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y the mid-9th century ¢.E., the Abbasid dynasty had begun to lose
control over the vast Muslim empire that had been won from the
Umayyads a century earlier (Map 7.1). From north Afiica to Persia,
rebellious governors and new dynasties arose to challenge the Abbasid
caliphs’ claims to be the rightful overlords of all Islamic peoples. Paradoxi-
cally, even as the political power of the Abbasids declined, Islamic civiliza-
tion reached new heights of creativity and entered a new age of expansion.
In architecture and the fine arts, in literature and philosophy, and in math-
ematics and the sciences, the centuries during which the Abbasid Empire
slowly came apart were an era of remarkable achievement.

At the same time, political fragmentation did little to slow the growth
of the Islamic world through political conquest and, more importantly,
enduring peaceful conversion. From the 10th to the 14th century, Muslim
warriors, traders, and wandering mystics carried the faith of Muhammad
into the savanna and desert of west Africa, down the coast of east Aftica, to
the Turks and many other nomadic peoples of central Asia, and into south
and southeast Asia. For more than five centuries, the spread of Islam played
a central role in the rise, extension, or transformation of civilization in much
of the Afro-Asian world. The Islamic world also became a great conduit for
the exchange of ideas, plants and medicines, commercial goods, and inven-
tions both between centers of urban and agrarian life and between these core
regions of civilization and the arcas dominated by nomadic peoples that still
encompassed much of the globe,

The Islamic Heartlands in the Middle
and Late Abbasid Eres '

@ The vast Abbasid empire gradually disintegrated between the Sth and 13th cen-
turies. Revolls spread among the peasants, slavery increased, and the position of
women was further eroded. Divisions within the empire opened the way for
Christian crusaders from western Europe 1o invade and, for a short fime, eslab-
lish warrior kingdoms in the Muslim hearflands. Political decline and social tur-
moil were offset for many by the urban offuence, inventiveness, and arfistic
creativity of the Abbasid age.

As early as the reign of the third Abbasid caliph, al-Maldi (775-785), the courtly
excesses and political divisions that eventually contributed to the decline of the empire
were apparent. Al-Mahdi’s efforts to reconcile the moderates among the Shi’a oppo-
sition to Abbasid rule ended in failure. This meant that Shia revolts and assassination
attempts against Abbasid officials would plague the dynasty to the end of its days. Al-
Mahdi also abandoned the frugal ways of his predecessor. In the briefspan of his reign,
he established a taste for luxury and monumental building and surrounded himself
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with a multitude of dependant wives, concubines, and
courtiers. These habits would prove to be an cver
greater financial drain in the reigns of later caliphs.
Perhaps most critically, al-Mahdi failed to solve
the vexing problem of succession. Not only did he
waver between which of his older sons would suc-
ceed him, bug he allowed his wives and concubines,
the mothers of different candidates, to become

involved in the palace intrigues that became a stan-
dard feature of the transfer of power from one caliph
to the next. Although a full-scale civil war was
avoided after al-Mahdi’s death, within a year his
eldest son and successor was poisoned. That act
cleared the way for one of the most famous and
enduring of the Abbasid caliphs, Haron al-Rashid
(786-809), to ascend the throne.

Kazan
.

*Antwerp EUROPE

Venice,
b
» Geno

a E
i éo slaminople./“‘*—-__._‘:. -
- 7
/7 AnliochS,
N

Avignon

« Toledo
4 Cordoba

Lishon e

3 Bukhara! ASEA " Peking
/ .\?alkﬁ\ J
-—/ : .

{71 Abbasid dynastly
=3 Trade routes

*Manda

o 1000 KILOMETERS

ETunige ;
Tangiery AH!B Damascusii\_ > Y
e . : H Bdghdan o/ A GHANSTAN ™ s TIBET CH Yangehow,
*~ JTripoli } 7/_,1‘&?
~/. 5 N\opei iy gure.
SAMHARA | DA
A y Guangzhou
Komnath Chi nagong' {Canton) .
Timbuklu
-
Calicut
AFRICA
Mogadlshu.
L e -
[ 000 MLES Srivijaya

JRLEY

Mup7.1  The Abbasid Empire at lts Peak




338 G W AT LR R

CHAPTER 7 Abbasid Decline and the Spread of Islamic Gvilizaiion to South ond Southeast Asia 149

W,

i o
e B

ot

P

Figure 7.1 The richness and vitality of urban

ife in the Islamic world in the Abbasid age
and later ercs are wonderfully captured in
this 16th-century Persian illustrafion from the
Khamsah (Five Poems) of Nizami. Nizami
gives us a bird's-eye view of a rather typical
night in one of the great palaces of Baghdad.
The multiple scenes w'vid[; capture the bustle
and high artistry of the splendidly decorated
rooms and gardens, from o group of musicians
serenading a man who is presumably the lord
of the mansion fo kitchen servants buying
food and preparing fo serve it fo the lord

] Ty

s

SETS R A ETEE ond his guesls

Imperial Extravagunce

cession Dispules

Emissarics sent in the early 9th century to Baghdad
lrom Charlemagne, then the most powerful monarch
in Christian Europe, provide ample evidence that
Harun al-Rashid shared his father’s taste for sumptu-
ous living, Harun al-Rashid dazzled the Christians
with the splendor of Baghdad’s mosquces, palaces, and
treasure troves, which is reflected in the painting of
nightiife in a patace in Figure 7.1. He also sent them
back to Charfemagne with presents, including an
intricate water clock and an elephant, that were lirer-
ally worth a king’s ransom.

o
s
i
4%
&
%

The luxury and intrigue of Harun’s court have also
been immortalized by the tales of The Thowsund and
One Nights (see the Document in Chaprer 6), set in the
Baghdad of his day. The plots and mancuvers of the
courtesans, eunuchs, and royal ministers related in the
tales suggest yet another source of dynastic weakness.
Partly because he was only 23 at the time of his acces-
sion to the throne, Harun became heavily dependant,
particularly in the early years of his reign, on a family of
Persian advisors. Alchough he eventually resisted their
influence, the growth of the power of royal advisors at
the expense of the caliphs became a clear trend in
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t, from the mid-9th century
in the power stiug:

150

succeeding reigns. In fac
onward, most caliphs were pawns
gles beoween different factions at the court.

Harun al-Rashid’s death prompted the first of
several fall-scale civil wars over succession. In itself,
the precedent set by the struggle for the throne was
deeply damaging. But it lyad an additional conse-
quence that would alt but end the real power of the
caliphs. The first civil war convinced the sons of al-
Ma’mun (813-833), the winner, that they needed to
build personal armics in angicipation of the fight for
the throne that would break out when their father

died. Onc of the sons, the victor in the next round of
succession struggles, recruited a “bodyguard” of
some 4000 slaves, mostly Turkic-speaking nomads
from central Asia. On becoming catiph, he increased
this mercenary foree Lo more than 70,000.

Not surprisingly, this impressive force so0n
became a power center in its own right. In 846, slave
mercenaties murdered the reigning caliph and placed
one of his sons o the throne. In the next decade,
four more caliphs were assassinated or poisoned by
the mercenary forces. From this ime onward, the

rs of the stave mercenary armies were often the
real power behind the Abbasid throne and were
major players in the struggles for control of the cap-

crcenaries also became a major

ital and empire. The m
force for violent social unrest. They were often the

catalyst for the food riots that broke out periodicaily
in the capital and other urban genters.

leade

mperial Rreakaown
and Agrovian Disorder
In the last decades of the 9th ce
brought the slave armiies un
a great cost. Constant civi
sury and alienated the subjec

ther strain was placed on t
some caliphs’ atempts 1O escape

at

revenues by
moil of Baghdad by establishing new capt
original one. "The construction
public works for each of these new
~dded to the already exorbitant costs of mal
court and imperial administration. Of course,

expense fell heavily on ¢
antry of the cengral provinces of
some imperial control remained. T

growing aumbers of mercenary roops a

the revenue demands on the peasantry.

ptury, the dynasty
der control for a time, but

[ violence drained the teas
ts of the Abbasids. A fur-
he empire’s dwindling
the tur-
als near the
of palaces, mOsQues, and
imperial centers
ntaining the
the
he already hard-pressed peas-
the empire, where
he need to support
lso increased

el

S

raxation and outright pillaging led to
bandonment of many villages in
¢he richest provinces of the empire. The great irriga-
rion works that lad for centuries been essential to
agricultural production in the fertile T jgris-Exphrates
basin fell into disrepair, and in some areas they col-
Japsed entirely. Some peasants perished through
flood, famine, oF violent assaulg; others fled to wilder-
ness arcas beyond the reach of the Abbasid tax col-

jectors 1o neighboring kingdoms. Some formed
bandit gangs or joined the crowds of vagabonds that
prudged the highways and camped in the towns of the
imperial heartland, In many cascs, dissident religious
groups, such as the various Shi’a sects, instigated
peasant uprisings. Shi’a participation meant that these
movements sought not only to correct the official
abuses that had oceurred under the Abbasid regime

but to destroy the dynasty itself.

Spiraling
the desorucgion o &

i

the Declining Position of Women
in the Family and Sociely

The harem and the veit became the twin emblems of
ubjugation to men and confine-

women's increasing s
ment to the home in the Abbasid cra. Although the
seclusion of women had been practiced by some Mid-

dle Eastern peoples since ancient times, the harem was
a creation of the Abbasid court. The wives and the
concubines of the Abbasid caliphs wer¢ restricied (o
the forbidden quarters of the imperial palace. Manyof
the concubines were slaves, who could win their frees
Jdom and gain power by bearing healthy sons for the
culers, The growing wealth of the Abbasid elite cre
ated a great demand for female and male slaves, wh
were found by the tens of thousands i Baghdad an¢
other large citics. Most of these urban shaves contin
ued to perform domestic services in thes homes of B
wealthy. One of the 10th-century caliphs js said
have had 11,000 cunuchs among his slave corp
another is said to have kept 4000 shave concubine
Most of the slaves had been captured OF ptt

chased in the non-Muslim regions surroundmg i
empire, including the Balkans, central Asia, 8
sed in the slave 12

Sudanic Africa. They were purcha

lets found in all of the larger towns of the emi
Female and male slaves were prized for both ﬁ]
beauty and their intelligence. Some of the bes
cated men and women in the Abbasid Empt
slaves. Conscquently, caliphs and high offici
spent more cime with their clever and talente

—
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o gbines than v il their less well-educated wives.
cnet pines and servants often had more per-
onal Bberty than lreeborn wi.\f(-:s. Stave women could
0 10 the market, and they did not §1a\_fc to wear the
N t robes that were required for free women in

Cebyye conct
shave ¢

yeils ane

ssuhﬁc pi.li.'L‘h. N
Aithougl women from the lower classes farmed,

wove clothing and rugs, or raised sillkworms to help
support their lamilies, rich women were atlowed
Jmost no Lareer outlees beyond the home, Often
anrricd au puberty (legally set at age 9), wollen Werc
paised 10 devote their lives to running a houscehold
and serving their husbands. But at the highest levels
of sociely, wives and concubines cajoled their hus-
pands and plotred with eunuchs and royal advisors to
alvance the inecrests of their sons and win for them
the ruler’s backing for succession to the thromnc.
Despite these brief incursions into power politics, by
the end of the Abbasid era, the freedom and influ-
ence —both within the family and in the wider
world - ihat wonmen had enjoyed in the first centuries
of Ilamiic expansion had been severely curtailed.
Nomadiz ncursions and the

Eclipse of Caliphed Power

Preoceupicd by struggles in the capital and central
provinces, the caliphs and their advisors were power-
less 1o prevent further losses of territory in the outer
reaches of the empire. In addition, areas as close to
the capital as Egypt and Syria broke away from
Abbasid rule (sce Map 7.1). More afarmingly, by the
mid-10th century, independent kingdoms that had
formed in areas that were once provinces of the
empire were moving to supplant the Abbasids as lords
of the Islamic world. In 945, the armies of one of
these regional splinter dynasties, the Buyids of Per-
sia, invaded the heartlands of the Abbasid Empire and
aptured Baghdad. From this point onward, the
c..liiphs were little more than puppets controlled by
lamilies such as the Buyids. Buyid leaders took the
title of siltan (“victorious” in Arabic), which came to
designare Muslim rulers, especially in the West.

The Buyids controlled the caliph and the court,
but they could not prevent the further disintegration
of the empire. In just over a century, the Buyids® con-
trol over the caliphate was broken, and they were sup-
l?l-mtcd in 1055 by another group of nomadic invaders
from central Asia via Persia, the Seljuk Turks. For the
next two centuries, Turkic military leaders ruled the

remaining portions of the Abbasid Empire in the name
of caliphs, who were usually of Arab or Persian extrac-
tion. The Seljuks were staunch Sunnis, and they moved
quickly to purge the Shi’a officials who had risen to
power under the Buyids and to rid the caliph’s
domains of the Shi’a influences the Buyids had tried o
promote. For a time, the Seljuk military machine was
also able to restore political initiative to the much
reduced caliphate. Seljuk victories ended the threat of
conguest by a rival Shi’a dynasty centered in Egypt.
They also humbled the Byzantines, who had hoped to
take advantage of Muslim divisions to regain some of
their long-lost lands. The Byzantines’ crushing defeat
also opened the way to the sertlement of Asia Minor,
or Anatolia, by nomadic peoples of Turkic origins,
some of whom would soon begin to lay the founda-
tions of the Gttoman Empire.

el
=

The lmpuct of the
Christion Crusades
Soon after seizing power, the Seljuks faced a very dif-
ferent challenge to Islamic civilization. It came from
Christian crusaders, knights from western Burope
{see Chapter 10) who were determined to capture
the portions of the Islamic world that made up the
Holy Land of biblical times. Muslim political divi-
sions and the clement of surprise made the first of the
crusaders® assaults, berween 1096 and 1099, by far
the most successful, Much of the Holy Land was cap-
rured and divided into Christan kingdoms. In June
1099, the main objective of the Crusade, Jerusalem,
was taken, and its Muslim and Jewish inhabitants
were massacred by the rampaging Christian knights.
For nearly two centuries, the Buropeans, who
eventually mounted eight Crusades that varied widely
in strength and success, maintained their precarious
hold &n the eastern Mediterrancan region. But they
posed little threat to the more powerful Muslim
princes, whose disregard for the Christians was
demonstrated by the fact that they continued to quar-
rel among themsclves despite the intruders’ aggres-
sions. When united under a srong leader, as they were
under Salah-ud-Din (known as Saladin in Cluistian
Europe) in the last decades of the 12th century, the
Muslims rapidly reconquered most of the crusader
outposts. Saladin’s death in 1193 and the subsequent
breakup of bis kingdom gave the remaining Christian
citadels some respite. But the last of the crasader king-
doms was lost with the fall of Acre in 1291,
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e century after the Abbasid
8, Ibn Khaldun was very

much a product of the far-flung Islamic civilization that
the Abbasids had consolidated and expanded. He was also
one of the greatest Listorians and social commentators of
alt time. After extensive travels in the Islamic world, he
served as a political advisor at several of the courts of Mus-
lim rulers in north Africa. With the support of a royal
Tbn Khaldun wrotc 2 universal history that began

patot,
long philosophical preface called The Mugad-

with a very
dimah. Among the subjects he preated at length were the

causes of the rise and fall of dynasties. The shifting for-
runes of the dynasties he knew well in his native nosth
Africa, aswell as the fate of the Abbasids and earlier Mus-
lim regimes, informed bis attempts to find persistent pat-

fusing pofitical history of the Tslamic

terns in the con
world. The following passages are from one of the most
celebrated seetions of 1 e Mugaddimaly on the nasural Life

span of political regimes.

e lived in th
yed in 125

Although
Caliphate was destro

We have stated that the duration of the life of a dynasty

1 as a ruke extend beyond three gencrations. The
2ins the desert qualities, desert tough-
{Tts members are used to] pri-
vation and to sharing their glovy [with each other]; they
are brave and rapacious. Therelore, the strength of group
feeling continues 1o be preserved among them, They are
sharp and greatly feared. People subnit to them.
Under the influence of royal aushority and a life of
ation changes from the desert atti-
from privation to juxury and
plenty, fron: 3 stage in which everybody shared in the
elory to on¢ in which one man claims ali the glory for
himselt white €he others are too fazy 0 strive for [gloryl,
and from proud sapetiority to Lumble subservience.
Thus, the vigor of group feeling is broken to some exrent.
People become psed 1o Jowliness and obedience. But
many of [the old virtaes} remain in them, because they
had diveet personal contact with the first generation and

docs no
first generation ret
ness, and desert savagery

case, the second gener
rude to sedenrary culture,

its conditions.

Undoubtedly, the impa
much greater on the Christian
than on the Muslim peoples w
off. Because there had long been

between western Europe and the

Tbn Khaldun on the Rise
2nd Decline of Empires

ct of the Crusades was
s who launched them
'ho had to fend them
so much contact
Tslamic world

generatioi, then, has [complctciy] forgot-
life and toughness, as if it had

fost [the taste for] group feeling,
force. Luxury reaches jis
because they arc so much given 0 a
d ease. They become dependent on
women and children who need to
elsel. Group fecling disappears
otect and defend them- :
5. With their emblems,
they

The third
cen the period of desert
never existed. They have
because they are daminated by

peak among them,
life of prosperity an
the dynasty and are like
be defended [by someone
completely. People forget to P
sclves and to press their claim
apparel, horseback riding, and [fighting] skill,
deceive people and give them the wrong impression. For
the mast part, they are more cowardly than women upan
sheit backs. When sonseohc comes and demands some-
they cannot repel him, The

raler, then,
brave people for his suppor

-+,
%,
&

:
et

'
i

thing from then,
has need of othet,
many clients and followers.
degree, until God permits it
with everything it stands for.
Thyee generations kast one hundred and nventy years.

As 2 rule, dynasties do not jast longer than that many
years, a few more, a few less, save when, by chance, no

one appears to avtack [the dynasty]. When scnility

becomes preponderant fina dynasty], there may be no
claimant [for its power, and then nothing will happen | &
but i there should be one, he will encounter no Qne C
bie of repelling him. If the sime is up [the cnd of the
dynasty] caniot pe postponet for a single hour, no more

than it can be aceelerated.

t. He takes

They help the dynasty Lo some
10 be destroyed, and it goos

“% &%h g Dot

Questions: What does this passage reveal about [bn P
Khaldun’s views of the contrasts bepween pomads 4
he see the former as

and urban dwellers? Why docs
a source of military power and political strength?
What forees undermine dynasties in later generds
tionst How well do thesc patterns correspond L0
the history of the Umayyad and Abbasid dynastics
we have been studying? How well do they work for
other civilizations we have examined? Can clements
of Ibn Khaldun’s theory be applied to roday’s polit-
ical systems? if so, which and how? 1t not, why not?

Mushim Kkingdon
ro be surt win
Crusﬂdcsf
5 the ¢t
ropean i

through the
aly, it is difficult
pecifically to the
d experiences 1
intensified B

through trade and
Spain and southern 1t
influences to attribute s
the crusaders’ firsthan
Mediterranean certainly




from the Muslim world that had been going
enturies. Muslim weapons, such as the famous
e swords (named after the city of Dramas-
s¢ highly prized and sometimes c9picd by the
ans, who were always eager to improve on
cthods of making war. Muslim techniques of
ne fortifications were adopted by many Chrise-

ers, as can be seen in the castles built in Nor-
dqy and coaseal  England by William the
queror and his suceessors in the 11th and 12th
iries. Richard the Lionhearted’s legendary pref-
e for Muslim over Christian physicians was but
sign of the Evropeans” avid centuries-old interest
he superior scientitic learning of Muslim peoples.
From Muslims and Jews in Spain, Sicily, Egyps,
(i the Middle East, the Europeans recovered much

Fthe Greek learning that had been lost to northern
arope during the waves of nomadic invasions after
se fll of Rome. They also mastered Arabic (prop-
#rly Indian) numerals and the decimal system, and
r__hu:y benelited from the great advances Arab and Per-
sian thinkers had made in mathematics and many of
the scicnces. The Buropean demand for Middle East-
‘en rugs and textiles is demonstrated by the Oriental
ugs and tapestries that adorned the homes of the
Furopean upper classes in Renaissance and carly
modern paintings. It is also reflected in Buropean
(and our own) names for different kinds of cloth,
such as fistion, taffeta, musling and damask, which
are derived from Persian terms or the names of Mus-
fim citics where the cloth was produced and sold.
Muslim influences affected both the elite and
popular cultures of much of western Europe in this
period. These included Persian and Arabic words,
games such as chess (like numbers, passed on from
India}, chivalric ideals and troubadour ballads, as weli
as foods such as dates, coffee, and yogurt. Some of
these imports, namely the songs of the troubadours,
can be traced directly to the contacts the crusaders
made in the Holy Land. But most were part of a
process of exchange that extended over centuries, and
was largely a one-way process. Though Arab traders
Imported some manufactures, such as glass and cloth,
and raw materials from Europe, Muslim peoples in
this era showed little interest in the learning or insti-
tutions of the West. Nevertheless, the Italian mer-
chant communities, which remained after the political
and military power of the crusaders had been extin-
guished in the Middle East, contributed a good deal
more to these ongoing interchanges than ali the for-
ays of Christian knights.

ey
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An Age of Learning
and Artistic Refinements

@ The avid interest in Muslim ideas and matericl
cullure displayed by European knights and mer-
chants in this era cautions us against placing loo
great an emphasis on the political divisions and
stiuggles that were so prominent in the later
Abbasid era, I also invites comparison with
neighboring civilizations, such as those of India
and western Europe, thot were much more frog-
menied and racked by warlare in lale Abbasid
times. In the midst of the political turmeil and
social tensions of the Abbasid age, Muslim
thinkers and artisans living in kingdoms from
Spain lo Persia created, refined, and made dis-
coveries in o remarkable range of fields. Their
collective accomplishments mark one of the
great ages of human ingenuily and creativily.

Although town life became more dangerous, the
rapid growth and increasing prosperity that charac-
terized the first centuries of Muslim expansion con-
tinued unti! late in the Abbasid era. Despite the
declining revenue base of the caliphate and deterio-
rating conditions in the countryside, there was a great
expansion of the professional classes, particularly doc-
rors, scholars, and legal and religious experts. Mushim,
Jewish, and in some arcas Christian entreprencurs
amassed great forrunes supplying the cities of the
empire with staples such as grain and barley, essentials
such as cotton and woolen textiles for clothing, and
luxury items such as precious gems, citrus fruits, and
sugar cane. Long-distance trade between the Middle
Fast and Mediterrancan Europe and between coastal
India and island southeast Asia, in addition to the
overtand caravan wracde with China, flourished through
much of the Abbasid era {(see Map 7.1).

Among the chief beneficiaries of the sustained

“urban prosperity were artists and artisans, who con-
tinued the great achievements in architecture and the
crafts that had begun in the Umayyad period.
Mosques and palaces grew larger and more ornate in
most parts of the empire. Even in outlying aveas, such
as Coérdoban Spain, which is pictured in Figure 7.2,
Muslim engincers and architects created some of the
great architectural treasures of all time. The tapestries
and rugs of Muslim peoples, such as the Persians,
were in great demand from Europe to China. To this
day, Muslim rugs have rarely been matched for their
exquisite designs, their vivid colors, and the skill with
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Figure 7.2 A forest of graceful arches fills the i
the mosque at Cérdoba in Spain. This style of

nterior of

architecture {only one of many varionts in the Istamic

world, as we saw in the Visua
Chapter 6} can be seen over a farge
the entire Iberian peninsula and much
Such an architectural feat in an
Fringe of the Islamic world illustrates the dlepth

expansi ve power

lizing the Past box in
area that includes
of north Africa.
area on the furthest

and

of Muslim civilization. It also

dramatically demonstrates the engineering skitf and
refined aesthetic sensibilities of Muslim architects and

their wealthy patrons.

which they are woven. Muslim argsans also
fine bronzes and superh ceramics.

The Full Flowering of
Persion Literaiure

As Persian wives, concubines,
and—after the mid-10th century—7Xersl
came to play central roles in imperial p
gradually replaced Arabic
guage at the Abbasid cour
gnage of religion,

produced

advisogs, bureaucrats,

an caliphs

olitics, Persian
as the primary written fan-
¢. Arabic remained the lan-
taw, and the natusal sciences. But

rored by Arabs, Turks, and Muslims of

Persian was fav
Persian descent as the fanguage of literary cxpression,

administration, and scholarship. In Baghdad and
major cities throughout the Abbasid Empire and in
neighboring kingdoms, Persian was the chief lan-
guage of “high culture,” the language of polire
exchanges between courtiers as well as of history,
poetic Musings, and mystical revelations.
Written in a modified Arabic script and drawing
¢ vocabulary, the Persian of the
Abbasid age was a supple Janguage as beautiful to
took at when drafted by a skilled calligrapher as it was
to read aloud {see Figure 7.3) Catch phrases (“A jug
of wine, a loaf of bread-—and Thou”) from the
Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam are certainly the pieces
of Persian literature best known in the West. But
other writers from this period surpassed Khayyam in
profundity of thought and elegance of style. Perhaps
the single most important work was the lengthy cpic
poem Shab-Nama {Book of Kings), written by Fir-
dawsi in the late 10th and carly 11th centuries, The
work relates the history of Persia from the beginnings
of time to the Islamic conguests, and it abounds in
dramatic details of battles, intrigucs, and illicit love
Affairs. Firdawsi’s Persian has been extolled for its
grand, musical virtuosity, and portions of the Shah-
Name and other Persian works were read aloud 10
musical accompaniment. Brilliantly illustrared manu
scripes of Firdawsi’s epic history are among the moy
exquisite works of Islamic art.

In addition to bistorical epics, Persian writers
the Abbasid era wrote on many subjects, from doomc
love affairs and statecraft to incidents from cveryds
life and mystical striving for communion with th
divine. One of the great pocts of the age, Sa*di, B
an everyday message with a religious one in the fo
lowing relation of a single moment i his own life:

selectively on Arabi

Often I am minded, from the days of my
childhood,

How once I went out with my
a festival;

In fun I grew preoccupied W
folk about,

Losing touch with my
confusion;

In terror and bewilderment Ir

Then suddenly my father boxed my cas:

“Yon bold-eyed child, how many rimes

father on
ith atl the
popul:x'

father in the

atsed up
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figre 7.3 As the iniricate details of this vividly
iluminated book of tales of the prophet Muhammad
ilustrates, Muslim scripts, whether Arabic, Persian, or
Turkish, were viewed as works of art in themselves.
Arlists were expected fo be masters of writing and
pictorial representation, and books such as this were
usually produced in workshops, af imes employing
several master painters and hundreds of artisans.
Verses from the Qur’an, exquisitely rendered in
porcelain files, were frequently used fo decorate
mosques and other public buildings.

| Have T told you not to lose hold of my skirt?”
A tiny child cannot walk out alone,
For it is difficult to take a way not seen;

You too, poor friend, are but a child upon
endeavour’s way:

Go, seize the skirts of those who know the way!

This blend of the mystical and commonplace was
widely adopted in the literature of this period. It is
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epitomized in the Rubaiyar, whose author is much
more concerned with finding meaning in life and 2
path to union with the divine than with extolling the
delights of picnics in the garden with beautiful women.

E

Achievements in the Sclences

From preserving and compiling the learning of the
ancient civilizations they had conquered in the eatly
centuries of expansion, Muslim peoples—and the
Jewish scholars who lived peacefully in Muslim
lands—increasingly became creators and inventors in
their own right. For several centuries, which spanned
much of the period of Abbasid rule, Islamic civiliza-
tion outstripped all others in scientific discoverics,
new techniques of investigation, and new technolo-
gies. The many Muslim accomplishments in these
arcas include major corrections to the algebraic and
geometric theories of the ancient Greeks and great
advances in the usc of basic concepts of rrigonome-
try: the sinc, cosine, and tangent.

Two discoveries in chemistry that were funda-
mental to all later investigation were the creation of
the objective experiment and al-Razi’s scheme of
classifying all material substances into three cate-
gories: animal, vegetable, and mineral, The sophisti-
cation of Muslim scientific technigues is indicated by
the fact that in the 11th century, al-Biruni was able
to calculate the specific weight of 18 major minerals.
This sophistication was also manifested inn astronom-
ical instruments such as those in Figure 7.4, devel-
oped through cooperation between Muslim scholars
and skilled artisans. Their astronomical tables and
maps of the stars were in great demand among schol-
ars of other civilizations, including those of Europe
and China.

As these breakthroughs suggest, muach of the
Muslims® work in scientific investigation had very
practical applications. This practical bent was even
areater in other fields. For example, Muslim cities
such as Cairo boasted some of the best hospitals in
the world. Doctors and pharmacists had to follow a
regular course of study and pass a formal examination
before they were allowed to practice. Muslim scien-
dsts did important work on optics and bladder ail-
ments. Muslim traders introduced into the Islamic
world and Europe many basic machines and tech-
niques—namely, papermaking, silk-weaving, and
ceramic firing—that had been devised carlier i
China. In addition, Muslim scholars made some of
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figure 7.4 This 1 5th-century Persian miniature ofa
group of Arab scientisfs testing and working with a wide
variefy of navigational insfruments conveys a strong
sense of the premium placed on scientific invesfigation fn
the Muslim world in the Abbasid age and the centuries
thereafer, Muslim profolypes inspired European
arfisans, cartographers, and scientiss fo develop
instruments and maps, which were essential to Furopean
overseas expansion from the 14th century onward.

the world’s best maps, which were copied by geogra-
phers from Portugal to Poland.

Religious Trends and the Mew

push for Expansion

The contradictory trends in Islamic civilization—
social strife and political divisions versus expanded

trading links and incellectual creativity-—werc stron gly
reflected in patterns of religious development in the
Jater centuries of the caliphate. On one hand, a resur-
gence of nysticisim injected Islam with a new
vibrancy. On the other, orthodox religions scholars,
such as the ulama, grew increasingly suspicious of
and hostile o non-Islamic ideas and scientific think-
ing. The Crusades had promoted the latter trend.
This was particutatly true regarding Mushm borrow-
ing from ancient Greek learning, which the ulama
associated with the aggressive civilizations of Christ-
jan Burope. Many orthodox scholars suspected that
the questioning that characterized the Greek teadi-
rion would undermine the absotute anthority of the
Qur'an. They {nsisted that the Qurian was the final,
perfect, and complete revelation of an all-knowing
divinity. Brilliant thinkers such as al-Ghazali, perhaps
the greatest Tslamic theologian, struggled to fuse the
Greek and Qurianic traditions. Their ideas were often
rejected by orthodox scholars.

Much of the religious vitaliry in Islam in the later
Abbasid period was cengered on the Sufist movement.
Like the Buddhist and Hindu ascetics earliet in India,
Sufis (whose title was derived from the woolen robes
they wore) wetre wandering mystics who sought a
personal union with Allah. In its various cuises—
including both Sunni and Shi’a marifestations—
Sufism was a reaction against the impersonal and
abstract divinity that masny utama schotars argued was
the true god of the Quran. Like the Indian mystics,
the Sufis and their followers tried to see beyond what!
they believed to be the illusory existence of everyda
life and to delight in the presence of Allah in th
world. True to the strict monotheism of Islam, mos
Sufis insisted on a clear distinction between Allah an
humans. But in some Sufist teachings, Allzh permt
ated the universe in ways that appeared 0 compro
mise his transcendent status. '

Some Sufis gained reputations as great heale
and workers of miracles; others led militant band
that tried to spread Islam to nonbelievers. SO
Sufis uscd ascericism or bodily denial to find Alla
others used meditation, songs, drugs, or (in L3
case of the famous dervishes) ecstatic dancil
Most Sufis built up a sizeable following, fln.é'
movement as a whole was 2 central factor!

continuing expansion of the Muslim religio
Islamic civilization in the later centuries ©
Abbasid caliphate.
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Toial
Population
(2000 est.)

216 million

79 .5 million

30 million

188 million

Percentages

Total Total of Other Principle
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s, 1999).
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sions of the subcontinent. This capacity to
iol)!cs moving into t}lc ar'c:z.t FeSL}lth ﬁ'om‘ the
hand flexibility of Tndia’s civilizations and ‘from
i that India’s peoples usually enjoyed a higher
fmaterial culoure than migrant groups entering
‘heontinent. As a result, the persistent failure of
rulers to unite against aggressors meant periodic
stions and focalized destruction but not funda-
Al challenges to the existing order. All of this
Jised with the arrival of the Muslims in the last years
(= 7th century C.E. (see Map 7.2).
vith the coming of the Muslims, the peoples of

ent, as theiv own. They were also confronted by a
vious svstem that was in many ways the very oppo-
of the ones they had nurtured. Hinduism, the pre-
sinant Indian religion at that time, was open,
slerant, and inclusive of widely varying forms of reli-
s devotion, from idol worship to meditation in
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search of union with the spiritual source ofall creation.
Iskam was doctrinaire, proselytizing, and conumnitted to
the exclusive worship of a single, transcendent god.

Socially, Islam was highly egalitarian, proclaiming
all believers equal in the sight of God. In sharp con-
trast, Hindu beliefs validated the caste hierarchy. The
latter rested on the acceptance of inborn differences
berween individuals and groups and the widely vary-
ing levels of material wealch, status, and reiigious
purity these differences were believed to produce.
Thus, the faith of the invading Muslims was religiously
more rigid than that of the absorptive and adaptive
Hindus. But the caste-based social system of Tndia was
much more compartmentalized and closed than the
socicty of the Muslim invaders, with their emphasis on
mobility and the community of believers.

Because growing numbers of Muslim warriors,
teaders, Sufi mystics, and ordinary faemers and herders
entered south Asia and settled there, extensive interac-
tion between invaders and the indigenous peoples was
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Arab scafarers and traders had been major cary
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che Mediterranean £ the South China Sea. After con-
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An attack by pirates sailing from Sin
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indian influences on lslamic
civilization

Although the impact of Tslam on the Tndian subcon-

tinent in this period was limited, the Arab foothold i
Sind provided contacts by which Indian learning was
(ransiitted to the Muslim heartiands in the Middie
Fast. As A resulg, Istamic civilizarion was enriched by
the skills and discoveries of yet another great civiliza-
tion. Of particular jiportance was Indian scientific

learning, which rivaled that of the Greeks as the most
advanced of the ancient world. Hindu mathematicians

and astronomers traveled to Baghdad after the
Abbasids came to power in the mid-8th century. Their
works on algebra and geometry Were transtated mte
Arabic, and their instruments for celestial observation
were copied and improved by Arab astronomcrs.
Most criticaily, Arab thinkers in all fields began to
ase the numerals that Hindu schotars had devised cen-
cuies earlicr, Because these numbers werc passed on
to the Buropeans through contacts with the Arabs i
the carly Middle Ages, We call them Arabic pumeral
today, but they originated 1l India. Because ol the link
ages berween civilized centers established by the spret
of Istaim, this system of numerical notation has prove
central to two scientific revotutions. The frst in B
Middle BEast was discussed eaylier n this chapter. Th
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foothold on the subcontinent. In fact, disputes
between the Arabs occupying Sind and their quar-
rels with first the Umayyad and later the Abbasid
caliphs gradually weakened the Musiim hold on the
area. This was reflected in the reconquest of parts of
the lower Indus valley by Hindu rulers. But the
gradual Muslim retreat was dramatically reversed by
a new series of military invasions, this tume launched
by a Turkish slave dynasty that in 962 had seized
power in Afghanistan to the north of the Indus val-
ley. The third ruler of this dynasty, Mahmud of
Ghazuni, led a series of expeditions that began nearly
cwo centuries of Muslim raiding and conguest in
northern India. Drawn by the legendary wealth of
the subcontinent and a zeal to spread the Muslim
faith, Mahmud repeatedly raided northwest India in
the first decades of the 11th century. He defeated
one confederation of Hindu princes after another,
and he drove deeper and decper into the subconti-
nent in the quest of ever richer temples to loot.,

white marble encrusted
nding of Islamic and Hindu
fs. Although this structure was
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After barely surviving several severe defeats at the
hands of Hindu rulers, Muhammad put together a
string of military victories that prought the Indus
valley and much of noreh central India under his
control. In the following years, Muhammad’s con-
quests were extended along the Gangetic plain
as far as Bengal, and into west and central India,
by several of his most gifted gubordinate comman-
ders. After Muhammad was assassinat
Qutb-ud»din Aibalk, onc of his slav
seized power.
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Afrer their deaths, the tombs of Sufi mystics became
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Hindu and Buddhist pilgrims.
Most of the indigenous co
form a majority of the Mustims living in India, were
drawn from specific regions and social groups. Sur-
prisingly small rumbers of CONVELts were found in the
Indo-Gangetic centess of Muslim political power, a
fact that suggests ¢he very limited importance of
forced conversions. Most Indians who converted o

Islam were from Buddhist or low-caste groups- In
areas such as western India and Bengal, where Bud-
dhism had survived as 2 popular religion until the cra
of the Muslim invasions, esoteric rituals and corrupt
practices had debased Buddhist teachings and under-
le of the monastic orders.
This decline was accelerated by Mushim raids on
Buddhist temples and monasteries, which provided
vulnerable and lucrative targets for the early invade
Without monastic supervision, local congrcgntioné
sank further into orgies and experiments with mag
All of these trends opposed the Buddha’s social €0
cerns and religious message. Disorganized and m
directed, Indian Buddhism was no match fort
confident and vigorous new religion the Musl
invaders carried INto the subcontinent. This was P
ticularly true when those who were spreading th
new faith had the charisma and organizing skill
the Sufi mystics.
Buddhists probably m
Indians who converted to Isl
and low-caste Hindus, as well as animisti€ triba
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migrants. [n .xddi_tion, Mus!im. migrants
A of the Islamic community %n the gub‘-
t. This was particularly true in periods of cri-
ntral Asia. I the 13th and likt{l centuries, for
¢, Turkic, PPersian, n\nd Atgh-an- peogles
4 to the comparative safety of India in the face
fongol and Timurid conguests that are exam-
' detail in Chaprer 14.

torns of Accommedation

pgh Islam won many converts in certain areas
J communitics, it initially made litele impression on
Hindu community as a whole. Despite military
eises and the imposition of Muslim political rule
er large areas of the subcontinent, high-caste Hin-
§in pnriicu!ur saw the invaders as the bearers of an
pstart refigion and as polluting outcastes. Al-Biruni,
Gine of the chief chironiclers of the Muslim conquests,
vomplained openly about the prevailing Indian dis-
dain for the nowcomers:

The Hindus believe that there is no country bus
theirs, no nation like theirs, no kings like theirs,
no religion like theirs, no science like theirs.
They are haughty, foolishly vain, self-conceired
and stolid,

Many Hindus were willing to take positions as
administrators in the burcaugracies of Muslim ovey-
lords or as soldiers in their armies and to trade with
Mustim merchants. But they remained socially aloof
from their conquerors. Separate living quarters were
established everywhere Muslim communities devel-
oped. Genuine friendships between members of higli-
caste groups and Muslims were rare, and sexual
lizisons between them were severely restricted.
During the early centuries of the Muslim influx,
the Hindus were convinced that like so many of the
peoples who had entered the subcontinent in the pre-
ceding millennia, the Muslims would soon be
Albsorbed by the superior religions and more sophis-
ticated cultures of India. Many signs poinved to that
outcome, Hindus staffed the bureaucracies and made
up a good portion of the armies of Muslim rulers. In
addition, Muslim princes adopted regal styles and
Practices that were Hindu-inspired and contrary to
the Quetan. Some Muslim rulers proclaimed them-
selves to be of divine descent, and others minted
coing decorated with Hindu images such as Nandi,
the bull associated with a major Hindu god, Shiva.
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More broadly, Muslim communities became
socially divided along caste lines. Recently arrived
Muslims generally were on top of the hierarchies that
developed, and even they were divided depending on
whether they were Arab, Turk, or Persian. High-caste
Hindu converts came next, followed by “clean” arti-
san and merchant groups. Lower-caste and untouclt-
able converts remained at the bottom of the social
hierarchy. This may help to explain why conversions
in these groups were not as numerous as one would
expect given the original egalitarian thrust of Islam.
Muslims also adopted Indian foods and styles of dress
and toolk to chewing pan, or limestone wrapped with
betel leaves.

The Muslim influx had unfortumate conse-
quences for women in both Muslim and Hindu com-
munities. The invaders increasingly adopted the
practice of marrying women at the earlier ages
favored by the Hindus and ¢he prohibitions against
the remarriage of widows found especially at the
high-caste levels of Indian society, Some upper
“caste” Muslim groups cven performed the ritual of
sati, the burning of widows on the same funeral pyres
as their deccased husbands, which was found among
some high-caste Hindu groups.

Izlamic Challenge

and Hindw Revival

Despite a significant degree of acculturation to
Hindu lifestyles and social organization, Muslim
migrants to the subcontinent held to their own dis-
tincrive religious beliefs and rituals. The Hindus
found Islam impossible to absorb and soon realized
that they were confronted by an actively proselytiz-
ing religion with great appeal to large segments of
the Indian population. Partly in response to this
challenge, the Hindus placed greater emphasis on
thé devotional cults of gods and goddesses that ear-
lier had proved so effective in neutralizing the chal-
lenge of Buddhism.

Membership in these bhaktie cults was open to
all, including women and untouchables. In fact, some
of the most celebrated writers of religious poetry and
songs of worship were women, such as Mira Bai.
Saints from low-caste origins were revered by warriors
and brahmans as well as by farmers, merchants, and
outcastes. One of the most remarkable of these mys-
tics was a Muslim weaver named Kabir. In plain and
direct verse, Kabir played down the significance of
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religious differences and proclaimed that all could
provide a path to spiritual fulfillment. He asked,

O servant, where do thou seels Me?
Lo! T am beside thee.
1 am neither in temple nor in mosque:

Neither am I in rites and ceremonies, nor in
Yoga and renunciation.

Because many songs and pocims, such as those by
Mira Bai and Kabir, were composed in regional lan-
guages, such as Bengali, Marathi, and Tamil, they
were more accessible to the common people and
became prominent expressions of popular culture in
many arcas.

Bhakti mystics and gurus stressed the Importance
of a strong emotional bond between the devotee and
the god or goddess who was the object of veneration.
Chants, dances, and in some instances drugs were
used to reach the state of spiritual intoxication that
was the key to individual salvation. Once one had
achicved the state of ccstasy that came through
intensc cmotional attachment to a god or goddess, all
past sins were removed and caste distinctions were
rendered meaningless. The most widely worshiped
deitics were the gods Shiva and Vishnu, the latter par-
ticularly in the guise of Krishna the goatherder,
depicted in the folk painting in Figure 7.6. The god-
dess Kali was also venerated 102 pumber of different
manifestations. By increasing popular involvement in
Hindu wosship and by enriching and extending the
modes of prayer and ritual, the bhakti movement may
have done much to stem the flow of converts 1o
Islam, particulasly among low-caste STOUPS.

Srand-0ff: The Muslim Presence

in India at the End of the

sultomate Period

The attempts of mystics such as Kabir to minimize
the differences between Hindu and Islamic beliefs
and worship won over only small numbers of the fol-
lowers of either faith. They were also strongly rep-
diated by the guardians of orthodoxy in each
religious comnunity. Sensing the long-term threat to
Hinduism posed by Muslim political dominance and
conversion efforts, the brahmans denounced the
Muslims as infidel destroyers of Hindu temples and
poltuted meat-caters. Later Hindu mystics, such as
the 15th-century holy man Chaitanya, composed
songs that focused on love for Hindu deities and set

Figure 7.6 This Indlian miniature painting of milkmaids
serving the Hindu god Krishna reflects the highly
<rsonalized devotional worship that was characteristic
of the bhakti movement. The eroficism in the milkmaids’
songs, in praise of Krishne's great beauty, reveals a
blending of sacred and secular, carnal and spiritual
that is o recurring motif in Hindu worship and art.

out to convince Indian Muslims to renounce Islant it
favor of Hinduism.

For their part, Muslim plama, or religiol
cxXperts, grew increasingly aware of the dangers it
duism posed for Islam. Attcmpts to fuse the 1
faiths were rejected on the grounds that althoy
Hindus might argue that specific rituals and bell
were not essential, they were fundamental for I8
If one played down the teachings of the Qu
prayer, and the pitgrimage, one was no longer &
Mustint. Thus, contrary to the teachings of Kabi
like-minded mystics, the ulama and cven soB
saints stressed the teachings of Islam that scpat
from Hinduism. They worked to promote,
within the Indian Muslim comnmnit}i 2
strengthen its contacts with Muslims in neigh
lands and the Middie Eastern centers of d.w

After centuries of invasion and migrato!
Muslim community had been esrablishe
Indian subcontinent. Converts had been WE
ical control had been established throughott
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= o and strong links lad been forged with Muis-
; g=§%-"Tu.p‘tlacr I.md; wuch as Persia and Afghanistan.
. Eg:l“’ H.:,:, Muslins., particularly Hindus, remained the
! Ew ?\lhci'miuu majority of the population of the vast
_ ﬂw{ Jiverse Lands south of the Himalayas. Unlike the
: ;;:;:,‘““-i‘.;ns in Persia or the animis.tic peoples of' the
Maghrib Jnd the sudan, most I.nc_lmns showed l1tFle
clination o consert to the }‘chgpn of tl.u:: Muslim
COIUETOT. Alter centurics Qt Muslim pql1t1cal d_omn
jrance and missionary activity, south Asia remained
pac of the least converted and integrated of all the

sress Muhammad’s message had reached.

a% Islamm

@ fs et of slam fo various parts of coastal
frrlies oot he siage for ifs furtther expansion to
wdaned oatheast Asia. Arab raders and sailors
wapbarly visited the ports of southeast Asia long
bolos they converted to Islam. From the 13th
contry, these traders, and the Sufi mystics they
canctines carried aboard their ships, spread
flos 10 Java and much of the rest of island
sofweast Asia. As was the case in India,
ccarasion was generally peacelul, and the
(e betievers combined lslamic treachings
aned rituals with elemenis of the animist, Hindu,
aned Buddhist religions that had spread
tzughout the area in preceding cenluries.

From a world history perspective, island south-
cast Asia had long been mainly a middle ground. It
was the zone where the Chinese segment of the
great Buro-Asian trading complex met the Indian
Ovean trading zone to the west. At ports on the
coast of the Malayan peninsula, cast Sumatra, and
somewhat later north Java, goods from China were
transterved from cast Asian vessels to Arab or Indian
ships. In these same ports, products from as far west
s Rome were loaded into the emptied Chinese
ships to be carried to cast Asia. By the 7th and 8th
centuries C.E., sailors and ships from areas of south-
cast Asia, particularly Sumatra and Malaya, had
become active in the seaborne trade of the region.
Southeast Asian products had also become impor-
Lt exports to China, India, and the Mediterranean
region. Many of these products were luxury items,
such as aromatic woods {rom the rain forests of Bor-
eo and Sumatra and spices such as cloves, nutmeg,

and mace from the far end of the Indonesian archi-
pelago. These trading links were to prove even more
critical to the expansion of Islam in southeast Asia
than they had earlier been to the spread of Bud-
dhism and Hinduism.

From the 8th century onward, the coastal trade
of India came increasingly to be controlled by Mus-
lims from such regions as Gujarat in western India
and various parts of south India. As a result, elements
of Islamic cufture began to filter into island southeast
Asia. But only in the 13th century, after the collapse
of the Far-Hung trading empire of Shrivijaya, cen-
tered on the Strait of Malacca berween Malaya and
the noreheast of Sumatra (sce Map 7.2), was the way
open for the widespread introduction of Islam.
Indian traders, Muslim or otherwisc, were welcome
to trade in the chain of pores controlled by Shrivijaya.
But because the rulers and officials of Shrivijaya were
devout Buddhists, there was lictle incentive for the
traders and saifors ol southeast Asian ports 1o convert
to Islam, the religion of growing numbers of the mer-
chants and sailors from India. Wich the fall of Shrivi-
jaya, incentives increased for the establishment of
Muslirm trading centers and efforts to preach the faith
to the coastal peoples.

.,

Treadling Cont
As in most of the areas to which Islam spread, peace-
ful contacts and voluntary conversion were far more
important than conquest and force in spreading the
faith in southeast Asia. Throughout the istands of the
region, trading contacts paved the way for conver-
sion., Muslim merchants and saitors introduced local
peoples to the ideas and rituals of the new faith and
impressed on them how much of the known world
had already been converted. Muslim ships also car-
ried Sufis to various parts of southeast Asia, where
they played as vital a role in conversion as they had in
India. The first areas to be won to Islam in the late
13th century were several small port centers on the
northern coast of Sumatra. From these ports, the reli-
gion spread in the centuries that followed across the
Strait of Malacca to Malaya,

On the mainland, the key to widespread conver-
sion was the powerful trading city of Malacca, whose
smaller erading empire had replaced the fallen Shriv-
jaya. From Malacca, Islam spread along the coasts of
Malaya to cast Sumatra and to the trading center of
Demak on the north coast of Java. From Demak, the
most powerful of the trading states on north Java,
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Althongh not all great civilizasions have produced
world religions, the two rend to be closely associated
throughout human history. World religions are those
that spread across many culrures and societies, forge

lifestyles o nomadic pastoral or shifting-cultvating
peoples. Religions with these characteristics appeared
before the vise of Tstam. As we have seen, India alone
produced two of these faiths in ancient times: Hin-
duisn, which spread 1o parts of southeast and central
Asia, anct Buddhism, which spread even more widely in
the Asian world. Atehe other end of the Bastern Hemi-
sphere, Christianity spread throughout the Mediter-
ranean region before claiming northern and western
Furope as its core ared. Judaism spread not because it
won converts in non-Jewish cultures but because the
Jewish people were driven from their homeland by
Roman persecution and scattered throughout the Mid-
dle Bast, north Africa, and Europe.

Because religious conversion affects all aspects of
life, from the way onc jooks at the universe to MOt
mundane decisions about whom to marry or how to
treat others, a world religion must be broad and flex-
ible enough to accommodate the existing culrure of
po{cntinl converts. At the same time, its core belicfs
and practices must be well enough defined to allow
its followers to maintain & clear sense of common
identity despite their great differences in culture and
socicety. These belicks and practices must be suffi-
ciently profound and sophisticated to convince
potential converts that their own cultures can be
enviched and their lives improved by adopting the
new religion.

the Muslim faith spread to other Javanese ports.
Aficer a long struggle with a Hindu-Buddhist King-
dom in the interior, the rest of the island was evenl-
tually converted. From Demalk, Istam was also
carried to the Celebes and the spice islands in the
eastern archipelago, and from the latter to Mindanao
in the southern Philippines.

This progress of Islamic conversion shows that
port cities I coastal areas were particularly receptive
o the new faith. Here trading links were critical.

Conversion and Accommadation in ihe Spread of World Religions

links between civilized ccnters, and bring civilized

Tn most instances, until the 16th century, when
Chyistianity spread through the Western Hemisphere,
no world religion could match Islam in the extent 1o
which it spread across the globe and in the diversity of
peoples and cultures that identified themsclves as
Muslims. Given its UCompromising monotheisny,
very definite doctrines, and elaborate rituals and prin-
ciples of social organizagion, Islam’s success at winning
converts from very different cultaral backgrounds is
surprising at first glance. This is particutarly true ific
is compared with the much more flexible beliefs and
ceremonial patterns of earlier world refigions such as
Buddhism and Hinduism. However, closer examina-
rion reveals that Islamic beliefs and social practices, as
writren in the Qur’an and interpreted by the ulama,
proved quite flexibic and adaptable when the religion
was introduced into new, aon-Islamic cultures.

The fact that Islam won converts overwhelm-
ingly through peaceful contacts between long-dis-
rance traders and the preaching and organizational
skills of Sufis exemplifies this capacity for accommo-
dation. Those adopting the new religion did not do
so because they were pressured ot forced to convert

but because they saw Islam as a way to enhance their
understanding of the supernatural, envich their cere-
monial expression, improve the quality of their social
interaction, and establish ongoing links toa transcul-
cural community beyond their local world,

Because Islam was adopred rather than impased,
those who converted had a good deal to say about
how much of their owi cultures they would change
and which aspects of Islam they would emphasize oF
accept. Certain beliefs and practices were obligatory

Once one of the key cities in a trading cluster;
verted, it was in the best interest of others to ol
suit to enhance personal fies and provide a0
basis in Muslim law to regulate business deals
version to Islam also linked these centeids cul
as well as economically, to the merchants and pU
India, the Middle East, and the Medirerraned

Islam made slow progress iy areas such 28
Tava, where Hinda-Buddlist dynastics conte
spread. But the et that the eardier conversion B



ir all true believers-—the worship of a single god,
éiwrcncc ta the prophet Mu hammad and the divine
revelations he received as recorded in the Qur’an, and
se observance of the five pillars of the faith, But even
these were subject to reinterpretation. In virtnally all
cultures to which it spread, Istamic monotheism sup-
planted but Jid not eradicate the animistic veneration
of nature spirits or pesson and place deities. Allah was
acknowledged as the most powerful supernatural
force, but people continued to make offerings to spir-
ies that could heal, bring fertility, protect their homes,
 pr punish their enemies. In such arcas as Africa and
western China, where the veneration of ancestral spie-
its was a key aspect of religious life, the spirits were
retained not as powers in themselves but as emissaries
o Allah. In cultures such as those found in India and
southcast Asia, Islamic doctrines were recast in a
leavily mystical, even magical mode.

The Mexibility of Islam was exhibited in the social
as well as the religious sphere. In Islamic southeast
Asia and, as we shall see in Chapter 8, in sub-Saharan
Alrica, the position of women remained a good deal
stronger in critical areas, such as oceupation and fam-
ily law, than it had become in the Middle East and
India. In both regions, the male-centric features of
Istam that had grown more pronounced through
centuries of accommodation in ancient Middie East-
ernt and Persian cuftures were played down as Islam
adapted to societies where women had traditionally
enjoyed more influence, both within the extended
family and in occupations such as farming, marketing,
and craft production. Even the caste system of India,
which in principle is opposed to the strong egaliar-
fan strain in Islam, developed among Muslim groups
that migrated into the subcontinent and survived in
indigenous south Asian communities that converted
to Islam.

.indi:m religions had been confined mainly to the rul-
g clites in Java and other island areas left openings
for mass conversions to Islam that the Sufis eventually
cxploited. The island of Bali, where Hinduism had
taken deep root at the popular level, remained largely
impervious to the spread of Islam. The same was true
of most of mainland southcast Asia, where centuries
before the coming of Islam, Buddhism had spread
from India and Ceylon and woun the fervent adherence
ot both the ruling elites and the peasant masses.
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Beyond basic forms of social organization and
interaction, Islam accommodated diverse aspects of
the socictics into which it spread. For example, the
African solar calendar, which was essential for coor-
dinating the planting cyele, was retained along with
the Muslim funar calendar. In India, Hindu-Buddhist
symbols of kingship were appropriated by Muslim
rulers and acknowledged by both their Hindu and
Muslim subjects. In island southeast Asia, exquisicely
forged knives, calied krises, which were believed to
have magical powers, were among the most treasured
possessions of local rulers both before and after they
converted to Islam.

There was always the danger that accommoda-
tion could go too far——that in winning converis,
Islamic principles would be so watered down and
remolded that they no longer cesembled or actually
contradicted the teachings of the Qurtan. Sects that
came to worship Muhammad or his nephew Al as
godlike, for example, clearly violated findamental
Muslim principles. This danger was a key source of
the periodic movements for purification and revival
that have been a notable feature of nearly all Islamic
socicties, particularly those on the fringes of the
Islamic world. But even these movements, which
were built around the insistence that the Muslim faith
had been corrupred by alien ideas and practices and
that a return to Islamic fundamentals was needed,
were invariably cast in the modes of cultural expres-
sion of the peoples who rallied to them.

Quesiiens: Can you think of ways in which
world religions, such as Christianity, Hinduism,
and Buddhism, changed to accommodate the
cultures and societies to which they spread? Do
these religions strike you as more or less flexi-
ble than Islam? Why?

Sufi Mystics and the Nature

of Southeast Asian Islam

Because Islam came to southeast Asia primarily from
India and was spread in many arcas by Sufis, it was
often infused with mystical strains and tolerated ear-
lier animist, Hindu, and Buddhist beliefs and rituals.
Just as they had in the Middle East and India, the
Sufis who spread Istam in southeast Asia varied widely
in personality and approach. Most were believed by
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those who followed them 10 have magical powcers,
and nearly all Sufis established mosque and school
centers from which they traveled in neighboring
regions to preach the faith.

In winning converts, the Sufis were willing to
allow the inhabitants of island southeast Asia €0
retain pre-Islamic belicfs and practices that ortho-
dox scholars would have found contrary to Istamic
doctrine. Pre-Islamic customary law remained
important in regulating social interaction, whercas
Islamic law was confined to specific sorts of agree-
ments and exchanges. Women retained a much
stronger position, both within the family and in
society, than they had in the Middle Bast and India.
For example, trading in local and regional markets
continued to be dominated by small-scale female
buyers and sellers. In such arcas as western Sumartra,
lincage and inheritance continued to be traced
through the female line after the coming of Islam,
despite 1ts tendency to promote male dominance
and descent. Perhaps most tellingly, prc-Muinm reli-
gious beliefs and rituals were incorporated nto
Musiim ceremonics. Indigenous cultural staples,
such as the brilliant Javanese puppet shadow plays
that were based on the Indian epics of the brah-
manic age, were refined, and they became even
more central to popular and clite beliefs and prac-
tices than they had been in the pre-Muslim era.

@ j;»g}! GLOBAL COMNECTIONS: tslom: A Bridge
Vv Between Worlds

Although problems of political control and succes-
sion continued to plague the kingdoms and empires
that divided the Muslim world, the central posifion
of Islamic civilization in global history was solidified
during the centuries of Abbasid rule. Its role as the
go-between for the more ancient civilizations of the
Eastern Hemisphere grew as Arab trading networks
expanded into new arcas. More than ever, it enriched
the lives of nomadic peoples, from the Turks and
Mongols of central Asia to the Berbers of north Aftica
and the camel herders of the Sudan. Equally critically,
Islam’s original contributions to the growth and
refinement of civilized life greatly increased. From its
great cities and universities and the accomplishiments
rhey generated in the fine arts, sCiENCEs, and literature
to its vibrant religious and phiiosophical life, Istam

pioneered patterns of organization and thinking that
would affect the development of human socicties In
major ways for centuries to come.

In the midst of all this achievesent, however,
there were tendencies that would put the Muslim
peoples at a growing disadvantage, particularly n
relation to their long-standing European rivals. Mus-
1im divisions would leave openings for political expan-
sion that the Europeans would cagerly exploit,
beginning with the island southeast Asian extremities
of the Islamic world and then moving across north
India. The growing orthodoxy and intolerance of the
wlama, as well as the Muslim belief that the vast
Islamic world contained all requirements for civilized
life, caused Muslim peoples to grow less receptive t
outside influences and innovations. These tendencies
became increasingly pronounced at precisely the time
when their Christian Fivals were enterng a period of
unprcccdcntcd curiosity, experimentation, and explo-
ration of the world beyond their own heartlands.
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