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For use with Unit 4 

The Middle Ages
During the Middle Ages, civiliza-

tions began to develop to be more as
we know them in modern times.
There were still strong leaders—some
good, some bad. But it became a time
when the common people began to
demand their rights. Women espe-
cially started to have a voice in their
status and how they would live.

Reader’s Dictionary
ebony: a hard, heavy wood

score: twenty

mitqal: an ancient unit of measure

heirs: descendants

abject: low
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The Sultan of Mali

n Arab scholar named Ibn Fadl Allah al Omari 
describes the West African court and army of

Mansa Musa in the 1330s. He refers to Mansa Musa
as sultan, the Arab word for “king.”

The sultan of this kingdom presides in his
palace on a great balcony called bembe where he
has a seat of ebony that is like a throne fit for a
large and tall person: on either side it is flanked
by elephant tusks turned towards each other. His
arms stand near him, being all of gold, saber,
lance, quiver, bow and arrows. He wears wide
trousers made of about twenty pieces [of stuff] of
a kind which he alone may wear. Behind him
there stand about a score of Turkish or other
pages which are bought for him in Cairo. . . . His
officers are seated in a circle about him, in two
rows, one to the right and one to the left; beyond
them sit the chief commanders of his cavalry. . . .
Others dance before their sovereign, who enjoys
this, and make him laugh. Two banners are
spread behind him. Before him they keep two
saddled and bridled horses in case he should wish
to ride.

Arab horses are brought for sale to the kings of
this country, who spend considerable sums in this
way. Their army numbers one hundred thousand
men of whom there are about ten thousand
horse-mounted cavalry: the others are infantry
having neither horses nor any other mounts. . . .

The officers of this king, his soldiers and his
guard receive gifts of land and presents. Some
among the greatest of them receive as much as
fifty thousand mitqals of gold a year, besides
which the king provides them with horses and
clothing. He is much concerned with giving them
fine garments and making his cities into capitals.
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The Magna Carta

The Magna Carta, signed in England in 1215,
for the first time gave common people some

freedoms and protections. It also limited the
power of King John.

To all free men of our kingdom we have also
granted, for us and our heirs for ever, all the
liberties written out below. . . .

No widow shall be compelled [forced] to
marry, so long as she wishes to remain with-
out a husband. . . .

For a trivial offence, a free man shall be
fined only in proportion to the degree of his
offence. . . .

No sheriff, royal official, or other person shall
take horses or carts for transport from any free
man, without his consent. . . .

No free man shall be seized or imprisoned . . . 
or outlawed or exiled . . . except by the lawful
judgement of his equals or by the law of the
land.

To no one will we sell, to no one deny or
delay right or justice.

All merchants may enter or leave England
unharmed and without fear, and may stay or
travel within it, by land or water, for purposes
of trade. . . .

All these customs 
and liberties that we 
have granted shall 
be observed in our 
kingdom.

The Tale of Genji

The Tale of Genji is the story of a young man
searching for the meaning of life. It was

written by Murasaki Shikibu in A.D. 1010.
Genji’s friend described three classes of women:
those of high rank and birth whose weak points
are concealed; those of the middle class; and those
of the lower class. This is part of Genji’s reply.

[Genji said] “It will not always be so easy to
know into which of the three classes a woman
ought to be put. For sometimes people of high
rank sink to the most abject positions; while
others of common birth rise to . . . think them-
selves as good as anyone. How are we to deal
with such cases?”

1. What conclusions can you draw about Mansa Musa’s power?
2. Why do you think Mansa Musa treated his soldiers so well?
3. According to the Magna Carta, when can a man be imprisoned?
4. What does Genji seem to realize about the social classes that his friend 

does not?

Murasaki Shikibu
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