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The Islamization of the Silk Road

In the following selection Foltz, a modern historian of religion, ex-
plores the early history of Islam and its spread east of the Mediter-
ranean. Placing the rise of Islam solidly within the Arab traditions of
trading and raiding, Foltz distinguishes between the jnitial development
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of his followers ahead of him, the Prophet of Islam put his affairs in
order and finally left his hometown, an event known to Muslims as the
hijra, or migration, which marks the beginning of the Islamic calendar.

Once in Yathrib, the Muslims were not only no longer persecuted,
they enjoyed special status. From their new power base they launched
raids (Ar. Razzia) on Meccan-bound caravans, at the same time enriching
their own treasury while inflicting damage on their former persecutors.
After several battles with the Meccans, the Muslims were able to negotate
the right to return to Mecca for the traditional Arabian pilgrimage to the
sacred ka' ba stone; by 628 Mecca was under Muslim control.

Raiding caravans was an established part of the economic life of Ara-
bia. The only rule was that one couldn’t raid clan members or groups
with whom one had made a nonaggression pact. With the successes of
the Muslims growing from year to year, eventually all the tribes of the
Arabian peninsula sent emissaries to Muhammad in order to seek such
pacts. Their professions of loyalty were described by later Muslim writers
as “submission,” which in Arabic is islam. Small wonder that these
sources, and the non-Muslim histories based on them, interpret this as
meaning all the Arabian tribes had accepted the new religion.

Understanding this term “submission” in its more restricted literal
sense, however, more easily explains what happened upon the Prophet’s
death in 632: Most of the Arabian tribes rebelled. Later Muslim sources
refer to these as rebellions of “apostasy.” A simpler interpretation
would be that the rebel parties simply saw their nopaggression pacts as
having been rendered null and void by the Prophet’s passing.

The Muslims immediately chose a successor, or caliph (from Middle
Pers. Khalifa), Abu Baks, under whose Jeadership the various Arab tribes
were forced to resubmit. Since the Arabian economy required the compo-
nent of raiding, and since according to the nonaggression pacts no one in
Arabia could legitimately be raided, the Muslims were forced to launch
forays beyond the Arabian peninsula into Byzantine and Persian terri-
tory. Their successes in defeating the armies of both empires probably
surprised many of the Muslims as much as it did their imperial enemies.

Tt is important to recognize the economic aspect of Muslim expan-
sion, driven by the ancient Arabian tradition of raiding. While in hind-
sight both Muslims and non-Muslims have read into this early expan-
sion a large element of religious zeal, the Arab armies of the time were
simply doing what they were naturally acculturated to do, what the
economic conditions of their homeland had always constrained them to
do. What had changed was that, for the first time, all the Arab groups
of the peninsula had excluded for themselves the possibility of raiding
other Arab groups. They were forced, therefore, to raid elsewhere.
Their new religious self-concept may indeed have inspired them by giv-
ing divine meaning to their increasing successes, but other factors were

at work as well.
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usually had more or less personal armies at their ready disposal. In
areas where the Arabs were quartered among non-Arab majority popu-
Jations, there was increasing pressure from converts to be treated on
equal footing with Arab Muslims.

The problem was that a non-Arab, even after converting to Islam,
had no tribal affiliation which could provide him an identity within
Arab society. A solution to this was devised whereby an Arab Muslim
could take a non-Arab convert under his wing as a “client” {mawla),
making the convert a sort of honorary tribal member. Of course, such
clients were at the mercy of the individual who sponsored them.

Over time this inequality between Arab and non-Arab Muslims be-
came a major pretext for various parties disaffected with Umayyad rule.
Not surprisingly it was in eastern Iran, at the fringes of Umayyad
power, that a rebel movement capable of overthrowing the central gov-
ernment and completely reshaping Muslim society took place.

In addition to complaints about the un-Tslamic character of the
Umayyad elite and the inequalities between Arab and non-Arab Mus-
lims, the anti-Umayyad movement could draw on the issue of the very
Jegitimacy of Umayyad rule. The first Umayyad caliph, Mu‘awiya, had
assumed power by refusing to recognize the selection of the Prophet’s
nephew and son-in-law, Ali, as fourth caliph. A significant minority of
Muslims felt that leadership should be sought in charismatic authority
passed down through the Prophet’s line. For the “partisans of Ali” (shi”
at Ali), the Umayyads (and indeed the first three caliphs) had been
usurpers from the outset.

All of these antigovernment impulses came together in the so-called
Abbasid revolution of 749 to 751, in which a Khurasan-based Muslim
army rallied behind an Iranian general, Abu Muslim, in the name of an
Arab descendant of the Prophet’s uncle Abbas. The rebels succeeded in
wresting power from the Umayyads, moved the capital to
Mesopotamia, and began setting up a new Islamic administration on
the Sasanian imperial model. The new ministers and functionaries were
overwhelmingly Iranian, often recent converts from Zoroastrianism or

Christianity or, in the case of the influential Barmak family from Balkh,
from Buddhism. In 762 the Caliph Mansur built a new capital at Bagh-
dad {Pers. “given by God”) and commented that this would put Mus-
lims in touch “with lands as far off as China.”

Islam and Trade in the Eastern Lands

As with any case of mass cultural conversion, the Islamization of Cen-
tral Asia was a complex process which occurred on more than one
jevel. The first, and most visible, level was the spread of political
power. It is worth noting that the spread of a particular religion’s rule




is not identical with the spread of faith, although historians have often
written as if it were.

Muslim rule over the western half of the Silk Road came fairly
early and was established, albeit through a period of false starts and oc-
casional reversals, by the mid-eighth century. Muslims thereafter con-
trolled much of trans-Asian trade, which became the second major
factor in the Islamization of Central Asian culture. Gradually a third
factor, the influence of charismatic Muslim preachers, entered into the
process.

The reality of Muslim rule could no longer be reasonably ignored

once the numerous eighth-century attempts to rally behind local, non--

Islamic religious figures had all failed. Politics was therefore an initjal
influence encouraging Central Asians to abandon thejr native cultural
traditions and join the growing world culture of Islamic civilization. It
appears, however, that only local rulers, especially those who had
raised arms against the Muslims, were ever subjected to the convert-or-
die alternative that has so long been the stereotype characterizing the
spread of Islam. Other people, at least at first, would have embraced
the faith of their new rulers for other reasons, In certain cases no doubt
spiritual ones.

One of the most commonly cited incentives to religio-cultural con-
version is the pursuit of patronage. Anyone directly dependent on the
government for his livelihood might sense advantages in joining the cul-
tural group of his patrons and accepting the norms and values of that
ruling group. To a large extent, converts to Islam do appear to have
held onto their preconquest positions, and being a Muslim increased
one’s chances of attaining a new or better one.

A second and probably greater influence affecting Islamization was
the Muslim domination of commercial activity. A businessman could
feel that becoming a Muslim would facilitate contacts and cooperation
with other Muslim businessmen both at home and abroad; he would
also benefit from favorable conditions extended by Muslim officials
and from the Islamic laws governing commerce.

The presence of Muslim rule and the increasing Muslim dominance
of trade meant that Islamization came first in the urban areas along the
Silk Road and only in later centuries spread to the countryside. The
gradual Tslamization of the nomadic Turkic peoples of Central and
Inner Asia was at first directly tied to their increasing participation in
the oasis-based Silk Road trade in the tenth century, accelerated by the
political activities of three Turkic Muslim dynasties —the Qara-
khanids, the Ghaznavids, and the Seljuks—and supplemented by the
proselytizing efforts of Muslim missionaries.

The third major factor accounting for the Islamization of the Silk
Road, which follows those of politics and economics, is assimilation.
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