scythians and control over the archers of the state.  
To begin with the earliest example we possess of this fable pattern in 
connection with the nomadic peoples of Inner Asia, we may find in the midst 
of a long series of maxims in the Moralia of second century CE Greek 
philosopher and moralist Plutarch the following tale concerning Scilurus, a 
second century BCE ruler of the Indo-Iranian Scythians dwelling around the 
Black Sea. The networks of nomadic “Scythic” peoples had begun moving 
westward across Inner Asia during the eighth century BCE, and by the sixth 
were well known to the Greeks due to military incursions and trade.8 We read:  
 

“Scilurus leaving behind eighty sons, when he was about to die, 
offered to each of them a bundle of darts and began ordering 
them to break it. All of them having given up, he took each of the 
darts singly and broke them easily, teaching them that those who 
stand together will remain strong and that those who are separate 
and quarrel will be weak.”9 

 
Scilurus was already famous before Plutarch’s time for the legendarily large 
number of sons he possessed - either forty or eighty according to different 
versions. 10  Emphasising concord amongst a large number of inheritors 
through the simple allegory of bundled darts certainly appears to have 
possessed an appeal to Plutarch as a piece of barbarian wisdom capable of 
enlightening a Greek audience through its elegance, simplicity and ability to 
solve quarrels and prevent “idle chatter.”11 I have already written on this 

                                                 
8 T. Sulimirski, “The Scyths,” in The Cambridge History of Iran Vol. II: The 

Median and Achaemenid Periods, Gershevitch, I. ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), 

149ff; S. Stark “Nomads and Networks: Elites and their Connections to the Outside World,” in Nomads 

and Networks: The Ancient Art and Culture of Kazakhstan, S. Stark et al. eds (Princeton and 

Oxford: Princeton University Press), 106-26.  
9 Plutarch, Moralia, F. C. Babbitt trans. (Cambridge: Loeb Classical Library, Harvard 

University Press, 2006), 174f.  
10 Strabo, Geography, H. Lloyd-Jones trans. (Cambridge: Loeb Classical Library, Harvard 

University Press, 1930), VII.4.6-7; J. Hind, “The Bosporan Kingdom,” in The Cambridge Ancient 

History Vol. VI: The Fourth Century BCE, Lewis, D. M. and J. Boardman eds (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1994), 505.  
11 Plutarch, Moralia, 511d. 



 
4 

Eurasia Studies Society of Great Britain & Europe Journal, Vol.3. No.2. August 

2014. © The Eurasia Studies Society TESS-GB-EUROPE, 2014. All Rights 

Reserved. 

 

specific issue of this fable’s appeal to Plutarch and its reception into Byzantine 
literature in other places,12 but of key importance here is the fact of all the 
diverse content found in the colossal Moralia collection, this fable appears to 
have been of sufficient importance to be repeated twice by the author: with 
very little difference in versions except perhaps for the choice of ἀκοντίων 
(darts) in the first version and the indistinct δορατίων (of stems/spears) in the 
other. 13  Upon inspection, however, such a choice of terminology for the 
instruments that compose the allegorical bundle may well represent a Greek 
misunderstanding of the original instruments involved. In explaining this, we 
possess older intimations of the existence of the symbolism inherent in this 
fable during the sixth century BCE, as recorded by Herodotus regarding the 
wars between the Persians and Scythians – but in connection clearly with 
arrows. Darius in 531 BCE, having been routed by the Scythians is described 
as being given several gifts by them which include a bird, a mouse, a frog and 
five arrows. 14 As to the meaning of such gifts, two interpretations by the 
Persians are given: the first that the arrows represent Scythian power now 
surrendered into Persian hands and alternatively that the Persians were to be 
the victims of Scythian force through the power invested in their collective 
arrows. 15  Indeed throughout the long history of this fable’s existence in 
relation to Inner Asia, as will be shown, it is bundled arrows that 
predominate and possess enduring symbolic connotations of deep importance 
to the structure of the confederated nomadic state.  

The use of arrows in order to illustrate the single individuals who 
compose the collective bundle at the heart of this fable pattern’s allegory is a 
matter requiring some deep discussion. Moses perhaps sums up best one of 
the central aspects of this fable pattern in the context of Inner Asian nomadic 
tradition by stating that “…arrows were substituted for twigs, as would be 
expected in a warrior society, where survival was dependent on skilled use of 
bows and arrows.” 16  Indeed within the Aesopic strain of this fable the 
emphasis is on the Greek term ῥάβδος (rod, twig, wand),17 echoing many 
classical wielders of institutionalised force such as the ῥαβδοῦχοι (wand-
bearers) of the Roman fasces, sporting umpires, magistrates’ beadles at Athens 
and law keepers at Sparta.18 Amongst the nomadic peoples of Inner Asia, in 

                                                 
12

 J. Ratcliffe, “Aesop and the Fall of Moravia, Or How to Save the Byzantine Empire,” Melbourne 

Historical Journal 41 (2013): 30-44. 
13 Plutarch, Moralia, 511c cf. 174f.  
14 Herodotus, The Persian Wars Vol. I-IV, A. D. Godley A.D. trans. (Harvard: Loeb Classical Library, 

Harvard University Press, 2012), IV. 131. 
15 Ibid., IV. 131.  
16 L. Moses, “The Quarrelling Sons,” 66.  
17 Augustana Aesop: B. E. Perry,  Studies, §53, A. Hausrath, Corpus Fabulae, §73; Babrius, Babrius 

and Phaedrus: Fables, trans. B. E. Perry (Cambridge: Loeb Classical Library, 

Harvard University Press, 1990), Babrius §47.  
18 Polybius, The Histories, C. Habicht, trans. (Harvard: Loeb Classical Library, Harvard University 

Press, 1997), V. 26.10; Plato, Laches, Protagoras, Meno, Euthydemus, W. R. M. Lamb trans. (Harvard: 

Loeb Classical Library, Harvard University Press, 1997), Protagoras 338a; Aristophanes, Clouds, 

Wasps, Peace, J. Henderson, J. trans. (Harvard: Loeb Classical Library, Harvard University Press, 

1998), Peace 734; Xenophon, Scripta Minora, G. Bowerstock, G.W. trans. (Harvard: Loeb Classical 

Library, Harvard University Press, 1960), Spartan Constitution II.2.  

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=a%29konti%2Fwn&la=greek&can=a%29konti%2Fwn0&prior=de/smhn
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=dorati%2Fwn&la=greek&can=dorati%2Fwn0&prior=de/smhn
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comparison, the arrow has since antiquity been the prime symbol of power, 
and to control it has in many ways been a key aspect of legitimacy and 
political power broking. Rulers in Inner Asia from antiquity to the Mongol 
empire amassed a series of warriors around themselves through their 
inherited or personal charismatic qualities.19 In fact it has been said regarding 
the emergence of figures such as Attila and Chingis Khan, their ability to form 
massive confederated networks, and the effect of this on world history: “the 
charisma of rulers was one of the main phenomena of Central Asian 
history.”20 Perhaps we see this first in Diodorus Siculus’ comment concerning 
the elite “king’s men” chosen by the Achaemenid Persian ruler because of 
their bravery and loyalty towards him. 21 The “picked men”, or logades of 
Attila may also have represented similar elites surrounding the Hun ruler and 
drawn from many peoples such as the Goths and Alans on the basis of their 
warrior skill and loyalty.22  

 Rulers vicariously controlled the force inherent in these bands of 
warriors, and in Inner Asia since antiquity archery from horseback has been 
an enduring means for amassing large temporary armies, as all men learnt the 
skill from boyhood. We hear that children amongst the Xiong-nu (third 
century BCE- first century CE) began training from an early age “… by 
learning to ride sheep and shoot birds and rats with a bow and arrow,”23 
which would seem somewhat similar to Herodotus’ fifth century BCE 
description of Indo-Iranian Persian education in which Persian boys learnt 
only three things: to use a bow, to ride a horse and to speak the truth.24 
Moreover, to possess power was to possess control over the arrows of one’s 
followers. One of the earliest and most curious examples of this is the second 
century BCE Xiong-nu prince Modun Chanyu who is said to have murdered 
his father by training and killing any of his men who did not hit a specified 
target when he fired a whistling arrow towards it.25 Finally his men were so 
well drilled that he fired his arrow at his father whilst hunting and his men 
shot him dead without question.26  Sima Qian also records a letter to the 
Chinese emperor in which Modun Chanyu states: “…all the people who draw 
the bow have now become one family”.27 Thus, conscious recognition of a 

                                                 
19 T. D. Skrynnikova, “Mongolian Nomadic Society of the Empire Period,’ in The Early State, Its 

Alternatives and Analogues,” L. E. Grinin et al eds (Volgograd: Uchitel Publishing, 2004), 525-535; 

Sneath, D. 2007. The Headless State: Aristocratic Orders, Kinship Society and Misrepresentations of 

Nomadic Inner Asia. New York: Columbia University Press, 2007), 178-80.  
20 B. Bold, Mongolian Nomadic Society: A Reconstruction of the “Mediaeval” History of Mongolia 

(Richmond: Curzon Press, 2001), 83.  
21 Diodorus Siculus, Library of History Vol. VIII, F. R. Walton, F. R. trans. (Harvard: Loeb 

Classical Library, Harvard University Press, 1967), XVII.59.2.  
22 Priscus, fragments in Historici Graeci Minores Vol. I, L. A. Dindorf, ed. (Leipzig: In aedibus B. G. 

Teubneri, 1870), 275-354: frag. 11.2, 13.1; O. Maenchen-Helfen, In the World of the Huns: Studies in 

their History and Culture (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1973), 192-5.  
23 Ssu-am Ch’ien (Sima Qian), Grand Scribe’s Records. Vol. VIII-IX, M. J. Farmer, E. Giele, et al. 

trans., W. H. Nienhauser, W. H. ed. (Bloomingston: Indiana University Press, 2011), §110. 2888-9. 
24 Herodotus, Persian Wars, I. 136.  
25 Sima Qian, Records, §110. 2888-9.  
26 Ibid., §110.2890.  
27 Ibid., §110.2896.  
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way of life, based around archery suggests a symbol of unity, deliberately 
emphasising the differences in the way in which force and political 
organisation were achieved amongst the nomads and settled peoples, with 
whom they consciously compared themselves. The symbolism of the archer in 
conjunction with collective organisation is perhaps also demonstrated in the 
ethnonym Onogur, in which the idea of ten arrows (on= ten, ok= arrow) also 
suggests a union of ten tribes in confederation organised according to the 
decimal system of tens, hundreds and ten-thousands. 28  Turkic-Mongolian 
armies were organised into series of tens, implying completeness, long before 
Chingis Khan’s official codification of this.29 The continued control of military 
power invested in the many arrows, or archers, who composed the force of 
the family and state is an enduring social legacy, and as will be shown as we 
now approach each of the recorded variants of this fable pattern from the 
Scythians to the Mongol Empire, appears key in understanding the longevity 
of the fable itself.   
 
A Tu-yü-hun variant of the fable and familial power structure. 
Following Scilurus, our subsequent example of the fable pattern in relation to 
the peoples of Inner Asia is found in relation to the Tu-yü-hun confederation 
during the fifth century CE. In describing their origins, the Tu-yü-hun were 
most likely originally members of the Inner Mongolian Xianbei confederation, 
from whom they emerged during the mid-third century CE as a separate 
entity,30 and it is generally accepted the Xianbei and the Tu-yü-hun after them 
were largely ethnically Mongolic.31 The Xianbei had emerged in turn from 
Eastern Mongolia with the collapse of the culturally diverse Xiong-nu state in 
the first century BCE. Thus this fable’s reappearance at this juncture, in spite 
of any clear intimation in earlier records of the eastern steppe in comparison 
with its strong connection with the Scythai (Scythians) around the Black Sea, 
may suggest an inheritance from interactions between earlier nomad 
confederations from whom the Tu-yü-hun had emerged, which they in turn 
reappropriated most likely because of its key role in affirming solidarity and 
legitimacy. 

In defence of interaction between the eastern and western steppe, we 
should note what appear to be several parallels between the religious and 
elite culture of the third to first century BCE Xiong-nu from whom the Xianbei 
and Tu-yü-hun had emerged, and that of the Scythai of the Black Sea, region 
as described in the fifth century BCE. For instance, both peoples appear to 
have made the skulls of their dead enemies into drinking vessels,32 as well the 

                                                 
28 S. Stark, Die Alttürkenzeit in Mittel- und Zentralasien (Wiesbaden: Dr. Ludwig Reichert Verlag, 

2008), 61.  
29 R. A. Gabriel, Genghis Khan's Greatest General: Subotai the Valiant (Oklahoma: Oklahoma 

University Press, 2006), 26.  
30J. Janhunen, “From Manchuria to Amdo Qinghai,” in Tumen Jalafun Jecen Akū: 

Manchu Studies in Honour of Giovanni Stary, G. Stary et al. eds (Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz 

Verlag, 2006), (114) 107-120. 
31 R. Lung, Interpreters in Early Imperial China (Herndon, Vancouver: John Benjamins Publishing, 

2011), 33.  
32 Herodotus, Persian Wars, IV. 64-6; E. G. Pulleyblank, “The Hsiung-nu,” in Philologiae Turicae 
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imagining of a sacred sword as the war god, worshipped in both cases 
through human sacrifice at a sacred mound - in the former case the Xiong-nu 
ching-lu sword and its lung-ch’eng “fort” or “mound”, and in the other a 
sword sat atop a mass of brushwood,33 and may also have been continued by 
the Alans until the fourth century CE.34 We should also note that from the 
first century BCE Xiong-nu burials of elites at Noyon Ula in the Khangai 
region of Mongolia there is an example of a carpet featuring a bird-headed 
gryphon represented with pointed ears, an innovation first found in Greek art 
and then seemingly passed into Inner Asian culture, including the Pazyryk 
burials (c. 400 BCE), through trade in the Black Sea region.35 This suggests 
that ideas, such as our fable, and goods of value may have been traded and 
shared throughout the steppes due to their collective value in building 
confederations across the steppe.  

The fable variant in question is found in the sixth century CE Chinese 
chronicle the Wei Shu, and concerns the fifth century CE ruler Achai 
bequeathing his empire to his children and brothers upon his death: 

 
“[A-ch’ai] then designated Mu-kuei to succeed him in the affairs 
[of state] [sic]. A-ch’ai had twenty children of whom Wei-Tai was 
the eldest. A-ch’ai spoke again [to his children and younger 
brothers] [sic] and said: ‘Let each of you bring me an arrow and 
throw it on the ground… and he at once commanded his 
youngest uterine brother Mu-li-yen: ‘Take an arrow and break it.’ 
Mu-li-yen did so. ‘Take nineteen arrows and break them,’ A-ch’ai 
said again, but Mu-[li] [sic]- yen could not manage to break them. 
A-chai [then] [sic] said: ‘Have you understood or not? A single 
[arrow] [sic] is easily broken but it is difficult to [break] [sic]… ”36  
 

In analysing the content of this variant, it is curious to note that it is not the 
eldest of the “children” Wei-Tai or the elected future ruler Mu-kuei who are 
the ones asked to perform the act of breaking the bundle. Mu-li-yen, the 
youngest uterine brother is singled out instead, and as may be noted, both he 
and Wei-Tai are counted along with the other brothers, not as equals, but as 
Achai’s twenty “children.” This suggests that the major message inherent in 
this version of the fable is to teach unity so as to prevent the ruler’s brothers 
from usurping what belongs to the higher “children” or inheritors, rather 
than the mere passing around of the bundle to equals in the Scythian version 
to encourage solidarity. 

                                                                                                                                            
Fundamenta III: History of the Turkic Peoples in the Pre-Islamic Period, Roemer, H. R. and Scharlipp, 

W-E. eds (Berlin: Klaus Schwarz Verlag, 2000), 53, 58.  
33 Ibid., 53.  
34 T. Sulimirski, “The Scyths,”158. 
35  N. Ishjamts, “Nomads in East Central Asia,” in History of Civilizations of Central Asia: The 

Development of Sedentary and Nomadic Civilizations, 700 B.C. to A.D. 250, B. Harmatta et al. eds 

Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass Publishers, 1999), 160-1.  
36 G. Molé, The Tu-yü-hun: from the Northern Wei to the Time of the Five Dynasties. Serie 

Orientale Vol. XLI. (Rome: ISMEO, 1970), 5-6. Translation: G. Molé.  
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 In order to provide a greater context to the themes of legitimacy 
contained within this tale, it is necessary to describe perhaps one of the 
longest standing traditions amongst the aristocracies of the Inner Asian 
nomads. This is the use of the familial structure through myth to 
aetiologically represent both the origins of nomad factions, as well as the 
relative hierarchy of power existing between these groups during the time of 
the historian themselves. For instance, there is certainly some evidence from 
Tibetan chronicles that the Tu-yü-hun may have called themselves Azha after 
this particular founder.37 For that matter, the origin myth of the Tu-yü-hun 
people themselves in the Chinese seventh century CE Jin Shu annals provides 
a sound example. In the Jin Shu, the founders of the Tu-yü-hun and Wei 
peoples are represented by a pair of brothers, both the sons of the same ruler, 
though the younger Tu-yü-hun ancestor is from a legitimate mother and the 
elder Wei ancestor from a concubine,38 which would seem to mirror the lowly 
status of the paternally illegitimate Mu-li-yen as “youngest uterine brother” 
in the Tu-yü-hun bundle fable given above. Even more important is the fact 
that it is because of these issues of legitimacy in the Wei Shu that the younger 
brother stays in the family’s homeland in Mongolia while the elder is obliged 
to migrate into Northern China to found the Wei people.39 An extra element is 
added to this in the younger brother’s missing of the elder and his expression 
of this through the means of a poem. This poem appears to include the oldest 
recording of the Turko-Mongolian term akha or older brother. 40  The 
relationship between the anda (compatriot) terms akha (older brother) and 
degü (younger brother) and the social roles prescribed to both are in many 
ways the glue which held the nomadic tribes and empires of the middle ages 
together, up to and including the Mongol Empire.41 

We may begin to describe the particular nature of the long history of 
familial based rulership in reference the social organisation of the nomads of 
Inner Asia by noting that aside from the issues of legitimacy between sons 
inherent in the Jin Shu, that the migration of the elder Wei brother represents 
another very old Inner Asian nomadic custom, precipitated by notions of filial 
hierarchy and the enduring economic conditions of the steppe ecology in 
which these peoples dwelt. The tradition in question is that of ultimogeniture 
wherein the youngest son or ochigin of a nomad patriarch inherited the 
father’s homeland,42 and the others his power or törü, but have to migrate 
further afield.43 The earliest of these recorded would appear to be the Scythian 

                                                 
37 J. Janhunen, “From Manchuria,” 114.  
38 T. D. Carroll, Account of the Tu-yü-hun in the History of the Chin Dynasty (Berkeley: University 

of California Press, 1953), 3 (fol. 4b); S. Chen, Multicultural China in the Early Middle Ages 

(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2012), 63. 
39 T. D. Carroll, Account, 3 (fol. 4b).  
40 S. Chen, Multicultural China, 56.  
41 T. D. Skrynnikova, “Mongolian Nomadic Society,” 528.  
42 S. Chen, Multicultural China, 63 
43 J. Fletcher, “The Mongols: Ecological and Social Perspectives,” Harvard Journal of Asiatic 

Studies 46.1: 11-50 (17); G. Lane, Genghis Khan and Mongol Rule (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing, 

2009: 4).  
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myth of origin in Herodotus,44 in which the youngest brother is preferenced 
over the others through his reception of heavenly gifts; they are the ones 
compelled to migrate. We may also find such ultimogenetic traditions later in 
the Secret History of the Mongols in relation to the leaving of the home to the 
youngest son of Alan Qo’a, Bodončar, and the good fortune of the only child 
Bo’orču,45 suggesting an enduring form of social organisation.   

 In order to explain this tradition, it is essential to note that the Inner 
Asian nomads of antiquity and the Middle Ages measured their wealth in 
their herd animals and the area over which they could pasture these,46 and 
that families from the central rulership to the lowlier peoples who composed 
the basic economic and military units of the state appear to have practised 
nomadic pastoralism on a patrilineal basis. 47  Ruling over large variable 
expanses of pasture and heterogenous vassals in conditions where “…the 
contours of the new state were always rather nebulous, [and] there was, at 
least in theory, no limit to the people and territory that could be incorporated 
in the economy of the state…” 48  thus required strong bonds of social 
interrelation and delegation by the core ruling family of a nomadic 
confederacy.49 For this reason, although climatic events such as harsh winters, 
the “domino effect” of mass migration of peoples and the desire to raid 
settled cultures might cause a nomadic people to move from their usual 
territory,50 in myth the dynamic of brothers and inheritance remains perhaps 
the most common driving factor, most likely because of this omnipresence of 
the inheritance process in the Inner Asian aristocratic lifecycle. Thus the 
longevity of these filial traditions sets a firm basis onto which this pattern of 
fable was to be retained in order to illustrate the perceived dynamics and 
legacy of tribal rulership and interrelation through representation by brothers. 
In the case of Mu-li-yen in the Tu-yü-hun fable, it is doubtful whether he 
would have been the previous generation’s ochigin due to his paternal 
illegitimacy, but what is most clear is that he represents the lowest of all the 
collective “children” and thus is singled out to perform the act of arrow 
breaking as a warning to all the others.  
 
 

                                                 
44 Herodotus, Persian Wars, IV.5-7.  
45 Secret History of the Mongols, §24, 36, 90.  
46 P. B. Golden, Central Asia in World History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 76.  
47 Fletcher, “The Mongols,” 26f; D. Sneath, The Headless State: Aristocratic Orders, Kinship Society 
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A Seljuk variant.  
Following the Tu-yü-hun variant, this fable’s transmission path becomes 
somewhat more opaque from the perspective of contemporary material 
evidence in that written records of it are not found again until the Islamic 
histories and epics of the Türkic peoples, which were recorded between the 
eleventh and fourteenth centuries CE. Due to the largely oral nature of Turko-
Mongolian myth and history, as well as the retention of many pre-Islamic 
elements in these records, it would appear reasonable to suggest that the fable 
pattern was retained in oral tradition during this intervening period. The 
main reason for the preservation of it would most likely seem to be that by 
malleably attaching it’s telling to various tribal founders and culture heroes - 
as we have seen with Scilurus and Achai - it served as an evocation for the 
oral historian’s audience to preserve the collective strength of founding 
ancestors’ imperial power and the continued evocation of cohesion.  

The Türks emerged like the Tu-yü-hun from the collapse of the Xiong-
nu confederation in the Altai region of Mongolia during the second century 
CE, rose to prominence as a subservient tribe to the Rouran before founding 
their first empire during the sixth century CE.51 This in itself suggests the 
possibility of the fable stemming from continued retelling in the regions of 
Mongolia, as its later attestation amongst the Mongols will later also show. 
One particular variant of this fable pattern appears to have been recorded in 
relation to the later Seljuk Türks in the Saljūq-nāma, a now lost but well read 
twelfth century CE history of the early Seljuk rulers by the Persian scholar 
and court tutor Ẓahīr-al-Dīn Nīshāpūrī.52 From sources which made use of 
this work it is possible to reconstruct its content. Three major texts which 
drew upon the Saljūq-nāma were Rashīd al-Dīn’s Jāmi‘ al-Tawārīkh, Juvaynī’s 
Risāla-i Juwaynī and Rāwandī’s Rāḥat al-ṣudūr. Two of these both contain the 
same version of a “bundle” fable attributed to the eleventh century CE Seljuk 
founder Ṭughril Beg (Tughrul Bey) in the presence of his brothers and uncles, 
as they negotiate the details of a peace treaty with one another. Unlike the 
other variants thus far there is no overwhelming necessity to prevent 
quarrelling precipitated by the teller’s imminent demise, as we have seen in 
relation to Scilurus and Achai. Instead we read:   
 

“And we have heard that Ṭughril Beg gave an arrow to his 
brother and said, “Break it”. He broke it. He gave him two and 
he did the same. He gave him three which he broke with 
difficulty. When he reached four it became impossible to break 
them. Ṭughril Beg said, ‘It is just like us. As long as we are 
united few will ever attempt to break us, and as a group no 
one will have victory over us. If disagreement appears among 
us, the world will not be conquered, our enemy will be 
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amazed, and we will lose our dominion. So let us be united in 
accordance with reason and competence.”53 
 

In order to supply a greater context to this fable’s usage in the text and the 
Seljuks’ self-conception of their rise to power, it should be noted that this 
variant appears to deliberately reflect an earlier occurrence in the Saljūq-nāma 
also involving the symbolism of political power invested in arrows.54 In this 
the boastful son Isrā’īl of the tribal founder Saljuk bin Luqmān drunkenly 
claims to the sultan Maḥmūd:  
 

“Should I send this bow to my people, thirty thousand fighting 
men will mount up at once,’ and the Sultan asked, ‘And if more 
should be needed?’ Isrā’īl threw down an arrow before 
Maḥmūd and said, ‘Whenever I send this arrow as a sign to my 
horsemen, then thousand more will come.”55 

 
Scott Meisami’s remarks concerning these two instances: “…the Saljuks’ rise 
and their success against the Ghazvanids are neatly framed”56 would seem to 
deftly summarise these important connections between arrows and military 
authority, which echo earlier traditions such as that of Modun Chanyu in 
which ultimate authority is derived from the arrows of one’s subordinates. In 
the same way, it should be added, the Türkic culture hero Oguz Kagan who 
grants his dominion to his two groups of sons, by assigning one association 
with a bow, or supreme power, and the others arrows as subordinates for the 
mutual benefit of their empire, would also seem to echo such themes.57 
Nonetheless, whilst Rashīd al-Dīn is instrumental in recording the tales of 
Oguz Kagan, his Jāmi‘ al-Tawārīkh is the only one of the three Seljuk historical 
texts in question to have omitted Ṭughril Beg’s fable. However, at the point 
where the fable occurs in the other works, we find the Beg in the Jāmi‘ al-
Tawārīkh propounding the highly appropriate précis of the fable’s lesson that: 
“If, God forbid, discord should appear among us, our malevolent enemy will 
be victorious over us, and our realm, gained with so much difficulty will 
leave our hands with ease.”58 For this reason perhaps little should be read into 
the fable’s omission, though we should note that Juvaynī in his History of the 
World Conqueror,59 in comparison, as will be shown, also makes use of this 
same pattern of fable in relation to Chingis Khan. Most curiously, Juvaynī’s 
Risāla which includes the Seljuk fable was in fact found appended to this 
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History of the World Conqueror on the Mongols,60 inadvertently displaying the 
enduring importance of this fable pattern in Inner Asian conceptions of 
collective power and rulership to multiple peoples.  
   
The Secret History of the Mongols.  
Prior to investigation of Juvaynī’s History of the World Conqueror, however, we 
should turn our attention back to the fable with which this paper started: the 
story of Alan Qo’a and her quarrelling sons in the thirteenth century CE 
Monγgul-un Niγuča Tobčiyan (Secret History of the Mongols). Alan Qo’a’s fable is 
found in the first chapter of this work, which deals with the ancestors of 
Temüǰin (Chingis Khan) up until the death of his father and contains a great 
many more mythological elements than the rest of this text’s largely historical 
and political content concerning Chingis’ rise to power.61 In many ways these 
initial myths, though they appear to deliberately prefigure and foreshadow 
the life of Temüǰin in order to substantiate his and his descendants’ divine 
nature as rulers “fated from heaven above,”62 may be much older than the 
emergence of the Mongols, as is our fable, being most likely oral ancestral 
records and received myths passed down by word of mouth.63 Only several 
generations after the Mongol theriomorphic progenitors Börte Činō (blue wolf) 
and Qo’ai Maral (beautiful deer), the following story is given in The Secret 
History following the death of Alan Qo’a’s husband Dobun Mergen:  
 

 “Belgünütei and Bügünütei, the two sons previously born to 
Dobun Mergen, spoke about their mother Alan Qo’a when her 
back was turned: ‘This mother of ours with no older or younger 
brothers, no cousins and no husband has given birth to these 
three sons. The man Ma’alig Baya’ud was the only person who 
has been inside the ger (yurt). These three sons must be his.’ Alan 
Qo’a sensed the fact that they were talking about their mother 
behind her back. One spring day while boiling some dried 
mutton, [she] made her five sons Belgünütei, Bügünütei, Buqu 
Qatagi, Buqatu Salǰi and Bodončar Mungqaγ come and sit, and 
saying “Break this!” gave them a single arrow shaft each. They 
broke their respective arrow shafts with little difficulty and cast 
them aside. She then also gave them five arrow shafts bundled 
together, saying ‘Break these!’ All five of them, in turn, taking 
hold of the five bundled arrow shafts, were not able to 
successfully break them”.  

At this their mother Alan Qo’a said: ‘You my two sons 
Belgünütei and Bügünütei, have been doubting me, saying to one 
another when I gave birth to these three sons: ‘Whose and what 
sort of sons are they?’ Your suspicions are well founded! Every 
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night a shining yellow man would come down through the 
smoke hole or enter over the door of the ger (yurt), and stroking 
my belly, his brightness would sink into my belly. He then would 
sneak out like a yellow dog by the light of the rising sun or moon. 
How can you say that this doesn’t mean anything? If you 
consider the situation in light of this, it is a sign that they are 
surely the Sons of Heaven. How can they then be compared with 
common men? When they become the khaad (khans) of all men, 
only then will the common people realise how it surely is,’ she 
said. Also Alan Qo’a spoke to her five sons with words of 
chastisement saying: ‘Were not you five sons of mine born from 
the same womb? If you are single and separate from one another 
you will easily be destroyed by others like a single arrow shaft. 
But if like those arrows you are in concert and become of one 
purpose, you will easily defeat anyone, no matter what.” 64 
 

Firstly it is necessary to note that this Mongol version of the fable pattern 
would seem to share much in common with its use by the Tu-yü-hun variant 
in that it is used to legitimise one group of sons over the other, though of 
course this variant possesses extra support in the form of the divine “yellow 
man” as the father of the younger sons. Thus, together, such a well-defined 
mythos would seem to form a very strong conception of legitimacy, not only 
for convincing the sons but also for the Mongol people as they looked back to 
their ancestors to exhort concord and social stratification through descent, as 
will be shown. This develops throughout the Secret History to become a 
complex series of repeated allusions to this fable, as Moses deftly observed.65 

In Alan Qo’a’s variant the first matter of interest is that the qaqča ke’eli 
(single womb)66 of the mother supplies a further allegorical element of unity 
to the bundled arrows. Although Moses has recognised that allusions to the 
fable appear some three times in relation to other figures after it is given by 
Alan Qo’a in The Secret History, 67 little is said on the motif of biological unity 
with which it is conjoined throughout these allusions. For example, we may 
see this clearly in the instructions by Hö’elün Üǰin to her sons Temüǰin (the 
future Chingis Khan) and Qasar when they have lost their father, are 
abandoned in the wilderness and are having disagreements with their older 
half-brothers.68 Hö’elün, comparatively, tells them not to quarrel because they 
are all the “sons of a single father” and cites Alan Qo’a’s sons’ example as one 
that they should follow. 69  Twice she emphasises this using the threat of 
external enemies such as the Tayyič’ut from whom the family must 
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collectively defend themselves.70 However, the sons do not heed this, and kill 
their older brother Bekter.71 In considering as to why this episode which 
shows Chingis in a relatively poor light was included in the text, this most 
likely expresses the necessity for him to achieve supreme authority over all 
other competition and control of his destined törü (divine power) from an 
early age. Temüǰin’s utilisation of his brother Qasar, a celebrated archer, to 
perform this murder,72 certainly suggests that this is the emphasis, and links 
in many ways with what has been said with regard to the allegorical bundle 
representing the collective power of the state’s military force of archers under 
the nomad ruler. As Moses73 has suggested, Hö’elün’s death immediately 
following Chingis’ attempt to have Qasar also murdered and her shaming of 
him for this,74 would also seem to repeat the deathbed element of this fable 
tradition within the Secret History itself. Hö’elün compares Qasar’s ability as 
an archer to Chingis’ own ability as a ruler in using the equational statement: 
“Temüǰin has expertise in his breast - Qasar is powerful at shooting.”75 
Hö’elün clarifies this by describing how Temüǰin as a baby may have been 
powerful enough to drink one of her breasts dry, but Qasar could do this to 
both of them.76 This emphasises notions that Qasar is really more powerful 
than Temüǰin, and yet it is accepted that Qasar is under the control of Chingis 
who in the tradition of Inner Asian familial hierarchy is both ruler and older 
brother and is dependant upon the archers of the state in order to possess his 
power.  

Despite this, like the murder of Bekter and the attempt on Qasar’s life 
by the older Chingis, what The Secret History narrates is that the earlier sons of 
Alan Qo’a did not act in agreement automatically following the mother’s fable 
of the bundled arrows.77 As Onon notes,78 the term for the arrows used in the 
Alan Qo’a fable, that of müsü (an arrow shaft, straight stick), contains 
connotations of justice and correct behaviour, as is exemplified in the modern 
Khalkh Mongolian phrase “müsütei kün” - a term meaning “a man of 
integrity.” Thus, this appears to further legitimise the allegory’s lesson of 
collectivity, as well as consequentially, the dissonance inherent in Temüǰin’s 
efforts at fratricide and the continued lack of unity between Alan Qo’a’s sons. 
As soon as Alan Qo’a dies,  which in the Secret History is stated straight after 
the telling of the fable - in keeping with the “deathbed” element we have 
already seen in relation to Scilurus and Achai - the sons separate from one 
another.79 However, the sons later reunite again when they realise that no 
other peoples possess any rulership or cohesion as “…bükün irken yeke üč uqan, 
maoui sain, teriu šira uqaiun: sačaun bui. Kilbar irken bui” (“all of these people do 
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not distinguish between great or small, bad or good, head or hoof. [they are 
all] equal. They are a weak people”).80 Thus it appears that these brothers 
alone from all other people collectively possess such qualities. 

 Key to the brothers’ realisation of their collective strength is the 
youngest of the three divine sons from the “yellow man”, Bodončar, who is at 
first disowned as a fool by the other brothers,81 but then is the one who 
marshals them together to conquer others through his observations of other 
tribes’ lack of power.82 In turn, further manifestations and echoes of this 
collective familial mythology, reaching back to Alan Qoa’s fable and her sons, 
is also found when Bodončar is later hailed in the Secret History by the 
Mongols as the sacred ancestor of the majority of them, and is thus used to 
shame Temüǰin into not disowning his own adoptive nökör (companion) 
Jamuqa.83 Intrinsic to this appeal is the reuse at this later juncture of the γaγču 
kebeli (single womb) motif mentioned above.84 Thus all the Mongols are now 
seen to partake in not only this sacred lineage from Alan Qo’a, the “yellow 
man” and Bodončar - but also the collective myth of unity based in the 
bundled arrows allegory to which these other elements have been added to 
support it. These seemingly deliberate repetitions within the Secret History, 
stemming from Alan Qo’a’s fable, appear form a very vital statement of 
political intention by the Mongols. It suggests that they are fated to rule other 
peoples and thus the world, due to the fact that other peoples do not possess 
their cohesive family based political system inherited from these divine 
brothers, and that this will remain so long as their descendants are mindful of 
their own collective good.  
 
The Mongol fable goes West.  
In order to gain a wider understanding of the importance of this fable pattern 
in the formulation of Mongol power, we must now turn to sources on the 
history of the Mongols from the Islamic and Mediaeval Western tradition 
which attribute it not to Alan Qo’a, but to Chingis Khan himself. Once again 
this reapplication seems to show the ease by which this fable pattern could be 
reapplied to key founding figures in order encourage solidarity and cement 
imperial power through Turko-Mongolian familial structure. Most 
importantly, both of these sources were written for outsider audiences by 
scholars associated with the Mongol court. This brings into question the self-
image the Mongols desired to be seen by outsiders in order for their empire 
and power structures to be legitimised. The first of these sources is previously 
mentioned The History of the World Conqueror of Juvaynī, which so the author 
claims,85 began its creation during his visit to the Mongol capital Karakorum 
under Möngke in 1252-1253. In light of this it has also been suggested that 
Juvaynī may have had access to the some form of source similar to the Secret 
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History, most likely a “second or third hand” oral one.86 His rendition is as 
follows: 
 

 “And thereafter he was wont to urge the strengthening of the 
edifice of concord and the consolidation of the foundations of 
affection between sons and brothers… by means of parables he 
would fortify that edifice and reinforce those foundations. One 
day he called his sons together and taking an arrow from his 
quiver he broke it in half. Then he took two arrows and broke 
them also. And he continued to add to the bundle until there 
were so many arrows that even athletes were unable to break 
them. Then turning to his sons he said: ‘So it is with you also. A 
frail arrow, when it is multiplied and supported by its fellows, 
not even mighty warriors are able to break it but in impotence 
withdraw their hands therefrom. As long, therefore, as you 
brothers support one another and render stout assistance one to 
another, though your enemies be men of great strength and might, 
yet shall they not gain the victory over you….”87 

 
We should note here, that as well as the praising of Chingis’ wisdom and the 
justice by the later Mongols by binding the fable to him, Juvaynī himself also 
reuses the fable pattern later in his text in order to illustrate the “… way 
Chingis Khan and his posterity have conquered the greater part of the 
world.”88 This later repetition is illustrated using the Persian hero Rustem and 
his father Zal, and the bundle of arrows becomes one of hairs bound together 
that not even an elephant may snap.89 This suggests the need to explain to his 
Persian audience the centrality of the fable to Mongolian political identity 
through the means of their own heroic and analogical symbols connected 
with elevated primordial culture heroes.  

As well as Juvaynī, He’tum (Hayton) of Corycus also made use of a 
similar fable of bundled arrows in relation to Chingis Khan, albeit on his 
deathbed - an element absent from Juvaynī - in order to present the wisdom 
and political power of the Mongols to a Mediaeval European audience. 
Hayton’s text, Flos Historiarum (The Flower of Histories) was composed 
around 1307,90 whilst He’tum was an ambassador in France, in an attempt to 
build good relations between Christendom and the Mongols by writing a 
history of the Tatars for the pope Clement V.91  As to the text’s possible 
sources for this fable, it should be remarked that He’tum had previously 

                                                 
86 N. K. Singh and A. Samiuddin, Encyclopaedic Historiography of the Muslim World A-H (New 

Delhi: Global Vision Publishing House, 2004), 660-1.  
87 A. M. Juvaini, World Conqueror, I. 30-1.  
88 Ibid., II. 593.  
89 Ibid., II. 593. 
90 R. Bedrosian, introduction in He’tum of Corycus, The Flower of Histories of the East, R. Bedrosian 

trans. (New York: Sources of Armenian Tradition, 2004), 7.  
91 G. Burger, “Cicilian Armenian Mettisage and Hetoum’s La Fleur des Histoires de la Terre d’ 

Orient,” in The Post Colonial Middle Ages, J. J. Cohen ed. (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan 

Publishers, 2001), (68-9) 67-84. 



 
17 

Eurasia Studies Society of Great Britain & Europe Journal, Vol.3. No.2. August 

2014. © The Eurasia Studies Society TESS-GB-EUROPE, 2014. All Rights 

Reserved. 

 

worked closely with the Mongols to restore peace to Armenia,92 and both his 
uncles Smbat and Hayton I, the King of Little Armenia, had been received at 
the Mongol court at Qaraqorum in 1247-1251 and 1254 respectively.93  As 
Bedrosian has stated, in relation to He’tum they were “…extremely rich and 
accessible oral sources.”94 There is also the possibility that He’tum made use 
of an Eastern “History of the Tartars,” as he calls it,95 which as Bedrosian 
suggests,96 may have been Juvaynī’s. This possibility is supported by the fact 
that this “History” is mentioned by He’tum just before giving his Chingis 
fable.97 However, as there is, as noted, no deathbed element in Juvaynī’s work, 
whereas He’tum’s begins with “Chingiz-Khan” succumbing to sickness and 
old age - “doomed by the providence of God” - summoning his sons to 
receive his last piece of wisdom on their need to act collectively.98 It is in 
relation to the issues of a wisdom tradition of Chingis in this context that we 
should especially note the final lines of He’tum’s fable, which is too long to 
give in full here:  
 

“Chingiz-Khan gave many other very good precepts which the 
Tartars preserved. In their language these are called the Yasax of 
Chingiz-Khan, that is the Statutes of Chingiz-Khan.” 
 

This “yasax” (Mid. Mong. ǰasag) of Chingis Khan, as Morgan has outlined in a 
celebrated study were most likely “a gradually evolving body of customs, not 
only beginning before the time of Chingiz Khan but continuing after him.”99 
In many ways it appears reasonable to suggest that like the fable pattern in 
question such precepts represent the retention and reappropriation of Inner 
Asian oral lore – attributed to founding figures and other culture heroes for 
the sake of legitimacy and social cohesion. Though large bodies of such ǰasag 
may have eventually been written down in the form of a series of non-
descript “Yāsa” scrolls in the Il-khanate Juvaini speaks of,100 and there is 
ongoing argument as to whether anything was officially written during 
Chingis Khan’s lifetime during the 1206 Great Quriltai or later by the ǰarguči 
(state legislator) Šigi Qotoqu,101 the onus would still seem to remain on the 
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evolving oral nature of Mongol and even pre-Mongol cultural lore/law: the 
very instrument that had preserved and reappropriated this fable pattern in 
Inner Asia since Antiquity.   

This said, He’tum’s Flower of Histories was vastly popular in several 
languages including Latin, French and English beyond its original immediate 
political purpose - as a work of entertainment that was key in building 
Western romanticised conceptions of the Mongols and the East.102 In many 
ways the fulfilment of this wider secondary value that the text held was its 
use in the composition of the vastly popular fifteenth century CE 
portmanteau of texts The Travels of Sir John Mandeville. The composer of 
Mandeville was not only reliant upon the highly positive image of the Mongols 
portrayed by He’tum for subject matter, but turned He’tum’s visions into a 
political device of his own, whereby the Mongols were deliberately elevated 
and praised in order to draw attention to perceived moral and legalistic short-
fallings in the European society of the writer’s time. Aptly, MacLeod Higgins 
has called Mandeville’s section on the Mongol khans “…a mirror for the 
Christian princes criticized in the exordium”103 and Strickland: “…a foil for to 
what he viewed as the corrupt world of Christendom.”104 In light of this, the 
choice to include the fable of bundled arrows found in He’tum with very little 
difference from its precursor, 105 and its central role in conveying Mandeville’s 
message should be emphasised. Tzanaki has called this variant an exemplum 
(exemplary moral tale) deliberately constructed against “warring Christian 
kings,” 106 and refers to it specifically as one of the major elements in the text 
that confirms Mandeville’s status as a moralist in “the best tradition” of 
Christian moralists such as Orosius.107  

Though I have already written on the history of this fable pattern as an 
exemplum within the bounds of the Greek Aesopic tradition and Plutarch’s 
story of Scilurus in Byzantine historiography in another article,108 the most 
important thing to note here is that with He’tum and Mandeville in many 
ways we are returned to where we began with the Scilurus fable - as reception 
into Western literature of a fable that had survived some thousand years 
within the bounds of Inner Asian oral tradition. The Moralia and The Flower of 
Histories mark a curious pair of instances wherein the fable as “barbarian” 
wisdom has been accepted, and due to its perceived quality in emphasising 
concord, has been used to characterise such peoples as wise, just and worthy 
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of emulation. We may even find the fable once again reappropriated in turn 
from Mandeville by the composer’s peer and circulator, Jean d’Outremesue, 
who chose to include it, of all the possible content available, in his five 
volume opus encompassing the entirety of world history.109 However, as we 
have seen, within the bounds of Inner Asian tradition itself, the fable pattern 
appears to have been retained and been of central importance to a great many 
peoples because it so closely mirrored the enduring the familial structure of 
nomadic rulership, inheritance and charismatic control over the chief power 
of the state: the archer. In spite of the transferability and appeal it may have 
possessed to the mindsets of the European, Chinese and Persian historians 
who recorded such fables, as a practical, “lived” philosophy the bundle of 
arrows remains inextricable from the very social bases of the nomadic 
civilisations of Inner Asia.   
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