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​The Thirteenth Empire: The Rise, Fall, and Erasure of the Khazar Khaganate

For three centuries, the Khazar Khaganate stood at the hinge of the medieval world — a Jewish-ruled steppe empire that stopped the Arab conquests at the Caucasian passes, organized one of history's most important commercial arteries, and governed a polyethnic population through institutional arrangements the surrounding civilizations were ideologically incapable of replicating. Yet the Khazars were so thoroughly erased by Sviatoslav's campaigns of the 960s that their capital's location was disputed for a millennium.

The Gatekeeper is the first comprehensive narrative history of the Khazar Khaganate for general readers. Drawing on Arabic geographical sources, Byzantine chronicles, the Khazar Correspondence, recent archaeological work at Samosdelka, and the growing ancient DNA literature, it reconstructs the full arc of Khazar civilization: from the fragmentation of the Göktürk empire through the Arab-Khazar wars, the remarkable conversion to Judaism, the pluralistic seven-judge court, the commercial infrastructure of the Khazarian Way, and the long decline that ended in deliberate destruction.

The book also confronts the Khaganate's darkest dimensions — the slave trade, the coercive tributary system — and examines the intensely politicized modern scholarship, including the debunked Khazar Hypothesis of Ashkenazi Jewish ancestry. What emerges is a portrait of a civilization that made the medieval world possible and was erased for doing so.
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​Prologue: The City That Vanished
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Stand at the edge of the Volga Delta in the early morning, before the heat builds and the horizon dissolves into shimmer, and you are standing at the edge of one of history's most consequential silences. The river here does not end so much as surrender — braiding apart into dozens of channels, then hundreds, spreading itself thin across a flat and reedy landscape that seems undecided about whether it wants to be water or land. Herons patrol the shallows. Fishermen move in low boats through corridors of phragmite reed that tower above their heads. Caspian seals haul themselves onto sandbars in the distance. The delta is vast, labyrinthine, and alive with the patient business of a wilderness that has been here far longer than any human ambition, and expects to be here long after the last human ambition has exhausted itself.

Somewhere beneath this water and silt, or somewhere in the flat steppe just beyond where the delta frays into dryland, lies a city. Not a village or a garrison or a trading post — a city. One of the largest and most cosmopolitan cities of the medieval world, a place that Arab travelers in the tenth century described with a wonder they usually reserved for Baghdad and Constantinople. A place where Jewish magistrates adjudicated disputes under Mosaic law in the same week that Muslim merchants received rulings from a qadi three streets away, where the palace of a king who prayed in Hebrew rose in fired brick above a sea of yurts that housed every language of the known world. A city through which flowed the furs of the Siberian forest and the silver of the Abbasid mint and the slaves of Eastern Europe and the silk of Tang China — a city that sat at the center of the medieval world's circulatory system the way a heart sits at the center of a body, receiving everything and sending everything outward again.

Its name was Atil. And for more than a thousand years, no one could find it.

The disappearance of Atil is not simply an archaeological puzzle, though it is certainly that. It is something stranger and more troubling: the disappearance of an entire civilization from the record that civilizations keep of one another. The Khazar Khaganate — the empire of which Atil was the beating center — endured for roughly three centuries, from the middle of the seventh century to the middle of the tenth. During that span it was one of the most powerful states in the world, and arguably the most strategically important. It controlled the passes of the Caucasus Mountains, the only viable land route between the steppe world of Central Asia and the wealthy civilizations of the Mediterranean and the Middle East. It dominated the Volga and Don river systems, the arteries through which the commerce of the Baltic and the forests of Russia reached the markets of Persia and Arabia. It fought the armies of the Islamic Caliphate to a standstill across a century of warfare, deflecting the northern edge of a conquest movement that had, within living memory, destroyed the Persian Empire, seized Egypt, occupied the Levant, and reached the walls of Constantinople.

The Byzantine Empire, which had watched those conquests with existential terror, understood perfectly what the Khazars were doing on the far side of the Caucasus. They sent their daughters to marry Khazar princes. They sent their architects to build Khazar fortresses. They addressed Khazar rulers with the formal titles reserved for imperial equals. When one Byzantine emperor needed to disguise himself and flee his own capital, he ran to the Khazars for protection. When another emperor consolidated power and looked for an alliance to anchor his reign, he married a Khazar princess, and their son — the Emperor Leo IV — was called "Leo the Khazar" by the people of Constantinople, as naturally as you might note that someone's mother was Frankish or Armenian. The Khazars were not exotic to the Byzantines. They were neighbors, relatives, rivals, and when the situation required it, saviors.

And yet within a century of the Khaganate's destruction, they had begun to blur at the edges of the historical record. Within two centuries they were a curiosity. Within five they were largely a rumor, a name that appeared in texts people read but could no longer fully contextualize. The city of Atil, which the Arab geographer al-Mas'udi had visited and described in careful detail — its layout, its administration, its population of merchants speaking every language of Eurasia — had vanished so completely that scholars of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries argued seriously about whether it had ever existed as a real urban center or whether the Arab accounts were exaggerated, a kind of medieval travelers' hyperbole that made a glorified encampment sound like a metropolis.

This book is about why that happened, and what it means that it happened, and what can be recovered now that archaeologists have finally, tentatively, begun to find the traces of what was lost.

The man most responsible for the destruction of Atil was a Rus' prince named Sviatoslav, and he was, by any measure, extraordinary. The Russian Primary Chronicle describes him as a man who slept on the ground and ate horsemeat, who sent his enemies formal notice before attacking them — "I am coming against you," his messengers would announce, and then he would come — and who led campaigns of such speed and ferocity that contemporaries compared him to a leopard. In the 960s CE, Sviatoslav turned his attention to the Khazar state, and he destroyed it with a thoroughness that has few parallels in medieval warfare. He took the great Khazar border fortress of Sarkel on the Don River in 965 and renamed it, casually, in Slavic: it became Belaya Vezha, the White Tower. Then he drove south and east to the Volga Delta, and he took Atil, and he burned it.

A Byzantine chronicler recorded the aftermath with a phrase that has echoed through the historiography ever since. After Sviatoslav and his armies had passed through Atil, the chronicler wrote, "not a grape, not a raisin" remained. Other sources offer the image of a city so thoroughly destroyed that not a leaf remained on a branch. These are the literary formulas of annihilation — the language writers reach for when they want to communicate not merely military defeat but the erasure of a place from the world. Whether Atil was truly destroyed to its foundations or whether Sviatoslav's campaigns simply broke the political and commercial infrastructure that made the city function, so that it collapsed and dispersed rather than burned all at once, is a question archaeology is only now beginning to address. What is not in question is the outcome. Atil did not recover. The merchants did not return. The seven-judge court did not reconvene. The Khagan's brick palace did not rise again from whatever rubble the Rus' left behind. The city that had sat at the center of Eurasian commerce for two centuries simply ceased, and the Volga Delta — vast, reedy, indifferent to human ambition — began the long work of reclaiming it.

There is a particular cruelty in what happened to the Khazars' historical memory, and it is worth naming directly at the outset of a book that will spend several hundred pages attempting to undo it. The cruelty is this: the sources from which we know most about the Khazars are the sources of their enemies and neighbors — Byzantine chronicles, Arab geographical texts, the Russian Primary Chronicle — and each of these sources had reasons to remember the Khazars in specific, partial ways that served the narrator's own purposes. The Byzantine sources remembered the Khazars primarily as useful allies against common enemies: they appear in Byzantine texts when they are doing something helpful for Byzantium, and they disappear when they are not. The Arab sources remembered the Khazars primarily as an obstacle, a barrier that prevented the northward expansion of Islam — which meant they were remembered with a mixture of frustration and grudging respect, but not with the sustained curiosity that Arab geographers lavished on states they could trade with more freely. And the Rus' sources, crucially, remembered the Khazars primarily as a predecessor regime whose tribute relationships the Kievan princes had superseded — which meant the Khazars appeared in Russian historical memory chiefly as evidence of how oppressed the Slavic tribes had been before the Rus' liberated them, a framing that simultaneously acknowledged Khazar power and dismissed it as illegitimate extraction.

The Khazars, in other words, had no one to write their history for them. They left no chronicles of their own that survive. The documents that do survive from within the Khaganate — most famously the letters exchanged in the tenth century between a Jewish diplomat in Córdoba named Hasdai ibn Shaprut and the Khazar King Joseph — are fragmentary, possibly edited, and concerned with specific questions about Jewish identity and governance rather than with a comprehensive account of the state's history and self-understanding. The Khazars were, in the deepest sense, a civilization written by others: described from the outside, defined through the needs of the describer, and ultimately remembered in the terms their conquerors found useful.

This is not unusual in the history of erased or marginalized peoples. What is unusual about the Khazar case is the scale of the erasure relative to the scale of the civilization being erased. We are not talking about a small tribal confederation or a regional polity of limited reach. We are talking about an empire that for three centuries was one of perhaps five or six truly world-historical powers, a state whose decisions shaped the fate of Byzantium, whose trade networks connected the Viking world to the Islamic world, and whose military capacity prevented what might otherwise have been the northward extension of the Arab conquests into Eastern Europe. If the Khazars had lost at Balanjar in 642 — if the army the Rashidun Caliphate sent north through Derbent had broken through rather than broken against the Khazar defenses — the history of what we now call Russia, Ukraine, and Eastern Europe might look entirely different. The Christianity of the Slavic world might not have happened, or might have happened much later, or might have been displaced by a different trajectory of Islamic expansion. The counterfactual is necessarily speculative, but the point it illustrates is real: the Khazars were not peripheral. Their erasure from historical memory is not the natural fading of the small and the powerless. It is the specific, comprehensible result of who destroyed them and how, and of who controlled the subsequent writing of history.

The rehabilitation of Atil as a real, locatable place — rather than a mythologized memory — is one of the quietly remarkable achievements of recent archaeology, and it is worth pausing on what that process looked like, because it illuminates both the difficulty of recovering the Khazars and the richness of what recovery is beginning to yield. For most of the twentieth century, archaeologists knew that the Khazars had left behind a distinctive material culture — the Saltovo-Mayaki complex, named for two key sites, characterized by specific pottery forms, burial practices, and settlement patterns that stretched across the Pontic steppe from the Don to the Danube. This material culture was extensive and well-documented enough to make clear that the Khazar state had been a substantial civilizational presence. But Atil itself remained elusive. The Volga Delta is not easy country for archaeologists: it is waterlogged, unstable, and constantly reshaped by the river's shifting channels. Sites that might once have been on dry ground now lie under meters of silt and seasonal flood. The search for Atil required not just excavation but a sustained geological understanding of how the delta had changed over a thousand years.

The breakthrough, when it came, was tentative and contested, as breakthroughs in archaeology usually are. Excavations at two sites in the Astrakhan region — Samosdelka and Semibugry — began yielding, in the early decades of the twenty-first century, concentrations of Saltovo-Mayaki ceramics alongside evidence of large-scale construction, administrative activity, and the dense, diverse occupation patterns you expect in a major urban center. The fired bricks are there, the kind that the tenth-century Arab traveler Ibn Fadlan noted were a royal privilege in Atil — only the Khagan's structures were built in permanent fired brick, everyone else lived in yurt or wattle-and-daub. Hebrew inscriptions have been found in the region. Artifacts suggesting the presence of the kind of diverse, multi-ethnic merchant population that the Arab geographers described have begun to accumulate. The scholarly consensus has shifted, cautiously but perceptibly, toward the conclusion that the site of Atil has been found — or at least that its approximate location has been identified, and that systematic excavation will eventually recover it more fully.

What that excavation will uncover, no one yet knows completely. But even the preliminary evidence is enough to make the point that matters most for this book: Atil was real. The cosmopolitan city that Ibn Hawqal and al-Mas'udi described was not an exaggeration or a literary convention. It was a place where people lived and traded and argued legal cases in four different judicial traditions and prayed in four different directions and built things in brick and timber and hide and reed, and where the daily business of one of the medieval world's great commercial empires was transacted. And it was destroyed so thoroughly, and the people who destroyed it controlled the narrative so completely, that for a thousand years we lost it.

The story this book tells is, at its core, the story of that loss and what preceded it. It is the story of how a polyethnic confederation of steppe nomads built, over the course of a century, one of the most sophisticated and unusual states in medieval history — a state that governed through institutional pluralism rather than religious uniformity, that derived its power from commerce rather than conquest, and that made the intellectually audacious decision to adopt Judaism as its state religion in a world where every other major power was organized around either Christianity or Islam. It is the story of how that state functioned: how its strange system of dual kingship balanced sacred legitimacy against practical authority, how its tributary network extracted wealth from the forests of the north and channeled it toward the markets of the south, how its judicial pluralism created a space in which merchants of every faith could operate under legal frameworks they recognized and trusted.

It is also the story of how that state fell — not simply because Sviatoslav was a gifted military commander, though he was, but because the Khaganate had been weakening for decades before his armies arrived, its trade routes eroding, its agricultural base being gnawed away by nomadic pressure from the east, its military increasingly dependent on foreign mercenaries whose loyalties were never entirely reliable. Empires do not fall because a single strong enemy strikes them. They fall because a long process of internal erosion leaves them unable to withstand the strike when it finally comes.

And it is the story of what happened after — the strange afterlife of the Khazars in medieval Jewish memory, in Byzantine diplomatic records, in the rumor-history of the Russian steppe, and eventually in the intensely politicized modern debate about Ashkenazi Jewish origins, a debate that says far more about the anxieties of the twentieth century than it does about the realities of the tenth.

The Khazars were gatekeepers. They sat between worlds and managed the passage between them — between the nomadic steppe and the sedentary civilizations, between the Christian north and the Islamic south, between the subsistence economies of the forest and the monetized commerce of the Silk Road. They kept that gate for three centuries, and while they kept it the known world was, in some meaningful sense, organized around them.

Then the gate was destroyed, and the gatekeeper was erased, and the world reorganized itself around new centers of gravity and forgot, or chose to forget, who had made that reorganization possible.

This book is an act of remembering.
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​Chapter One: The Steppe as a System
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There is a mental habit, deeply embedded in how Western historical writing has traditionally organized itself, of treating the Eurasian steppe as a kind of negative space — a vast, featureless emptiness out of which danger periodically erupted, threatening the civilized world, and into which it periodically receded, leaving the civilized world to recover and rebuild. The steppe in this telling is not a place where history happens. It is the place from which history's disruptions come. The Huns, the Mongols, the various Turkic peoples who periodically convulsed the settled civilizations of China, Persia, Byzantium, and eventually Western Europe — these are treated in much traditional historiography as forces of nature rather than as actors with their own logic, their own internal politics, their own long traditions of statecraft and cultural production. They arrive. They destroy. They recede or dissolve. The story resumes.

This is not merely an incomplete picture. It is a picture that makes the Khazars essentially incomprehensible, because the Khazars were, before anything else, a product of the steppe — a civilization generated by the steppe's specific ecology, shaped by the steppe's specific political logic, and ultimately destroyed by the contradictions built into the steppe's characteristic mode of imperial organization. To understand how the Khazar Khaganate was built, how it functioned, and why it fell, you must first understand the system that produced it. And that means taking the steppe seriously as a place: not an emptiness but a landscape with its own structure, its own constraints, its own extraordinary generative power.

The Pontic-Caspian steppe — the specific region this book is concerned with — stretches from the foothills of the Carpathian Mountains in the west to the northern shore of the Caspian Sea in the east, and from the forest-steppe transition zone in the north, where the open grassland gives way to mixed woodland, to the semi-arid country above the Caucasus Mountains and the Black Sea coast in the south. It is an enormous territory: somewhere in the range of a million square kilometers of rolling grassland, interrupted by river valleys, salt lakes, and the occasional low ridge that barely qualifies as a hill. In terms of sheer horizontal extent, it is one of the largest continuous ecosystems on earth, part of the even larger Eurasian steppe belt that runs without interruption from Hungary in the west to Manchuria in the east — a grassland highway five thousand miles long.

What the steppe does not have, in most of its expanse, is what the agricultural civilizations surrounding it have in abundance: reliable rainfall, deep soil suitable for cultivation, and the density of settled population that intensive agriculture supports. The grasses of the Pontic steppe are not the lush pastures of northwestern Europe. They are shorter, tougher, and dependent on precipitation patterns that vary enormously from year to year and decade to decade. In good years the steppe is a sea of waving grass, extraordinarily productive for the grazing animals that have been its primary inhabitants since the domestication of the horse. In bad years — drought years, or the brutal winters that periodically descend with little warning — it can kill livestock by the thousands and reduce pastoral communities to starvation within a single season.

This ecological volatility is the first thing to understand about the steppe, because it produced the first and most fundamental characteristic of steppe political life: mobility. Pastoralists on the Pontic steppe could not afford to be sedentary in the way that agricultural communities were sedentary. Their survival depended on the ability to move their herds to wherever the grass and water were, which meant following seasonal patterns of movement across vast distances — south and west in winter, north and east in summer — and being prepared to abandon those patterns entirely when conditions demanded. The horse, domesticated somewhere in this region around 3500 BCE, was not merely a tool for this mobility. It was the technology that made it possible at a scale large enough to be strategically significant. A man on horseback could cover distances in a day that would take a foot soldier a week. A community of mounted pastoralists could shift their entire economy and population hundreds of miles in the time it took a sedentary agricultural community to organize a harvest.

This mobility had military consequences that the steppe's sedentary neighbors discovered, painfully, as soon as mounted nomadism became sufficiently developed. The warfare generated by steppe communities was not the kind of warfare that settled civilizations were organized to resist. A sedentary state defends itself by building walls, training infantry, and holding ground — by making the cost of attack prohibitively high at specific, defensible locations. This strategy is effective against other sedentary states, which must move their armies along roads and supply lines and cannot operate indefinitely far from their logistical base. It is almost useless against a mobile cavalry force that can avoid walls entirely, strike where the defenses are thin, and retreat across a landscape it knows far better than any pursuing army. The steppe produced, in other words, a military technology that systematically countered the defensive advantages of sedentary civilization, and it did so not through superior numbers or superior weapons but through superior mobility and the willingness to use that mobility offensively.

The composite bow — the signature weapon of the steppe warrior — extended this advantage further. Shooting from horseback with a short, recurved bow made of laminated wood, horn, and sinew, a skilled nomadic archer could deliver accurate, armor-penetrating fire while moving at full gallop, in any direction including directly away from the enemy. The famous "Parthian shot" — the backward-facing arrow released at full retreat, which lured pursuing cavalry into disorganized charges and then turned those charges into massacres — was not a trick. It was a tactical doctrine, practiced from childhood, that gave steppe cavalry a devastating capability against any force that tried to close with them on their own terms. The settled civilizations surrounding the steppe spent centuries and enormous resources trying to develop cavalry forces that could match this capability. They never fully succeeded.

These military advantages did not automatically translate into political power over sedentary societies. A nomadic raiding party could devastate a farming village and carry off its livestock, but it could not, by itself, organize the systematic extraction of tribute that characterizes genuine imperial domination. For that, something more was required: the ability to threaten credibly enough that the sedentary population chose to pay tribute rather than suffer repeated raids, combined with the organizational capacity to collect tribute over a wide area and distribute it through the nomadic community in a way that sustained loyalty to a central leadership. The translation of military superiority into political organization was the central problem of steppe statecraft, and it was solved — imperfectly, repeatedly, and with characteristic instability — through the institution of the tribal confederation.

The tribal confederation was the basic political unit of the steppe world, and understanding how it worked — and why it characteristically failed — is essential to understanding everything that follows in this book. A confederation formed when a charismatic military leader, usually from a lineage with a claim to supernatural legitimacy, succeeded in binding together multiple previously independent tribes under a single command structure. The binding was accomplished through a combination of military success (tribes joined winners), the distribution of plunder and tribute (the leader's ability to enrich his followers), and the ideological claim that the leader's lineage was specially favored by the sky god — Tengri, in the Turkic tradition — and that following him was therefore not merely practical but cosmically sanctioned.

The key word in that description is "charismatic." The confederation's cohesion was not institutional in the way that a state with laws, bureaucracies, and permanent administrative structures is institutional. It was personal. It held together because the leader could win battles, distribute wealth, and maintain the credible claim to divine favor. When the leader died, the confederation faced an immediate succession crisis, because the claim to divine favor was not automatically transferable. A great leader's sons might be perfectly capable men and still fail to hold a confederation together if they could not replicate his military record, or if rival claimants from within the ruling lineage — brothers, cousins, uncles — could plausibly argue that the divine favor had descended on them instead. Steppe confederations were therefore structurally prone to fragmentation at succession, and the historical record of the Pontic steppe is largely a record of confederations forming, expanding rapidly under an exceptional leader, fracturing at his death, and either collapsing entirely or reconstituting around a new center of gravity.

This cycle was not a sign of political immaturity, as condescending older historiography often implied. It was a rational response to the steppe's specific conditions. In an environment where the fundamental resource — pastureland — was distributed across a vast, ecologically unpredictable landscape, and where the primary form of wealth — livestock — was mobile and perishable, the concentration of permanent institutional power in fixed locations did not make ecological sense. The confederation was a flexible, scalable political form that could expand rapidly when a strong leader created opportunities and contract equally rapidly when those opportunities disappeared, without the catastrophic collapse that a heavily institutionalized sedentary state suffers when its administrative structures fail. The steppe's political instability was, from another angle, the steppe's political resilience.

The sequence of great powers that emerged from the Pontic steppe before the Khazars arrived tells this story in long form, and it is worth following the sequence carefully because each empire left something behind — a population layer, a set of cultural practices, a legitimacy claim, a military technology — that shaped what came after it. The Khazars were not building on empty ground. They were building on the accumulated residue of two thousand years of steppe empire, and that residue shaped everything about what they built.

The Scythians, who dominated the Pontic steppe from roughly the seventh century BCE to the third century BCE, were the first steppe confederation to leave a sustained record in the sources of the surrounding literate civilizations. Herodotus described them in fascinated detail in the fifth century BCE — their burial practices, their ferocity in battle, their elaborate goldwork, their habit of drinking the blood of enemies and making drinking cups from their skulls. The Greek colonies on the northern Black Sea coast traded with them, feared them, and occasionally fought them. The Persian King Darius invaded their territory in 513 BCE with an enormous army and discovered, to his bewilderment, that there was no capital to capture, no decisive battle to fight — only an endlessly retreating enemy that refused engagement, burned the grass before the Persian advance, and waited for logistics to destroy the invasion from within. The Scythian response to Darius is arguably the first clear demonstration in recorded history of the strategic doctrine that would define steppe warfare for two thousand years: do not fight the sedentary power on its own terms; use mobility to deny it the confrontation it needs, and let the logistics of a large army in an empty landscape do your work for you.

The Scythians were eventually displaced and absorbed by the Sarmatians — Iranian-speaking nomads from east of the Don who pushed westward from roughly the fourth century BCE onward and gradually dominated the Pontic steppe for the next several centuries. The Sarmatians were notable for, among other things, the prominent role of women warriors in their military forces — the probable historical basis for Greek legends about the Amazons — and for the heavy cavalry that became one of their military signatures, with armored horses and armored riders wielding long lances in a style that prefigured medieval European chivalric warfare. They also left something politically significant: the concept of dynastic legitimacy tied to specific lineages, expressed through elaborate burial goods and mortuary practices that signaled the status of the deceased and the authority of their descendants. This concept of hereditary legitimacy, transmitted through objects and rituals that made lineage claims visible and verifiable, would become one of the steppe's most durable political inheritances.

The Huns, who appeared in the Pontic steppe in the late fourth century CE, represent the steppe at its most dramatically world-historical. Their arrival — sweeping westward out of Central Asia, driving the Gothic peoples before them across the Danube into Roman territory, and eventually producing the campaigns of Attila that brought them to the gates of Rome and the plains of Gaul — compressed into a few decades the kind of civilizational disruption that usually unfolds over centuries. The Huns are important for this story not primarily because of their western campaigns, dramatic as those were, but because of what they did to the political landscape of the Pontic steppe and the Caucasus region. Their movement westward shattered existing tribal configurations and set populations in motion that would not resettle into stable patterns for generations. The chaos they created — the displaced peoples, the broken confederacies, the fragments of older political identities scattered across a landscape that was being reorganized by force — was the immediate demographic and political context out of which the Khazars would eventually emerge.

The Hunnic Empire itself exemplified the succession crisis problem with unusual clarity. Attila's confederation was one of the largest and most powerful steppe polities ever assembled. It collapsed within a few years of his death in 453 CE, as his sons fought each other and the subject peoples they had held in subjection by force took the opportunity to reassert independence. The Hunnic people as a distinct political entity effectively ceased to exist within a generation, their constituent tribes absorbed into the new configurations taking shape across the steppe. This was not unusual. It was the steppe system operating exactly as it characteristically operated. What was unusual about the Hunnic collapse was the specific population fragments it left behind in the Pontic region — fragments that would become part of the ethnic substrate from which the Khazar confederation was assembled.

Among those fragments were people who called themselves Bulgars, and people who called themselves Sabirs, and people whom various sources called Oghurs, and a dozen other tribal names that appear briefly in the sources and then vanish or transform. These were not discrete ethnic groups in any modern sense. They were tribal confederacies in various states of formation and dissolution, sharing the Pontic steppe with each other and with the remnants of older populations — Alans, Goths, scattered Sarmatian communities — who had been there before the Hunnic disruption and had survived it in attenuated form. The steppe in the fifth and sixth centuries CE was not empty. It was, if anything, overcrowded with political fragments looking for new configurations, new leaders, new frameworks of legitimacy around which to organize.

Into this environment came the Göktürks — the "Blue Turks," as the name is usually translated — the first of the Turkic dynasties that would dominate the steppe for the next several centuries and out of which the Khazars would directly emerge. The Göktürks originated somewhere in the Altai Mountain region of what is now western Mongolia and southern Siberia, and they rose to power with extraordinary speed in the sixth century CE, creating within two generations an empire that stretched from Manchuria to the Black Sea — the largest steppe empire yet seen, encompassing the entire Eurasian steppe belt from one end to the other. The scale of this achievement was made possible by the same dynamics that had produced earlier steppe empires: military success attracting followers, plunder and tribute enriching those followers, ideological claims of divine favor legitimizing the ruling lineage. But the Göktürks added something that their predecessors had not fully developed: a genuine imperial ideology, expressed in the Old Turkic inscriptions that survive from the seventh and eighth centuries, that articulated a vision of Turkic rulership as a cosmic mandate to organize the steppe peoples under a single, heaven-sanctioned sovereignty.

The ruling clan of the Göktürks was the Ashina, and the Ashina's claim to the Turkic imperial title — the title of Khagan, the supreme ruler — was precisely this cosmic mandate. The Ashina did not merely rule through force. They ruled through what scholars have called "qağanal charisma" — the inherent spiritual authority of a lineage that had been specially chosen by Tengri, the sky god, to lead the Turkic peoples. This claim was embedded in origin myths, ritual practices, and the very language used to describe the Khagan's authority: he sat on his throne by the grace of heaven, his legitimacy was not a human construction but a divine appointment, and his right to command the loyalty of all Turkic-speaking peoples was as natural and irresistible as the movement of the sun across the sky.

The practical political significance of this ideological construction cannot be overstated. It meant that the Ashina's authority was not simply the authority of a successful warlord who had beaten his rivals. It was a structural claim that transcended any individual's military record — a claim that could survive military defeat, political setback, and even the loss of direct territorial control, because it was grounded not in present success but in cosmic destiny. This made Ashina lineage extraordinarily resilient as a legitimacy resource. Even when the Göktürk Empire fragmented — as it inevitably did, splitting into Eastern and Western Khaganates in the late sixth century and then collapsing under pressure from Tang China in the seventh — the Ashina claim did not simply disappear. It dispersed. Different tribes, in different regions of the steppe, found it politically valuable to claim connection to the Ashina lineage, or to place a figure with Ashina blood at the head of their confederation, because that claim converted military power into legitimate authority in a way that no amount of battlefield success could accomplish on its own.

It was precisely this dispersal of Ashina legitimacy that gave the Khazars their political foundation. The Western Turkic Khaganate collapsed definitively around 630–650 CE, its territory fragmenting under the combined pressure of Tang Chinese expansion from the east and the Byzantine-Sassanid wars from the west, which had been consuming the region's political resources for decades. What emerged from that collapse, in the Pontic-Caspian steppe, was not a power vacuum so much as a legitimacy competition: multiple confederacies, assembled from the tribal fragments of the old Western Khaganate and the older populations beneath it, competing for the right to claim successorship to the Göktürk imperial tradition.

The Khazars won that competition. How exactly they won it — what combination of military success, strategic alliance, and lineage claim allowed them to emerge as the dominant power in the western steppe by the mid-seventh century — is not fully recoverable from the surviving sources, which are patchy precisely for this formative period. What the sources do tell us is that by 627 CE, when the Byzantine Emperor Heraclius was looking for a cavalry ally to help him break the Persian siege of Tiflis in the southern Caucasus, the Khazars were already the obvious choice — the power in the western steppe with both the military capacity and the organizational coherence to project force southward through the Caucasian passes on demand. That is the Khazars' first appearance in the historical record in a clearly identified form, and they appear in it as a state already formed, already powerful, already capable of the kind of coordinated military action that requires a functioning political structure behind it.

What that structure was built from, and what it inherited from the long sequence of steppe empires that had preceded it, is the question this chapter has been building toward. The answer has several layers.

The most fundamental inheritance was ecological and strategic: the Pontic steppe itself, with its specific geography of river valleys and mountain passes and sea coasts, imposed a logic on any power that sought to dominate it. The Khazars inherited the Scythian and Sarmatian discovery that the steppe's military power was inseparable from its mobility — that any state based here had to be organized around the horse, around the ability to move large forces rapidly across the grassland, and around the tactical doctrine of using that mobility to avoid disadvantageous engagements and force advantageous ones. They inherited, too, the strategic geography of the Caucasus, which every major steppe power before them had recognized as the key to the region: whoever controlled the passes through the Caucasus controlled the only viable land route between the steppe and the civilizations to the south, and therefore controlled the terms on which the steppe and those civilizations interacted. The Scythians had raided through those passes. The Huns had pushed through them. The Khazars would make control of them the cornerstone of their geopolitical strategy.

The second layer of inheritance was demographic. The Khazar confederation was not a single ethnic group that had been lurking somewhere waiting for its moment. It was an assemblage of populations that the preceding centuries of steppe disruption had left in the Pontic region: the Oghuric peoples who had been there since before the Huns, the Sabirs who had arrived in the Hunnic wake, fragments of older Iranian-speaking populations like the Alans in the Caucasian foothills, scattered Gothic communities in the Crimea, and eventually Eastern Slavic tribes in the forest-steppe zone to the north. The Khazars did not create this diversity. They found it already there, the accumulated residue of two thousand years of migration and conquest, and they built their state around the problem of governing it — which is to say, they built a state whose political innovation was the management of polyethnicity rather than the imposition of uniformity.

The third layer of inheritance was ideological. The Ashina connection — the claim to descent from or connection with the old Göktürk royal lineage — gave the Khazar ruling clan the most important political resource in the steppe world: the credible claim to qağanal charisma, to heaven-mandated rulership over all Turkic peoples. This was not merely useful propaganda. It was the structural foundation of the Khazar state's authority over its diverse subject peoples, many of whom had no particular reason to defer to Khazar military power but had very strong cultural reasons to defer to a legitimate Khagan of the Ashina line. The title of Khagan, in the steppe world of the seventh century, meant something specific and powerful: it meant the bearer had been recognized by heaven as the rightful organizer of the steppe peoples, and that recognition could not be manufactured or purchased. It had to be inherited or, in extremis, claimed by military dominance so overwhelming that it effectively constituted divine endorsement after the fact. The Khazars, or at least their ruling clan, had the inheritance. That mattered enormously.

But the Khazars also inherited the steppe system's characteristic vulnerabilities, and those vulnerabilities would ultimately kill them as surely as the strengths had built them. The confederation model that had served every steppe empire since the Scythians — and had served it well, given the steppe's ecological conditions — was intrinsically unstable at scale. The larger a confederation grew, the more dependent it became on the personal authority of the ruler at its center, and the more devastating the succession crisis when that ruler died. The Khazars' political innovation, which this book will trace in detail, was a series of institutional modifications to the basic confederation model that attempted to address this instability: the division of sacral and practical authority between the Khagan and the Beg, the elaboration of tribute networks that created material bonds of interest between the center and the periphery, and eventually the adoption of a world religion that provided an ideological framework more durable than personal charisma. These innovations extended the Khaganate's lifespan far beyond what the basic steppe model would have predicted. They could not, ultimately, escape the model's underlying logic.

The steppe system had its own rhythm, its own pattern of rise and fall, its own characteristic way of generating and consuming political power. That pattern was older than the Khazars, and it would continue after them. What made the Khazars historically significant was not that they escaped the pattern — no steppe polity ever fully escaped it — but that they modified it more creatively and sustained the modification longer than almost any of their predecessors or successors. Understanding the pattern, understanding what it demanded and what it permitted, is the precondition for understanding how remarkable that modification actually was.

The steppe was not a backdrop. It was a system. And the Khazars were its most sophisticated product.
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​Chapter Two: The Fragmentation of the Turkic World
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In the year 552 CE, a blacksmith's people overthrew their masters and remade the world.

The story, as the Old Turkic inscriptions and the Chinese dynastic histories preserve it, begins with the Ashina clan — a small, subordinate tribe of metalworkers living somewhere in the Altai Mountain region, bound in service to a confederation of steppe nomads called the Rouran, or Juan-Juan, who had dominated the eastern steppe for a century and a half. The Rouran were not gentle overlords. Chinese sources record that the Ashina, in their subordinate status, were required to smelt iron for their masters, and that their territory near the Altai was referred to as a forge — a designation that carried the full social weight of servitude, locating the Ashina in the category of craftsmen and laborers rather than warriors and rulers. In the hierarchies of the steppe world, this was about as low as a community could be placed while still retaining a distinct identity.

What happened next is one of the steppe's foundational origin stories, retold across centuries in forms that varied in their details but agreed on their essentials. Under a leader named Bumin, the Ashina forged military alliances, built a following, and in 552 CE defeated the Rouran Khagan in open battle — a defeat so complete that the Rouran confederation collapsed almost immediately, its fragments fleeing westward into the chaos of the post-Hunnic steppe or northward into obscurity. Bumin assumed the title of Khagan. He died within months of the victory, but the dynastic claim he established did not die with him. His sons and their descendants would rule what we now call the Göktürk Khaganate — the "Blue Turk" empire — for the next two centuries, and the Ashina name would remain the single most powerful legitimacy claim in the steppe world for a century beyond even that, long after the empire itself had fragmented and the clan itself had dispersed into the populations of a dozen successor states.

The transition from blacksmith's servants to masters of the Eurasian steppe had taken, at most, a single generation. It was the kind of rapid political transformation that the steppe system made possible — and that it made possible specifically because of the way legitimacy and military success reinforced each other in the nomadic political environment. Bumin had not merely beaten the Rouran. He had demonstrated, in the most direct way available, that the Rouran Khagan no longer possessed heaven's favor. In the Turkic cosmological framework, military victory on that scale was not simply evidence of superior tactics or better generalship. It was proof of divine mandate. Tengri — the great sky god whose will organized the cosmos and sanctioned political authority — had chosen the Ashina. That choice, once demonstrated on the battlefield, became self-reinforcing: it attracted followers who wanted to align themselves with a divinely favored lineage, which produced more military success, which further confirmed the divine mandate, which attracted more followers. The Göktürk Khaganate grew with the speed of an idea whose time had come, because in the steppe political system, a sufficiently powerful legitimacy claim operated almost like a force of nature.

Within a generation of Bumin's victory, the Göktürk empire stretched from Manchuria to the Black Sea. This is a statement that is easy to write and genuinely difficult to absorb — the distances involved are continental, and the speed at which the Turkic expansion covered them was extraordinary even by the standards of a civilization built on mobility. The empire's eastern wing, controlled by Bumin's son and successors, dominated the former Rouran territory across Mongolia and northern China's frontier zone, extracting enormous tribute from the rival Chinese dynasties that were the steppe's most important sedentary neighbors in the east. The western wing, established under Bumin's brother Istämi and his successors, pushed through Central Asia, subdued the Iranian-speaking Sogdian trading cities of the Silk Road, drove the Hephthalite confederation from the lucrative commerce routes of Bactria, and eventually reached the Pontic steppe itself, where it encountered and absorbed the heterogeneous tribal populations that the preceding century of Hunnic disruption had left scattered across the grasslands between the Caspian and the Carpathians.

The empire's extraordinary geographic extent was both its great achievement and its fatal structural weakness. The problem was one of coherence across distance — the same problem that would eventually trouble every steppe empire of comparable scale, including the Mongol empire six centuries later. The steppe political system, as we saw in the previous chapter, was built around personal authority: the Khagan's power derived from his ability to maintain the credible claim to divine favor, distribute wealth to his followers, and command loyalty through the combination of military success and charismatic legitimacy. These mechanisms worked well within the range of personal contact — the network of relationships that a leader could maintain through direct interaction, shared campaigns, and the face-to-face rituals of court life. They worked considerably less well across five thousand miles of steppe, where the western Khagan and the eastern Khagan might spend years without meeting, where the interests of western tribal leaders and eastern tribal leaders increasingly diverged, and where the administrative structures needed to maintain coherence across such distances simply did not exist in the form that sedentary imperial bureaucracies could provide.

The Göktürk empire addressed this problem, temporarily, through the device of dual leadership: dividing the empire between an eastern and a western Khagan, both nominally subordinate to the supreme Khagan but in practice operating with considerable independence in their respective spheres. This was a pragmatic solution that acknowledged the empire's geographic reality, but it created a structural ambiguity about where supreme authority actually resided — an ambiguity that, under the right conditions of succession dispute and external pressure, could become catastrophically destabilizing.

Those conditions arrived in the late sixth and early seventh centuries with a convergence of pressures that the empire could not withstand. From the east, the newly consolidated Sui and then Tang dynasties of China pursued a sophisticated strategy of interference in Göktürk succession politics — supporting rival claimants, subsidizing internal opposition, and conducting targeted military campaigns at moments of Turkic political weakness. The Tang emperor Taizong, who came to power in 626 CE and would prove one of the most capable rulers China ever produced, made the dismemberment of the Eastern Türk Khaganate a priority of his foreign policy, and he pursued it with a patience and strategic intelligence that the fractious Turkic succession wars made easier with every passing decade. By 630 CE, the Eastern Khaganate had effectively collapsed under the combined weight of Tang military pressure and internal political fragmentation, its last Khagan surrendering to Tang forces and accepting a form of subordinate status under Chinese imperial patronage that the Ashina's founding mythology would have found unimaginable.

The Western Khaganate survived longer, but its story was in many ways even more turbulent. The western succession politics of the late sixth century generated a bewildering sequence of rival Khagans, civil wars, dynastic realignments, and shifting tribal loyalties that makes the period exceptionally difficult to reconstruct from the surviving sources — which are themselves fragmentary, written by external observers who were not always clear about which faction they were describing or how the various claimants related to each other. What is clear is the underlying dynamic: the Ashina dynasty in the west was consuming itself. The heaven-mandated right to rule was being claimed by too many members of a lineage that had grown, over two generations of imperial expansion, into a sprawling network of princes and sub-kings each with their own client tribes, their own military followings, and their own conviction that Tengri's favor had descended specifically on them.

This was not a failure specific to the Göktürks. It was the steppe succession problem operating at the scale that a two-generation empire naturally produces. The first generation of a great confederation is held together by the founder's personal authority and the centripetal force of military success. The second generation, which has known nothing but imperial power and has no memory of the subordination that preceded it, tends to produce multiple claimants of roughly equal legitimacy who resolve their competition through civil war. The third generation, which has grown up amid civil war and witnessed the erosion of the first generation's achievements, often produces leaders too weakened by internal conflict to resist external pressure. The Göktürks ran through this cycle with textbook clarity, and the wreckage of the Western Khaganate — distributed across the Pontic-Caspian steppe and the Central Asian transition zone in the 630s and 640s — was the direct political context out of which the Khazar Khaganate emerged.

Before examining that emergence directly, it is worth pausing on the specific population geography of the western steppe at the moment of the Göktürk collapse, because this geography was the raw material from which the Khazar state was assembled, and its complexity has sometimes been underappreciated in accounts that treat the Khazars as though they were a single, coherent ethnic group that simply declared a state and began ruling.

The western steppe at this period contained populations that were diverse along almost every imaginable dimension. The most significant of these, in terms of sheer numbers and political weight, were the Oghuric peoples — a cluster of related Turkic-speaking tribal confederations that had been present in the Pontic region since before the Hunnic disruption and had experienced that disruption as a catastrophic scattering rather than a clean break. The Oghurs, Onogurs, and related groups were agriculturalists and pastoralists living primarily in the forest-steppe zone at the northern edge of the open grassland, where the grass gave way to mixed woodland along the upper reaches of the Don, Donets, and Dnieper rivers. They were not marginal people. They were, in many ways, the sedentary or semi-sedentary backbone of whatever political order existed in the western steppe — the tribute-paying, grain-growing, livestock-herding population that a conquering confederation needed to control if it wanted a material base for its power.

Then there were the Bulgars — a name that appears in the sources in ways that make it frustratingly unclear whether it refers to a specific ethnic group, a confederation of multiple groups, or a loose designation for several distinct peoples who happened to share certain cultural characteristics and a general geographic neighborhood. What is clear is that the Bulgars occupied significant territory in the Pontic region, that they had their own Ashina-connected dynastic traditions (the Dulo clan, which led the major Bulgar confederation, claimed a lineage that at least gestured toward Göktürk imperial legitimacy), and that they were the Khazars' most serious rivals for supremacy in the western steppe. The relationship between the Khazars and the Bulgars — sometimes cooperative, sometimes fiercely competitive, eventually resolving in favor of Khazar dominance over those Bulgars who remained in the Pontic region while another branch migrated to the Danube and eventually became the ancestors of the modern Bulgarians — was one of the defining dynamics of the Khaganate's early history.

The Sabirs occupied a different ecological niche: they were primarily a military people, a confederacy that had served as the Göktürks' advance guard in the Caucasus region and had established themselves in the foothills north of the mountains as a kind of permanent military presence controlling the approaches to the passes. Their role in the emerging Khazar state would be primarily military, and their integration into the confederation's command structure was one of the early Khazar leadership's significant organizational achievements.

Beyond these Turkic-speaking groups, the western steppe contained substantial populations of entirely different linguistic and cultural backgrounds. The Alans — Iranian-speaking descendants of the old Sarmatian world, long established in the Caucasian foothills and the steppe immediately north of the mountains — were too numerous and too well-organized to be simply conquered. They would eventually enter the Khazar orbit as subordinate allies providing both military service and border security in the northern Caucasus, but their integration was a negotiated relationship rather than a straightforward subjugation. The Crimean peninsula harbored communities of Goths — Germanic-speaking people who had been in the region since the third century CE and had survived the Hunnic disruption as a settled, semi-agrarian population in the peninsula's mountainous southern portion — who would eventually become Khazar tributaries while maintaining enough internal autonomy to preserve their distinctive culture for several more centuries. And in the forest-steppe zone to the north, where the open grassland gave way to the mixed woodland that eventually became the vast boreal forest of Russia, the earliest Slavic tribes were establishing the agricultural settlements that would, over the following centuries, expand dramatically southward and eventually produce the Kievan Rus'.

Into this complex, layered, polyglot world, the Khazar leadership emerged as the organizing power. The sources are not precise about exactly when or how this happened — which is itself historically significant, because it tells us that the Khazar rise to supremacy was gradual enough that no contemporary source identified a clean moment of transition. There was no single battle that the Arab, Byzantine, or Armenian chroniclers recorded as "the moment the Khazars took control." Instead, the Khazars appear in the sources with increasing frequency and clarity across the second and third quarters of the seventh century, referenced by various names — the Byzantine sources call them Turks or Khazars interchangeably, the Armenian sources use "Huns" as a catch-all — but recognizable as a distinct political entity by their location, their leadership, and their growing geopolitical significance.

The first appearance that is both clearly Khazar and historically consequential is the alliance with Heraclius in 627 CE, which we will examine in detail in the next chapter. But the political situation that made that alliance possible had been forming for years before Heraclius's ambassadors rode north to seek Khazar assistance. By 627, the Khazars already controlled the western Caucasian passes well enough to threaten Tiflis from the north, already commanded cavalry forces large enough to be genuinely useful to a Byzantine emperor fighting for his empire's survival, and already had a relationship with Byzantium sophisticated enough that formal alliance negotiations could proceed quickly and produce a coordinated military campaign. None of that was improvised. It represented years of organizational consolidation, territorial control, and diplomatic relationship-building.

What enabled that consolidation was precisely the Ashina connection, operating in the specific political context of the Göktürk collapse. When the Western Khaganate fragmented, the most valuable political resource it left behind was not territory or wealth but legitimacy — the residual authority of the Ashina name, which could be claimed by any ruler who could make a credible case for connection to the divine lineage. The Khazar ruling clan's claim to this connection — whether through direct Ashina descent, through marriage alliance with the Ashina, or through the ritual adoption of Ashina legitimacy symbols — was the key that unlocked the loyalty of the Oghuric, Sabir, and other tribal populations who needed a Khagan to organize around but who would not defer to just any successful warlord. The title of Khagan was not honorific. In the steppe political world of the seventh century, it was a specific claim about the nature of one's authority — a claim that one's right to rule was not contingent on current military success but was grounded in the cosmic order itself. For peoples who had been organized under the Göktürk Khaganate and its predecessors for generations, that claim was the difference between a leader they would follow out of fear and a leader they would follow out of genuine, structurally motivated loyalty.

The question of why the Khazars succeeded in consolidating the western steppe while other claimants failed is one that the sources allow us to answer only partially, but the partial answers are illuminating. Military success was clearly part of it. The Khazar-Bulgar conflict that defined much of the late seventh century's western steppe politics eventually resolved in Khazar favor, with the major Bulgar confederation under its Khan Asparuh migrating westward across the Danube in the 670s–680s and establishing the Bulgarian state that would become a permanent feature of the Balkan political landscape. This migration was not voluntary. The Bulgars moved because the Khazars had beaten them convincingly enough that continued resistance in the Pontic steppe was untenable, and the Danube frontier offered both physical distance from Khazar power and the opportunity to carve out a new political space in the declining Byzantine borderlands. The Khazars' defeat of the Bulgars was, in effect, the moment they became the unchallenged dominant power in the western steppe — the moment their claim to Khaganate status became empirically irrefutable.

But military success alone does not explain the Khazar state's subsequent stability, which was considerably greater than most steppe confederations achieved after their initial consolidation. Other empires had beaten their rivals decisively and then fragmented within a generation because they could not translate military dominance into durable political organization. The Khazars managed the transition more successfully, and the reason has to do with how they approached the problem of governing a polyethnic population — a problem that the sheer diversity of the western steppe's population made unavoidable from the first day of the Khaganate's existence.

The conventional steppe approach to governing diverse subject peoples was assimilation or subordination: either you absorbed the conquered population into your own cultural and tribal framework, erasing their distinctiveness over time, or you reduced them to tribute-paying subjects with no participation in the confederation's political life, which kept them distinct but also kept them permanently alienated and therefore permanently prone to defection when a stronger power came along. Neither approach was well suited to the specific population mix of the western steppe, where the Oghuric and Bulgar peoples were numerous enough and organizationally sophisticated enough to resist straightforward assimilation, and where the Iranian Alans, Crimean Goths, and northern Slavic tribes were so ecologically and culturally remote from the Turkic core that straightforward subordination could only be maintained through constant military pressure — a prohibitively expensive proposition for a state that also needed to fight Arab armies in the south and Byzantine intrigue in the west.

The Khazar solution, which would eventually develop into the elaborate institutional pluralism that made the Khaganate famous among its contemporaries, was not invented all at once. It evolved over the first century of the state's existence as a series of pragmatic responses to specific political problems, and it is worth tracing that evolution in some detail because it reveals something important about how the Khazar leadership understood the nature of their enterprise.

The first and most fundamental element of the Khazar approach to polyethnicity was the preservation of internal tribal structures within the confederation. Subject peoples — the Oghurs, the Sabirs, the Alans, the Crimean Goths — were not broken up and redistributed across the Khaganate's territory in the way that some empires dissolved conquered peoples to prevent them from reconstituting as political entities. They were maintained as distinct communities under their own internal leadership, required to provide tribute and military contingents to the Khagan but otherwise left to govern themselves according to their own customs and laws. This was not generosity. It was administrative realism: the Khazar center lacked both the bureaucratic capacity and the military force to impose direct rule over the entirety of a territory that stretched from the Don to the Caucasus and from the forest-steppe to the Caspian. The tributary system, which extracted wealth and military service from subject peoples while leaving their internal organization intact, was the form of governance that the Khazar state's actual capabilities made possible.

But the tributary system, maintained purely by military threat, was exactly as durable as the military threat itself — which is to say, not very. What turned the Khazar tributary network from a temporary arrangement of coerced submission into something more durable was the commercial dimension. The Khaganate's control of the key trade routes through the Pontic region — the east-west Silk Road segment and, increasingly, the north-south river routes connecting the Baltic to the Caspian — meant that participation in the Khazar political framework was not merely the avoidance of military punishment. It was access to the commercial networks that brought silver dirhams from Abbasid mints and luxury goods from Byzantine workshops and Chinese silk from the Silk Road into communities that would otherwise have had no connection to these global flows. Tribute paid to the Khagan bought not just security from Khazar raids but integration into one of the medieval world's most productive commercial systems. That was a transaction many subject peoples found genuinely attractive, and their attraction to it was a form of political investment in the Khaganate's survival that no amount of military coercion could have manufactured.

The Khazar confederation's ethnic composition, which Byzantine and Arab sources describe with a mixture of fascination and occasional bewilderment, reflected this layered system of integration. At the political core were the Turkic-speaking tribes that formed the Khazar leadership class — the Ashina-connected ruling clan and the closely associated aristocratic families that provided the Beg and the senior military commanders. Around this core were the Oghuric peoples who had been in the Pontic region since before the Göktürk expansion and who were now integrated into the confederation as privileged subjects — not quite equals of the Turkic core but considerably more embedded in the state's political life than the more peripheral tributary peoples. Further out were the Alans, Goths, and other non-Turkic populations who provided specific services — border security in the Caucasus, garrison duty in the Crimea, agricultural production in the forest-steppe zone — and who were bound to the center through tributary relationships of varying degrees of formalization.

And then there were the Slavic tribes, who occupy a special place in this taxonomy because their relationship with the Khazars was simultaneously the most economically significant and the most structurally anomalous. The Eastern Slavic tribes — the Polane along the middle Dnieper, the Severiane to their east, the Viatichi along the upper Oka — were not steppe people. They were forest-steppe agriculturalists whose settlements were interspersed through the woodland margins of the Khazar tributary zone. They did not ride horses, did not maintain the military organization of nomadic confederacies, and could not resist Khazar pressure through the mobility-based evasion that made other steppe peoples difficult to dominate. The Russian Primary Chronicle records the tribute they paid — silver pieces per plowshare, white squirrel skins per hearth — in terms that suggest a systematic extraction that the Slavic tribes experienced as oppressive but lacked the means to escape.

What the Chronicle does not record, because its perspective is retrospective and colored by the Kievan Rus' state's need to construct the Khazar relationship as straightforward exploitation, is the degree to which the Pax Khazarica also provided the Slavic tribes with something valuable: protection from the other, more violent nomadic groups — Pechenegs, Oghuz, and others — who periodically moved through the steppe and whose raids were considerably less organized and considerably more destructive than the systematic Khazar tribute collection. The Slavic tribes paid the Khazars, and in exchange the Khazars, for the most part, kept the truly predatory actors away. This was not a benevolent relationship, but it was a transactional one, and the transaction had real value on both sides.

The emergence of the Khazar Khaganate from the wreckage of the Western Turkic world was, then, a more deliberate and more complex process than the standard narrative of steppe empire-building usually suggests. The Khazars did not simply fill a power vacuum by defeating their rivals and imposing their will. They built a state — a genuinely novel political construction — by identifying the specific problems that the western steppe's polyethnic demography and geographic position created, and developing institutional responses to those problems that drew on the steppe's existing political traditions while modifying them in ways that made the resulting structure considerably more durable than the basic confederation model.

The Ashina legitimacy claim was the foundation, the thing that made the project possible by converting military capacity into political authority. The tributary system was the administrative framework, the mechanism through which the Khaganate extracted wealth from its diverse subject peoples while leaving their internal organization intact enough that they did not permanently resist. The commercial integration of the Pontic trade routes was the economic engine, the source of wealth that made the Khaganate something more than a predatory military state and gave subject peoples positive reasons to maintain their connection to the center. And the pragmatic tolerance of internal diversity — the willingness to let Alans be Alans and Goths be Goths and Slavs be Slavs, as long as they paid their tribute and sent their contingents when the Khagan's armies mobilized — was the political culture that held the whole construction together.

This political culture did not yet, in the early decades of the Khaganate, have the elaborate institutional expression that it would eventually achieve — the seven-judge pluralist court, the architectural distinction between the Khagan's brick palace and the population's yurts, the formal division of sacral and practical authority between Khagan and Beg. Those institutions would develop over the following century, in response to the specific challenges of governing a state that was simultaneously fighting Arab armies in the Caucasus, managing Byzantine alliance politics, and trying to maintain coherence across an enormous and heterogeneous territory. But their seeds were present from the beginning, in the pragmatic acceptance of diversity that the western steppe's demographic reality made unavoidable, and in the Khazar leadership's evident understanding that the management of difference was not a problem to be solved by imposing uniformity but a permanent condition to be organized into a functioning system.

The fragmentation of the Turkic world had produced an opening. The Khazars, equipped with the right legitimacy claim, the right geographic position, and — crucially — the right institutional instincts for managing the complexity that position entailed, stepped into that opening and built something that would last three centuries. What they built, and how they built it, and what it looked like at its height — these are the questions the rest of this book addresses.

But it is worth pausing, at the end of this chapter, to register the significance of where they started: not with a single ethnic people asserting supremacy over others, but with a leadership class that understood, from the first generation of the Khaganate's existence, that their state's survival depended on making a virtue of the diversity that the steppe had handed them. The Turkic world had fragmented. The Khazars gathered the fragments — not into a unity, but into a system. That distinction, between the imposition of unity and the construction of a functioning system from irreducible difference, is the key to everything that follows.
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​Chapter Three: The Three Empires and the Gap Between Them
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To understand why the Khazar Khaganate mattered — not just to the peoples of the steppe but to the entire medieval world — you need to stand back far enough to see the strategic map whole. Not the tactical map of individual battles and frontier skirmishes, but the grand strategic map of the seventh century CE: a map on which three of the largest and most powerful civilizations in human history were arranged around a specific geographic point like planets around a sun, each exerting gravitational pull on the others, each defining the conditions under which the others could act, and each leaving — between their respective spheres of influence — a gap. A gap that was not empty space but contested space, charged with the accumulated tensions of centuries of rivalry, and waiting for whoever was strong enough and strategically intelligent enough to occupy it on their own terms.

That gap was the Caucasus and the western steppe. And filling it — not being consumed by any of the three giants surrounding it, but genuinely filling it as an independent power capable of dealing with all three on something approaching equal terms — was the Khazars' foundational geopolitical achievement. To appreciate how difficult and how unlikely that achievement was, we need to understand each of the three surrounding powers in turn: what they were, what they wanted, what their specific vulnerabilities were, and why the place where they touched each other was simultaneously the most dangerous and the most valuable real estate in the medieval world.

Begin with the oldest of the three, the civilization that had been defining the political and cultural life of the eastern Mediterranean for more than a millennium by the time the Khazars were consolidating power on the steppe. The Byzantine Empire — which its inhabitants called simply "the Roman Empire," because in their self-understanding it was not a successor state or a diminished remnant but the continuation of Rome in unbroken institutional and legal succession — entered the seventh century as the dominant power of the Mediterranean world, though a domain under severe stress. At its greatest extent, under the Emperor Justinian I in the mid-sixth century, the Byzantine state had reconquered North Africa, Italy, and southern Spain from the Germanic kingdoms that had occupied them, reassembling something that looked, at least cartographically, like the old Roman world. By 600 CE much of that reconquest had eroded under pressure from the Lombards in Italy and the Visigoths in Spain, and the empire had contracted back toward its eastern core: the Anatolian plateau, the Levantine coast, Egypt, and the Balkan peninsula.
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