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he Islamization of the Silk Road, 1999

the foliowing selection Foltz, a modern historian of religion,

) qufes the early history of Islam and its spread east of the Medi-
ranean. Placing the rise of islam solidly within the Arab tradi-
nS dftrading and raiding, Foltz distinguishes between the initial
ev:glbpment of unified Arab rule and the subsequent spread of
lamic refigious culture, He argues that the “convert or die” idea

: ':_.'p'e_rvades the history of Islam is largely mythic and that early
slim rulers actually discouraged conversion. According to Foltz
hil.f.:fole did economics play in early Muslim expansion? How did
Jam spread so widely and so quickly, and what was the nature of
searly prowth? How did non-Arabs wha converted to Islam

ge 7

HINKING HISTORICALLY

fhat economic and palitical forces does Foltz emphasize? What
ontinuities does Foltz suggest? Whart roles did individuals play in the

nversion process? Whar similarities were there between the spread
F.Buddhism, Christianity, and Islam?

eligious tradition in world history favored trade as much as did
. The Propher Muhammad himself was a businessman by profession.
hile inhis rwenties he became employed by a wealthy merchant woman
' Mecca, Khadija, and made his reputation by successfully carrying out
de mission to Syria; Khadija married him soon after.

Sometime around 610 of the common era, Muhammad, who liked
nd time alone meditating in the mountains outside Mecca, began
mg voices during the course of these retreats. Ar first he began to
‘his own sanity, bur Khadija persuaded him that these voices might
ine in nature and should be listened to. Gradually Muhammad
to believe he was receiving revelations from God, calling upon him
fise and warn” his fellow Meccans that the time had come to mend
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Mecca was a desert town with little to subsist on apart f,
trade. Successful merchants must have been its wealthiest inhap;
Many of the revelations Muhammad received dealt with social i
which was clearly a problem in Mecea at that time. His message
a growing audience of sympatheric ears, while it increasingly a];
the social classes who were the target of his criticism, Before long
powerful residents of Mecca were making life difficult for My 12
and his followers. g

In 622 the citizens of Yathrib, a town some two hundred 1y
miles to the north of Mecca, were involved in factional disp;
could not resolve., Hearing of Muhammad’s reputation for fajr
piety, they invited him to come and arbitrate. He accepted, $:
most of his followers ahead of him, the Prophet of Islam put hi
in order and finally lefs his hometown, an event known to M
the bijra, or migration, which marks the beginning of the [s
calendar.

Once in Yathrib, the Muslims were not only no longer perse
they enjoyed special status. From their new power base they lag
raids {Ar. Razzia) on Meccan-bound caravans, at the same time enr
ing their own treasury while inflicting damage on their former per

tors. After several bartles with the Meccans, the Muslims were |
negotiate the right to return to Mecea for the traditional Arabia
grimage to the sacred ka’ ba stonie; by 628 Mecca was under M
control. :

Raiding caravans was an established part of the economic [
Arabia. The only rule was thar one couldn’t raid clan members or groy
with whom one had made 2 nonaggression pact, With the success
the Muslims growing from year to year, eventually all the tribéy 4
Arabian peninsula sent emissarics ro Muhammad in order to se <
pacts. Their professions of loyalty were described by fater Muslim
ers as “submission,” which in Arabic is jslams. Small wonder that
sources, and the non-Muslim histories based on them, interpret:
meaning all the Arabian tribes had accepted the new religion.

Understanding this term “submission” in its more restricred lite
sense, however, more easily explains whar happened upon the Propl
death in 632: Most of the Arahian tribes rebelled. Later Muslim sot
refer to these as rebellions of “apostasy.” A simpler Interpretation wp
be that the rebel parties simply saw their nonaggression pacts as hay
been rendered null and void by the Prophet's passing. :

The Muslims immediately chose a stccessor, or caliph {fron
dle Pers. Khalifa), Abu Bakr, under whose leadership the various
tribes were forced to resubmir. Since the Arabian economy require:
component of raiding, and since according ro the nonaggression J
no one mn Arabia could legitimarely be raided, the Muslims were fore
to launch forays beyond the Arabian peninsula into Byzantin
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rritory. Their success in defeating the armies of both empires
g surprised many of the Muslims as much as it did their impe-

important to recognize the economic aspect of Muslim expan-
iven by the ancient Arabian tradition of raiding. While in hind-
th Muslims and non-Muslims have read into this early expansion
e element of religious zeal, the Arab armies of the time were sim-
g what they were naturaly acculturated to do, what the eco-
nditions of their homeland had always constrained them ro do.
had changed was that, for the firse time, all the Arab groups of the
la had excluded for themselves the possibility of raiding other
1ps. They were forced, therefore, to raid elsewhere, Their new
self-concept may indeed have inspired them by giving divine
¢ 10 their increasing successes, but other facrors were at work

ians, in the form of Medes, Achemenians, Parthians, and Sasa-
had been vying with Arhenian, Seleucid, and Roman Greeks for
g;__noﬁy in western Asia for over a millennium. By the seventh century
e Sasanian Persian and Byzantine Greek empires were exhausted
decadent. Neither treated their subject peoples in Mesopotamia,
or Egypt with anything that could be called benevolence. In many
ons townspeople threw open the gares to the Arabs and welcomed
as liberators, The Muslims were, in fact, no more foreign in most of
nds they conquered than had been the previous rulers, and at firse
vere less exploitative,
he 660s, however, the ruling Arab family, the Umayyads, had
themselves up in Damascus in very much the mold of the Byzantine
nors they had dislodged. Throughout the subsequent decades non-
lims came to chafe under the new regime. Many Arab Muslims,
lermore, resented the imperial manner and “un-Islamic” litestyles of
Umayyads, many of whom had taken ro drinking and debauchery in
best Roman tradition,
the group which was to bring abour the Umayyads’ downfall
oing so, forever change the very nature of Islam as a culrural
ition was the non-Arabs who chose to adopt the Islamic religion.
itially and throughout the Umayyad period, the Arabs had seen
s a religion belonging to them; their subjects, likewise, referred to
as “the Arab religion” (al-din al-‘arab). The Quran enjoined Mus-
0 spread Muslim rule throughout the world but laid down no re-
ent to spread the faith itself. The original impulse of holy war
a) was that no Muslim should be constrained to live under the rule
fidels. Once a given locality agreed to submit to Muslim authority
' the poll tax (jizya) levied on protected communities (dhimmis,
y “peoples of the Book,” i.e., Christians and Jews), there was no
ther need for coercion on either side.
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In fact, Arab Muslims had strong reasons not to want non-
join the faith, since conversion directly affected both their s
income and the spread of its distribution among Muslims, Con
there were numerous reasons why non-Muslims might wish 1o ]
ruling group, which could most obviously be symbolized by a
their faith. Despite some apparent resistance from the Arabrelit
early eighth century non-Arab converts were probably beginning
number Arab Muslims. .

Islam had attempted to eliminate class and racial distincrions

even during the Prophet’s lifetime this goal was never met. ‘Ear
verts and their descendants often felt entitled to greater status an,
lege than later converts, and members of aristocratic families
forgot who came from humble ones. Tribal and clan loyalties
government appointments and led to rivalries. i

Often these rivalries developed power bases in garrison towns
particular factions were dominant. Local governors, therefors
had more or less personal armies at their ready disposal. In areas
the Arabs were quartered among non-Arab majority populations
was increasing pressure from converts to be treated on equal
with Arab Muslims.

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

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

In addition to complaints about the un-Islamic character-of
Umayyad elite and the inequalities between Arab and non-Arab
lims, the anti-Umayyad movement could draw on the issue of th
legitimacy of Umayyad rule. The first Umayyad caliph, Mu‘awiyz
assumed power by refusing to recognize the selection of the Proph
nephew and son-in-law, Ali, as fourth caliph. A significant min;
Muslims felt that leadership should be sought in charismatic aut
passed down through the Prophet’s line. For the “partisans of Al
at Ali), the Umayyads (and indeed the first three caliphs) had been
ers from the outser, G

All of these antigovernment impulses came together in the so
Abbasid revolution of 749 to 751, in which a Khurasan-based
army rallied behind an Iranian general, Abu Muslim, in the nam
Arab descendant of the Prophet’s uncle Abbas. The rebels succeed
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g_p_{;wes from the Umayyadfs, n;ovec? the capital to Mesopotan}ia,
Sansesting up a new Islamic administration on the Sasanian im-
model. .. .

ith any case of mass cultural conversion, the Islamization of
Asia was a complex process which occurred on more than one
“he first, and most visible, level was the spread of political power.
srth noting that the spread of a particular religion’s rule is not
with the spread of faith, although historians have often written

im rule over the western half of the Silk Road came fairly early
s established, albeit through a period of false starts and occa-
reversals, by the mid-eighth century. Muslims thereafter con-

nuch of trans-Asian trade, which became the second major
in the Islamization of Central Asian culture, Gradually a third
the influence of charismatic Muslim preachers, entered into the

e reality of Muslim rule could no longer be reasonably ignored
the numerous eighth-century attempts to rally behind local, non-
¢ religious figures had all failed. Politics was therefore an initial
¢ ‘encouraging Central Asians to abandon their native culrural
jons ‘and join the growing world culture of Islamic civilization. It
however, that the only local rulers, especially those who had
arms against the Muslims, were ever subjected to the convert-or-
rnative that has so long been the stereotype characterizing the
of Islam. Other people, ar least at first, would have embraced the
f their new rulers for other reasons, in certain cases no doubt
al ones.

- of the most commonly cited incentives to religio-cuitural con-
n is the pursuit of patronage. Anyone directly dependent on the
mment for his livelihood might sense advantages in joining the cul-
oup of his patrons and accepring the norms and values of that
g group. To a large extent, converts to Istam do appear to have held
their. preconguest positions, and being a Muslim increased one’s
es of attaining a new or berter one.
second and probably greater influence affecting Islamization was
uslim dominarion of commercial activity. A businessman could
at becoming a Muslim would facilitate contacts and cooperation
ther Muslim businessmen both at home and abroad; he would
nefit from favorable conditions extended by Muslim officials and
he Islamic laws governing commerce.

e presence of Muslim rule and the increasing Muslim dominance
le meant that Islamization came first in the urban areas along the
Road and only in later centuries spread to the countryside. The
ual Islamization of the nomadic Turkic peoples of Central and Inner
as at first directly tied to their increasing participation in the
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oasis-based Silk Road trade in the tenth century, accelerarp,
political activities of three Turkic Muslim dynasties—the Qg,
the Ghaznavids, and the Seljuks—and supplemented by the p;
ing efforts of Muslim missionaries. :
The third major factor accounting for the Islamization’
Road, which follows those of politics and €CONOMICS, 15 ass
Whatever the reasons for one’s converting to Istam, Islamizarig
most profoundly (and irrevocably) among the succeeding pener
since the convert’s children in principle will be raised within 't
new community, not his original one. Furthermore, althoug
man may marry a non-Muslim woman, Islamic law requires th
children of 2 mixed marriage be raised as Muslims, However, |
be safe to assume that aspects of pre-Islamic local religion
through transmission by non-Muslim wives of Muslims,
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