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JERRY H. BENTLEY
The Spread of World Religions

In this selection, modern historian Jerry Bentley examines a range of
cultural and religious encounters that occurred across Eurasia in the
period between 400 .c.E. and 400 c.e. He first explores the spread of
Buddhism from India northward to China and southward to South-
east Asia, highlighting the importance of merchants and trade in seed-
ing new conversions. According to Bentley, what accounted for the
initial resistance to Buddhism in China and the resounding success of
Indian ideas and faiths in Southeast Asia? What relationships devel-
oped between religious and political leaders that aided the spread of
Buddhism? Where do you see instances of cultural exchange?

Bentley then examines the spread of Christianity throughout the
Roman Empire, from its rocky start as a faction of rebellious Jews to
its eventual legalization under the emperor Constantine in 313 c.k.
What specific developments does Bentley highlight to explain Chris-
tianity’s success? What similarities and differences were there between
the way Buddhism and Christianity spread?

Thinking Historically

In addition to describing how cultures and religions spread through-
out Eurasia during this period, Bentley also asks why. What makes a
people convert to a “foreign” religion? In trying to answer this ques-
tion, he distinguishes three patterns of religious conversion. One he
calls “voluntary association,” the choice one people make to accept
another group’s religion largely for the benefits of associating with
them. The second type of conversion is syncretism, or assimilation, -)é
the blending of old and new religious practices that usually occurs
gradually over the course of generations. The third pattern is conver-
sion by pressure, when people are forced by political, economic, or so-
cial pressure to accept a new religion. Obviously, these categories
overlap, and it is often difficult to tell whether a conversion is volun-
tary or coerced. Which of these patterns best describes the spread of
Christianity and Buddhism? How useful do you find these categories?
Can you think of other patterns of religious conversion?

Jerry H. Bentley, Old World Encounters: Cross-Cultural Contacts and Exchanges in Pre-
Modern Times (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), 47-53, 60-64.
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... Buddhism benefited enormously from the commercial traffic that
crossed the silk roads. Once it arrived on the trade routes, Buddhism
found its way very quickly indeed to distant lands. Merchants proyed
to be an efficient vector of the Buddhist faith, as they established dias-
pora communities in the string of oasis towns—Merv, Bukhara,
Samarkand, Kashgar, Khotan, Kuqga, Turpan, Dunhuang—that served
as lifeline of the silk roads through central Asia. The oases depended
heavily on trade for their economic survival, and they quickly accom-
modated the needs and interests of the merchants whom they hosted.
They became centers of high literacy and culture; they organized mar-
kets and arranged for lodging, care of animals, and storage of n?erchan-
dise; and they allowed their guests to build monasteries.and bring l.a;ge
contingents of Buddhist monks and copyists into their communities.
Before too long— perhaps as early as the first or even the segond cen-
tury B.C.E.—the oasis dwellers themselves converted to Budd.hls.m. .

Thus a process of conversion through voluntary association with
well-organized foreigners underwrote the first major expansion of Bud-
dhism outside India. Buddhist merchants linked the oases to a large and
cosmopolitan world, and the oases became enormously wealth_y.by pro-
viding useful services for the merchants. It is not at all surprising that
inhabitants of the small oasis communities would gradually incline to-
ward the beliefs and values of the numerous Buddhist merchants who
traveled the silk roads and enriched the oases.

Once established in oasis communities, Buddhism had the po.tential
to spread both to nomadic peoples on the steppes of central Asia and
even to China, a land of long-settled civilization with its own long-
established cultural traditions. Buddhism realized this potentia! only
partially, however, and only in gradual fashion. As a faith foreign to
China and generally despised by Chinese during its early centuries
there, Buddhism had a certain attraction for nomadic peoples who
themselves had quite difficult relations with the Chinese. In other
words, Buddhism exercised a kind of countercultural appeal to nomads
who loathed the Chinese, but who also desired and even depended
upon trade with China. Yet many nomadic peoples found it difficult to
accept Buddhism; they did not have traditions of literacy to accommo-
date Buddhist moral and theological teachings, and their mobility made
it impossible to maintain fixed monastic communities. As a result,
many nomadic peoples held to their native shamanist cults, and others
turned to Manichaeism! or Nestorian Christianity.> Meanwhile, some

"Third-century Persian religion; belief that the body is trapped in darkness searching for

the light. [Ed.] . . o
2Fifth-century Syrian faith that spread to India, central Asia, and China; belief in the

human nature of Jesus. {Ed.]
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of those who adopted Buddhism did so at a very late date. Among the
Mongols, for example, Buddhism did not become a popular faith until
the sixteenth century. When nomadic peoples became involved in com-
merce, however, or when they established themselves as rulers of settled
lands that they conquered, they frequently adopted Buddhism through
a process of conversion through voluntary association. These patterns
were quite prominent in central Asia and northern China during the era
of the ancient silk roads.

The career of the monk and missionary Fotudeng especially helps
to illuminate the voluntary conversion of nomadic peoples to Bud-
dhism. Fotudeng probably came from Kuqa, an oasis town on the Silk
Road in modern Xinjiang. He became a priest at an early age, traveled
through central Asia, visited Kashmir, and set out to do missionary
work in northern China during the early fourth century. He went to
Dunhuang in order to improve his Chinese, then continued on to Lu-
oyang about the year 310. There he caught the attention of Shi Le, the
ruler of the nomadic Jie people (western allies of the Xiongnu), who
controlled most of northern China during the fourth century. Fotudeng
realized early on that he would not get very far with Shi Le by lecturing
him on fine points of Buddhist philosophy, but he had a reputation for
working miracles, which he used to the advantage of his mission. He
dazzled Shi Le by producing bright blue lotus blossoms from his
monk’s begging bowl and by looking into his palm to see the reflection
of distant events. Among his more utilitarian talents were rainmaking,
healing, and prophecy. Fotudeng helped Shi Le plan military campaigns
by foreseeing the outcome and devising clever strategies to ensure suc-
cess. As a result of his miraculous talents, Fotudeng won widespread
fame, and people from distant regions worshipped him. When he died
about the year 345, he reportedly had ten thousand disciples and the
erection of 893 temples to his credit.

Thus did a process of voluntary conversion help to establish Bud-
dhism in northern China. The nomadic Jie settled in northern China
and became deeply engaged in the political and economic affairs of a
large and complex world. Fotudeng represented the culture of that
larger world and brought talents useful for Jie rulers as they entered
its life. He parlayed his personal relationship with Shi Le into official
approval for his efforts to spread Buddhist values and even to found
Buddhist institutions in northern China. Hence, his work not only illu-
minates the voluntary conversion of nomadic peoples but also helps to
explain the early presence of the Buddhist faith in China.

The establishment of Buddhism in China was an even more difficult
and gradual affair than its spread among nomadic peoples. Indeed, it
required half a millennium for Buddhism to attract a large popular fol-
lowing in China. There as in Persia, the foreign faith could not immedi-
ately attract many followers away from indigenous cultural traditions,
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in this case principally Confucianism and Daoism. Even in its early
years in China, Buddhism encountered determined resistance from
Confucian and Daoist quarters. Representatives of the native Chinese
traditions charged that Buddhism detracted from the authority of the
state, that monasteries were unproductive and useless drags on
the economy, that Buddhism itself was a barbarian faith inferior to
Chinese traditions, and that the monastic life violated the natural order
of society and disrupted family life. Not surprisingly, then, during its
early centuries in China, Buddhism remained largely the fgitl} of f.or-
eigners: merchants, ambassadors, refugees, hostages, and missionaries.
During the second century C.E., for example, the Buddhist monastery at
Luoyang included among its inhabitants two Parthians, two Sogdians,
three Indians, and three Scythians, but no known Chinese. During its
early years in China, then, Buddhism seems to have served principally
as a cultural resource for trade diaspora communities.

As an alien cultural tradition that did not resonate in China, Bud-
dhism could easily have experienced the same fate there that it did
in Persia: It could have survived in the quarters inhabited by foreign
merchants as an expatriate faith, perhaps even for centuries, without at-
tracting much interest from the larger host community. The explanation
for Buddhism’s remarkable spread as a popular faith in east Asia begins
with the voluntary conversion of elites, which enabled the foreign tradi-
tion to gain a foothold in Chinese society. In the north, where Buddhism
first established its presence in China, voluntary conversion reflected the
political interests of ruling elites. In most cases they were nomads, such
as the Jie whom Fotudeng served so well, or the Toba rulers of the
Northern Wei dynasty (386-534). After an initial period of tension and
uncertain relations, it dawned on both Buddhists and rulers that an al-
liance could serve the interests of both parties. Buddhist monasteries
provided ideological and economic support for established ruling
houses: They recognized the legitimacy of the Jie and Toba rule; they fa-
cilitated long-distance trade, which figured prominently in the local
economy; and they served as a conduit for the importation of exotic
and luxury goods that symbolized the special status of the ruling elites.
Meanwhile, the dynasties patronized the Buddhists in return, partici-
pated in their rituals, and protected the interests of their monasteries.

Like the oasis dwellers of central Asia, then, the ruling elites of
northern China made common cause with representatives of a foreign
cultural tradition who had extensive political and commercial links in
the larger world. This sort of voluntary conversion was the only way by
which Buddhism could find a place in Chinese society. Buddhists en-
tered China in numbers too small to bring about a massive social trans-
formation by way of pressure or assimilation. Only by winning the favor
and protection of elites could the early Buddhists ensure their survival
in China. As it happened, when missionaries found ways to communicate
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their message effectively to native Chinese and thus to bring a process
of syncretism to their aid, their faith brought about a large-scale social
conversion in China—but this development took place well after the
era of the ancient silk roads. ...

Meanwhile, as Buddhism found tentative footing in China, both
Buddhism and Hinduism attracted the attention of elites and won con-
verts in southeast Asia. As in China, the carriers of Indian cultural tra-
ditions were mostly merchants. During the late centuries B.C.E., Indian
traders began to sail the seas and visit the coastal towns of southeast
Asia. Even during those remote centuries, there was considerable incen-
tive for merchants to embark upon long and often dangerous voyages.
According to an ancient Gujarati story, for example, men who went to
Java never returned—but if by chance they did return, they brought
with them wealth enough to provide for seven generations. By the early
centuries C.E., southeast Asian mariners themselves traveled to India as
well as to other southeast Asian sites. The resulting networks of trade
and communication invigorated not only the economic but also the po-
litical and cultural life of southeast Asia.

Among the principal beneficiaries of early trade between India and
southeast Asia were the political and cultural traditions of India. Mer-
chants from the subcontinent established diaspora communities, into
which they invited Hindu and Buddhist authorities. Local chiefs con-
trolled commerce at the trading sites they ruled, and they quickly be-
came introduced to the larger world of the Indian Ocean. The ruler of
an important trading site was no longer a “frog under a coconut shell,”
as the Malay proverb has it, but, rather, a cultural and commercial bro-
ker of some moment. Trade and external alliances enabled local rulers
to organize states on a larger scale than ever before in southeast Asia.
The first of these well represented in historical sources—though by no
means the only early state in southeast Asia—was Funan, founded
along the Mekong River in the first century c.E. Through its main port,
Oc Eo, Funan carried on trade with China, Malaya, Indonesia, India,
Persia, and indirectly with Mediterranean lands. By the end of the sec-
ond century, similar trading states had appeared in the Malay penin-
sula and Champa (southern Vietnam).

Indian influence ran so deep in these states that they and their suc-
cessors for a millennium and more are commonly referred to as the “In-
dianized states of southeast Asia.” Indian traditions manifested their
influence in many different ways. In a land previously governed by
charismatic individuals of great personal influence, for example, rulers
adopted Indian notions of divine kingship. They associated themselves
with the cults of Siva, Visnu, or the Buddha, and they claimed both for-
eign and divine authority to legitimize their rule. They built walled
cities with temples at the center, and they introduced Indian music and
ceremonies into court rituals. They brought in Hindu and Buddhist
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advisers, who reinforced the sense of divinely sanctioned rule. They
took Sanskrit names and titles for themselves, and they used Sanskrit as
the language of law and bureaucracy. Indian influence was so exten-
sive, in fact, that an earlier generation of historians suggested that vast
armadas of Indians had colonized southeast Asia—a view now re-
garded as complete fiction. More recent explanations of the Indianiza-
tion process place more emphasis on southeast Asian elites who for
their own purposes associated themselves as closely as possible with the
Hindu and Buddhist traditions. They certainly found no lack of willing
and talented tutors; the quality of Sanskrit literature produced in south-
east Asia argues for the presence there of many sophisticated and well-
educated representatives of Indian cultural traditions. But high interest
in foreign traditions on the part of southeast Asian elites drove the
process of Indianization.

By no means did indigenous cultures fade away or disappear. Dur-
ing the early years after their arrival in southeast Asia, Indian traditions
worked their influence mostly at the courts of ruling elites, and not
much beyond. Over a longer term, however, Indian and native tradi-
tions combined to fashion syncretic cultural configurations and to
bring about social conversion on a large scale. . . . In any case, though,
the voluntary conversion of local elites to Hinduism and Buddhism de-
cisively shaped the cultural development of southeast Asia.

Of all the religions that established themselves in the Roman empire,
however, none succeeded on such a large scale or over such a long term
as Christianity. Its early experience thus calls for some discussion.

Christianity had many things in common with other religions that
became widely popular in the Roman empire. It offered an explanation
of the world and the cosmic order, one that endowed history with a
sense of purpose and human life with meaning. It addressed the needs
and interests of individuals by holding out the prospect of personal im-
mortality, salvation, and perpetual enjoyment of a paradisiacal exis-
tence. It established high standards of ethics and morality, well suited
to the needs of a complex, interdependent, and cosmopolitan world
where peoples of different races and religions intermingled on a system-
atic basis. It was a religion of the cities, efficiently disseminated
throughout the empire along established routes of trade and communi-
cation. It welcomed into its ranks the untutored and unsophisticated as
well as the more privileged classes. It even shared with the other reli-
gions several of its ritual elements, such as baptism and the community
meal. In many ways, then, early Christianity reflected the larger cul-
tural world of the early Roman empire.

During its first three centuries, Christianity developed under a seri-
ous political handicap. The earliest Christians were associated with
parties of rebellious Jews who resisted Roman administration in Pales-
tine. Later Christians, even gentiles, refused to honor the Roman emperor
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and state in the fashion deemed appropriate by imperial authorities.
As a result, Christians endured not only social contempt and scorn but
also organized campaigns of persecution. Meanwhile, the Roman state
generously patronized many of the empire’s pagan cults: in exchange
for public honor and recognition, the emperors and other important
political figures provided financial sponsorship for rituals, festivals, and
other pagan activities.

Nevertheless, Christianity benefited from the work of zealous mis-
sionaries who were able to_persuade individuals and small groups that
the Christians’ god possessed awesome and unique powers. They com-
municated this message most effectively among the popular masses by
acquiring a reputation for the working of miracles—healing illnesses,
casting out demons, bestowing blessings on the faithful —that demon-
strated the powers at their god’s disposal. Ramsay MacMullen has re-
cently argued, in fact, that fear of pain and punishment, desire for
blessings, and belief in miracles were the principal inducements that at-
tracted pagans to Christianity in the period before the conversion of
Constantine about the year 312 c.k.

A bit of information survives on one of the more effective of the
early Christian missionaries, Gregory the Wonderworker, and it illus-
trates the importance of miracles for the building of the early Christian
community. Gregory had studied with the great Origen, and he wrote
several formal theological treatises. For present purposes, though, his
significance arises from his work in the Roman province of Pontus
(north central Anatolia) during the 240s. Early accounts of his mission
record one miracle after another. Gregory’s prayers prevented a pagan
deity from exercising his powers, but upon request Gregory summoned
the deity to his pagan temple, thus demonstrating his superior author-
ity; as a result, the caretaker of the temple converted to Christianity.
On several occasions individuals interrupted Gregory’s public teaching;
each time, Gregory exorcized a demon from the offensive party, pro-
voking widespread amazement and winning converts in the process.
Gregory moved boulders, diverted a river in flood, and dried up an in-
conveniently located lake. By the end of his campaign, Gregory had
brought almost every soul of the town of Neocaesarea into the ranks of
the Christians, and surrounding communities soon joined the band-
wagon. As in the case of Fotudeng in north China, Gregory’s reputa-
tion as a miracle worker seized the attention of his audiences and
helped him to promote his faith among pagans.

Did the conversions brought about by Christian miracle workers
represent cases of conversion through voluntary association? To some
extent, this interpretation seems plausible, in that converts voluntarily
adopted Christianity as the cultural alternative that best reflected the

*Biblical scholar and Christian theologian, c. 185-254. [Ed.)
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realities of the larger world—for example by offering access to powers
not available to others. A reputation for the ability to work miracles
helped missionaries to dramatize the benefits and blessings that Chris-
tianity promised to individuals and suggested that Christianity pos-
sessed an unusually effective capacity to explain and control the world.
In other ways, however, the winning of early Christian converts dif-
fered from the more common pattern of conversion through voluntary
association. Converts came from all ranks of society, not just those of
merchants, rulers, and others who had extensive dealings with repre-
sentatives from the larger world. Moreover, until the conversion of the
emperor Constantine and the legalization of Christianity, there were
some powerful disincentives to conversion, so that potential converts to
the new faith had to weigh heavy political, social, and economic risks
against the personal and spiritual benefits offered by Christianity.

On balance, then, it seems to me that the category of conversion
through voluntary association helps at least in a limited way to explain
the early spread of Christianity in the Mediterranean basin. From the
viewpoint of Roman society as a whole, however, rather than that of
individual citizens, early conversion to Christianity benefited especially
from two additional developments that accompanied the process of
conversion through voluntary association. In the first place, until the
fourth century, Christianity spread largely through a process of syn-
cretism. In the second place, following the conversion of Constantine,
Christianity gained state sponsorship, and a process of conversion by
political, social, and economic pressure consolidated the new faith as a
securely institutionalized church. Both of these developments warrant
some attention.

The decline of long-established pagan cults afforded an opportunity
for Christianity to extend its influence by way of syncretism. Beginning
in the third century, the pagan cults suffered progressively more diffi-
cult financial problems as the Roman economy went into serious de-
cline. The Roman state could no longer afford to support the cults on
the generous basis of centuries past. Wealthy individuals continued to
provide a great deal of aid, but their sponsorship was more erratic and
precarious than that of the state.

As the pagan cults failed to provide for the needs and interests of
their followers, Christianity offered a meaningful alternative that was
the more acceptable for its resemblance to the cults. In their rituals and
their assumptions about the natural world, the early Christians very
much reflected the larger culture of the late Roman empire. Like devo-
tees of the pagan cults, they offered their sacraments as great mysteries,
and there were pagan analogues to many of their rituals, such as the in-
tonation of divine language, the use of special garments and parapher-
nalia, and even the observance of ceremonies like baptism and a com-
munity meal open only to initiates. Christians appropriated the power
and authority associated with pagan heroes by emphasizing the virtues
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of a saint or martyr with similar attributes. Eventually, Christians even
baptized pagan philosophy and festivals, which served as new links be-
tween pagan and Christian cultures: St. Augustine transformed Neopla-
tonism into a powerful Christian philosophy, and the birthdate of the
unconquered pagan sun god became Christmas, the birthdate also of
Jesus. Thus from a very early date, Christianity appealed to Mediter-
ranean peoples partly because of its syncretic capacity: It came in famil-
iar dress, and it dealt with many of the same concerns addressed by the
pagan cults. )

The conversion of Constantine amplified the effects of syncretism
by inaugurating a process of officially sponsored conversion that ulti-
mately resulted in the cultural transformation of the entire Roman em-
pire. Constantine favored Christians from the moment that he consoli-
dated his hold on the imperial throne. In the year 313 he issued his
famous edict of toleration, which for the first time recognized Chris-
tianity as a legal religion in the Roman empire. At some indeterminate
point, Constantine himself converted to Christianity. Constantine’s per-
sonal example of course did not lead to immediate Christianization of
the Roman empire, or even of the army that the emperor directly super-
vised. In several ways, though, it brought long-term changes that fa-
vored the Christians’ efforts. It brought immediate material benefits, as
Constantine and his successors underwrote the construction of
churches and showered Christians with financial support. It also
brought an intangible but nonetheless important social benefit: Chris-
tianity gained more public respect than it had ever previously enjoyed.
As a result, ambitious and reputable individuals of increasing promi-
nence joined Christian ranks—especially because Christians received
preferential consideration for high imperial posts. Finally, the legaliza-
tion of their religion allowed Christians to promote their faith more
publicly and more aggressively than ever before. From its earliest days,
the Christian community had produced combative and confrontational
spokesmen. After Constantine’s edict of toleration allowed Christians
to promote their faith publicly, they relentlessly attacked the pagan
cults, sometimes sparking episodes of personal violence, forcible con-
version of individuals, and destruction of pagan temples and images.

State sponsorship provided Christianity with the material and polit-
ical support required to bring about social conversion on a large scale.
Christianity quickly became the official and only legally tolerated reli-
gion of the Roman empire: Already by the late fourth century, the em-
perors had begun to prohibit observance of pagan cults. By no means,
however, did the various pagan religions forfeit their claims to cultural
allegiance. Pagan spokesmen resisted efforts to destroy their cults, and
thanks to syncretism, their values and rituals to some extent survived in
Christian dress. Nevertheless, by the late fourth century, Christianity
had won a cultural and institutional initiative over paganism that it
would never relinquish. . . .



Mou Tzu said: . . . I have quoted those things, sir, which I knew you
would understand. Had I preached the words of the Buddhist scriptures
or discussed the essence of non-action, it would have been like speaking
to a blind man of the five colors or playing the five sounds to a deaf man.

Does Buddhism Have No Recipe
for Immortality?

The questioner said: The Taoists say that Yao, Shun, the Duke of
Chou, and Confucius and his seventy-two disciples did not die, but be-
came immortals. The Buddhists say that men must all die, and that
none can escape. What does this mean?

Mou Tzu said: Talk of immorrality is superstitious and unfounded;
it is not the word of the sages. Lao Tzu says, “Even Heaven and earth
cannot be eternal. How much the less can man!” Confucius says, “The
wise man leaves the world, but humanity and filial piety last forever.” I
have observed the six arts and examined the commentaries and records.
According to them, Yao died, Shun had his [death place at] Mount
Ts’ang-wu, Yii has his tomb on K’uai-chi, Po I and Shu Ch’i have their
grave in Shou-yang. King Wen died before he could chastise Chou,
King Wu died without waiting for King Ch’eng to grow up. We read of
the Duke of Chou that he was reburied, and of Confucius that [shortly
before his death] he dreamed of two pillars. [As for the disciples of
Confucius], Po-yii died before his father, of Tzu Lu it is said that his
flesh was chopped up and pickled.

42

RICHARD C. FOLTZ

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 initial development

Richard C. Foltz, Religions of the Silk Road: Overland Trade and Cultural Exchange from
Antiquity to the Fifteenth Century (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1999), 89-93, 95-97.
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_ lranians, in the form of Medes, Achemenians, Parthi -
nians, had .been vying with Athenian, Seleucid, and I{gtlrll?:lsgrzgkssafsgr
hegemony in western Asia for over a millennium. By the seventh cen-
tury both the Sasanian Persian and Byzantine Greek empires were ex-
hausted an_d decgdent. Neither treated their subject peoples in
Mesopotamia, Syria, or Egypt with anything that could be called
benevolence. In many locations townspeople threw open the gates to
the Arabs and welcomed them as liberators, The Muslims were, in fact
no more foreign in most of the lands they conquered than had I,Jeen thé
prevgoushrufseé(s), arll]d at first they were. less exploitative.

y the s, however, the ruling Arab famil
set themselves up in Damascus in ve%y much the r);;otll:{eolfjﬁiy]};;g:’ngig
governors they had dislodged. Throughout the subsequent decades
non-Muslims came to chafe under the new regime. Many Arab Mus-
l}ms, furthermore, resented the imperial manner and “un-Islamijc”
lifestyles of Fhe Umayyads, many of whom had taken to drinking and
debauchery in the best Roman tradition. san
But thg group which was to bring about the Umayyads’ downfall
and,. in doing so, forever change the very nature of Islam as a cultural
tradltlpp Was the non-Arabs who chose to adopt the Islamic religion
Initially a.nc.l throughout the Umayyad period, the Arabs had sc;en
Islam as a religion belonging to them their subjects, likewise, referred
to Islgm as “the Arab religion” (al-din al-‘arab). The Qur’an,en’oined
Muslims to spread Muslim rule throughout the world but laid dm{vn no
requirement to spread the faith itself. The original impulse of holy war
(/tkdd) was that no Muslim should be constrained to live under thz rule
of infidels. Once a given locality agreed to submit to Muslim authority
i:;iaﬂ;y“thee p;)ll tafx f(lii;zl);a) ll{evied on protected communities (dhinmis
peoples of the Book,” i.e. isti ,
further need If)or coercion on éithei ,sigg.nsuans and Jews), there was no
N In fact., Argb Muslims had strong reasons 720t to want non-Arabs to
join the faith, since conversion directly affected both their sources of jn-
come and the spread of its distribution among Muslims. Conversel
thqre Were numerous reasons why non-Muslims might wish to join tlzz
rull-ng group, w%uch could most obviously be symbolized by adoptin
;!:;; f:};i.t lll)esplte some apparent resistance from the Arab elite, by th§
1 century non- inni
) cighth cen Mrl);sﬁms‘Arab converts were probably beginning to
Islam had attempted to eliminate class and racial distincti
even during Fhe Prophet’s lifetime this goal was ne:rilrcxillfgn%t;?ln S’C(E))rl:f
verts and their descendants often felt entitled to greater statils ang riv-
ilege than later converts, and members of aristocratic families neverpfor-
got who came fr.om humble ones. Tribal and clan loyalties affected
gov%?tment happou;m;ents 3nd led to rivalries.
en these rivalries developed power b i i
where particular factions were d%minint. Loci?e;olvnergz?s.ls?l?erz}xts
. b bl

usually had more or less personal armies at their ready disposal. In
areas where the Arabs were quartered among non-Arab majority popu-
lations, 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-Islamic 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
legitimacy 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
level. 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 initial

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 Islamization 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.

Whatever the reasons for one’s converting to lIlslam, Islzr;;n;ag:nr; ;ctcig;s
i cably) among the succeedi ,
most profoundly (and irrevo ly) : succeeding generation,
i i i nciple will be raised w 1
since the convert’s children in pri within the father’s
i is original one. Furthermore, althoug
new community, not his origina ors 1gh a Musim
- lim woman, Islamic law req :
man may marry a non-Mus : : quires that the
i i i ised as Muslims. Ho Y.
dren of a mixed marriage be ra . oy .
:rlll;ly be safe to assume that aspects of pre-Islamic lolc.al religion survived
through transmission by non-Muslzn le;n{e; c;iSI;A‘;Jii el:;rtllsy affected by the
i e, bein
Central Asians of the countrysi le, bein < e e
j i to their Iranian (usually agric
factors just described, held onto th 1 1S o o
i dic) native religious tradi :
Turkic (usually pastoral noma [raditions longer
i i ts. Gradually, though, the
than did their urban counterpar gh, the same influ-
the rural areas. An additio
ences were felt throughout - e o
ignifi icizing influence especially on the pastor
more significant Islamicizing influc T e B e
h the activities of Sufi shaykhs, ok
D oo o o reas. Their influence
to the remotest areas.
themselves to spread Islam _ _ reas. heir influence
i sonal charisma, which o
stemmed largely from their per ch h ten made them
itati the religion even above a y
the authoritative sources for _
Qur’an, hadith (stories about the prophlet.), or I:liiilgl-l;“gf e Tedamic
’ onal interp .
It was the shaykh’s own pers ] of the Islatic
basis of the faith as the pastora
message that formed the : e
i tions were accommodating
Often these personal interpreta : g b
isti i tices, leading to the develop
existing local beliefs and prac ces, _ evelopment of “pop-
i hich could deviate significantly ‘
ular” expressions of Islam w le ey from the
i iti ing from the cities. In some way
normative tradition emanating . o ays local reli
ion i i Iranian or Turkic variety,
in Central Asia, whether of Fhe : | ) .
gigrndisappeared. Ra,ther, it acquired Islamic meanings, interpretations,

and appearances.



