ACTA VIA SERICA

VOL. 7, NO. 1, JUNE 15 2022
Publisher: SYNN Ilhi
Editor-in-Chief: KIM Tschung-Sun
Acting Associate Editor: Farrah SHEIKH
Managing Editor: Jimin LEE
Assistant Editor: Mohsen JOSHANLOO
Copy Editor: Warren Lucas PARSONS
Editorial Assistant: Joonhwan LEE

EDITORIAL COMMITTEE

KIM Tschung-sun - Keimyung University, Korea
Farda ASADOV – Institute of Oriental Studies, Azerbaijan
Noor O’Neill BORBIEVA– Purdue University Fort Wayne, USA
Timur DADABAEV - University of Tsukuba, Japan
Richard FOLZ – Concordia University, Canada
Henri-Paul FRANCFORT – National Centre for Scientific Research, France
Mohsen JOSHANLOO – Keimyung University, Korea
Paul Tae-Woo LEE - Zhejiang University, China
William MALEY –Australian National University, Australia
Ibrahim ÖZDEMIR – Uskdar University, Istanbul, Turkey
Morris ROSSABI – Columbia University, USA
Lohlker RÜDIGER – Vienna University, Austria
Urinboyev RUSTAMJON – Lund University, Finland
Sitta VON REDEN – University Freiburg, Germany
Mohammad Bagher VOSOOGHI – University of Tehran, Iran
Jeanne WILSON – Wheaton College, USA
Dorothy WONG – University of Virginia, USA

EDITORIAL ADVISORY COMMITTEE

Bakhrom ABDUKHALIMOV – Academy of Sciences, Uzbekistan
Agustí ALEMANY - University Autònoma de Barcelona, Spain
Renata CZEKALSKA – Jagiellonian University in Krakow, Poland
Hee Soo LEE – Keimyung University, Korea
Hang LIN – Hangzhou Normal University, China
Shahin MUSTAFAYEV – National Academy of Sciences, Azerbaijan
COPYRIGHTⓒ by ACADEMIA VIA SERICA, KEIMYUNG UNIVERSITY
1095 Dalgubeol-daero, Dalseo-Gu, Daegu 42601, Republic of Korea

SUBMISSION GUIDELINES
1.

The editors of Acta Via Serica invite the submission of manuscripts pertinent to the goals of
the journal and Academia Via Serica. These goals include promoting diverse interdisciplinary
and intercultural approaches to Silk Road studies, especially within the arts and humanities and
social sciences, as well as significantly increasing the availability to the international community of
scholarly articles, translations, interviews and reviews in this expanding field.

2.

Acta Via Serica is published bi-annually on June 30 and December 31 and accepts submissions of
papers on Middle Hemisphere studies topics throughout the year.

3.

Manuscript types published by Acta Via Serica include original articles (approximately 7,000-8,000
words) and book reviews (approximately 1,000 words).

4.

Manuscripts should be written in English. Authors whose first language is not English should
have their English-language manuscripts checked by a native speaker before submission.

5.

Abstract should be under 250 words. The abstract should capture the interest of the potential
reader, clearly state the topic of the paper and the research question, explain the research
methodology, and indicate the significance of the findings. The abstract should summarize the
results of the work and not merely list the topics discussed.

6.

Manuscripts should be submitted as an electronic file attachment in Microsoft Word format.

7.

The manuscript should have a separate title page with the title, the author’s name, affiliation, the
author’s e-mail address and sources of financial support (if applicable). For manuscripts written
by multiple authors, clearly indicate who will handle correspondence (as the Corresponding
Author) at all stages of refereeing and publication. As authors’ affiliation, status and e-mail are
included in all articles published in Acta Via Serica, authors should notify the editors as soon as
possible should any of these change.

8.

Acta Via Serica uses the Chicago Manual of Style’s two systems of source citation: the Author-Date
Reference system for Social Science articles and the Notes and Bibliography system for articles in
the Arts and Humanities. Author-Date Reference system uses parenthetical citations in the text to
reference the source author’s last name and the year of publication. Each citation corresponds to
an entry on a References page that concludes the document. The Notes and Bibliography system
uses numbered footnotes at the bottom of the page. This corresponds to a fuller citation on a
Bibliography page that concludes the document. Main words are capitalized in article and book titles.

9.

All manuscripts submitted to Acta Via Serica should neither have been published nor be under
review for publication elsewhere.

10. The submission of a paper is taken to imply that the author automatically agrees that its copyright
will belong to Academia Via Serica, Keimyung University upon acceptance for publication

BOOK REVIEW GUIDELINES
1.

Book reviews should describe the contents of the work with emphasis on its major substantive
or methodological themes. Authors are advised to assess the book, locate the book in its field,
compare it to other studies on similar topics, and evaluate the book’s strengths, weaknesses, and
potential value.

2.

Book reviews should be written in concise, clear English with a rough word count target of 1,000
words.

3.

The heading of the review should be in the following format: Author. Title. Place of publication:
Publisher, Date of publication. No. of pages. Price.

4.

The end of the review should contain the author’s name (without titles or degrees) along with the
author’s institution and its city and country.

5.

The author should send the completed review as a Word Document file email attachment (without
abstract or keywords) to actaviaserica@kmu.ac.kr.

6.

Acta Via Serica reviewers receive a free copy of the book to be reviewed.

7.

By committing to review, the author is committing not to review it elsewhere. Contributors
who wish to repost their writing on personal blogs or websites after publication must receive
permission from Acta Via Serica. Note that the book review editor reserves the right to decline
unsolicited reviews.

EVALUATION PROCEDURE
1.

Acta Via Serica uses a double-blind peer review process whereby the identities of the manuscript
author(s) and selected reviewers are concealed from one another. All details that may enable
identification are removed from the manuscript and from the reviewers’ comments to the
author(s). Double-blind peer review helps to limit potential bias and ensures objective assessment
of articles.

2.

Acta Via Serica employs a three-stage peer review process for each article, consisting of an editorial
office review, external review and finally the editor’s decision. The editorial office initially assesses
each submission to ensure that it meets Acta Via Serica’s minimum requirements before being sent
for external review. At this stage, the manuscript is reviewed for plagiarism, for content matching
the journal’s scope, for proper English language syntax, and for inclusion of key components of
an academic paper including an introductory thesis, literature review, description of methods,
discussion of results, conclusion, and list of references. At this stage, manuscripts may be returned
to the author(s) for modification and resubmission.

3.

The second stage of the review process employs the double-blind review system. Acta Via Serica’s
editorial staff scour leading publications to find and contact the world’s preeminent experts in the
subject area of the manuscript. Potential referees receive an abstract and an invitation to review
the manuscript. Upon acceptance, they receive the full text of an anonymized manuscript along
with a review form, which they are requested to complete and return with comments within one
month.

4.

Reviewers score the manuscript in terms of originality, contribution to the field, literature review,
methodology, writing style, analysis and findings, and conclusion and reach one of the following
assessments: Accept, Accept with minor revisions, Accept with major revisions, or Reject.

5.

Reviewers are also requested to provide comments, either on the evaluation form or on a copy of
the manuscript. The editorial office reviews referee comments, adds further recommendations,
and sends the anonymized reviewer comments to the author(s), who are instructed to revise and
return the manuscript, accompanied by a list of referee comments and author responses.

6.

Upon receipt of the revised submission, Acta Via Serica’s editor determines whether to accept or
revise or reject the manuscript. Accepted manuscripts undergo thorough copy editing to ensure
factual correctness and correct formatting, spelling, grammar, flow, style, and punctuation, so
that the writing is clear and easy to understand. The editor reserves the right whether or not to
publish any material and to edit final versions of manuscripts to conform to standard journal
style, format, and conciseness.

DISCLAIMER
Articles in Acta Via Serica represents neither the views of Academia Via Serica nor those of the editorial
board. The editor is responsible for the final selection of the contents of each issue and reserves the right
to reject any material deemed inappropriate for publications. Responsibility for opinions expressed and
for the accuracy of facts published in articles and reviews rests solely with the individual authors.

PUBLICATION ETHICS
The purpose of the following provisions is to present the basic ethical principles to be adhered to by
authors, editors and peer reviewers for the publication of an academically outstanding journal. Although
these principles are already widely known and upheld in the academic community, the purpose of clarifying
and stating these principles here is to provide an opportunity for Acta Via Serica to reconfirm their desirability
and to enhance its own pursuit of academic probity and excellence. In addition to the following, Acta Via
Serica is committed to following the Committee on Publication Ethics (COPE) Guidelines on Research and
Publications Ethics: https://publicationethics.org/.
Plagiarism
Authors will not present in their articles or essays the results of the research or opinions of others as if they
were their own. Even though it is possible to make multiple references together with clearly stated sources
concerning the results of others’ research, those parts presented as though they are the results of one’s own
research or one’s own opinions will be considered to be plagiarism.
Publication Achievements
1) Authors are solely responsible for the research that they have actually carried out or directly contributed
to and are also entitled to receive recognition for it as their own achievement.
2) In the case of joint research the listing order of authors (or translators) for articles and other publications
must clearly reflect the degree of contribution to the research regardless of the relative academic rank of
the contributors.
Republication of Research or Duplicate Publication
1) Articles that have already been published in or submitted to other journals may not be submitted to this
journal, and articles which have already been published or are being considered for publication in Acta
Via Serica may not be published in any other journals.
2) In principle articles which have been divided may not be submitted or published in this journal.
Quotation and References
1) In the case of quoting published academic sources authors must do their best to describe their source
clearly and in the case of rare, unpublished documents, the authors must clearly identify their sources.
2) When quoting another person’s words or borrowing (or making reference to) another person’s ideas,
clear references to sources must be included in footnotes or endnotes, and through these references the
reader must be able to ascertain which portions of the article are the result of previous research and
which portions are the author’s own original thoughts, opinions and interpretations.
Editorial Board
The editorial board must fairly deal with submitted articles without prejudice or personal bias on the sole
basis of the quality of the article and the established provisions for submission. Also in order to evaluate
submitted articles, the board must solicit and rely on scholars with specialist knowledge in the field of the
particular article and powers of impartial judgment as peer reviewers.
Peer Reviewers
Peer reviewers must fairly and sincerely evaluate articles entrusted to them by the editorial board of the
journal according to objective criteria.
Penalties
1) Violations of research ethics beginning with plagiarism and duplicate publication will be investigated and
adjudicated by the editorial board.
2) Authors found to have violated the above provisions and research ethics may not submit further articles
to this journal for two years. Any additional issues will be decided on by the editorial board.

ACTA VIA SERICA

Vol. 7, No. 1, JUNE 2022

Editors’ Note

iii–vi

ARTICLES
Daily Life of the People of Kashgaria at the End of the 19th Century:
Evidence of Russian Traveler M.V. Pevtsov
Shahin MUSTAFAYEV

1–28

The Split of Power in the Khwārazmshāh Dynasty
on the Eve of the Mongol Conquests
Maryam KAMALI

29–52

Silk Textiles from the Byzantine Period till the Medieval Period
from Excavations in the Land of Israel (5th-13th Centuries CE):
Origin, Transmission, and Exchange
Orit SHAMIR

53–82

Mexico’s Contemporary Popular Geopolitics about the Silk Road
Eduardo TZILI-APANGO

83–104

Political Islam and the War in Syria
Federico MANFREDI FIRMIAN

105–130

Encountering the Silk Road in Mengjiang with Tada Fumio:
Korean/Japanese Colonial Fieldwork, Research, Connections and Collaborations
Robert WINSTANLEY-CHESTERS and Adam CATHCART
131–148

ii

Table of Contents

BOOK REVIEWS
US Policies in Central Asia: Democracy, Energy and the War on Terror.
By Ilya Levine
Niginakhon URALOVA

149–151

Russia’s Muslim Heartlands.
By Dominic Rubin
Dmitry SHLAPENTOKH

151–152

A History of the Tajiks: Iranians of the East.
By Richard Foltz
Kristóf SZITÁR

153–154

Geocultural Power: China’s Quest to Revive the Silk Roads for the Twenty-First Century.
By Tim Winter
Hang LIN

155–157

From Conflict to Autonomy in the Caucasus: The Soviet Union and
the Making of Abkhazia, South Ossetia and Nagorno Karabakh.
By Arsène Saparov
Onur AĞKAYA

157–159

Christ Came Forth from India: Georgian Astrological Texts of the 17th, 18th and 19th Centuries.
By Timothy Paul Grove
Rebecca Ruth GOULD
159–161
China’s Maritime Silk Road Initiative, Africa, and the Middle East: Feats, Freezes, and Failures.
Edited by Jean-Marc F. Blanchard
Hang LIN
161–163
Pious Peripheries: Runaway Women in Post-Taliban Afghanistan.
By Sonia Ahsan-Tirmizi
Joseph Tse-Hei LEE

163–166

ACTA VIA SERICA

Vol. 7, No. 1, JUNE 2022: iii–iv

Editors’ Note

Welcome to the June 2022, summer issue of Acta Via Serica. As expected from a journal that
focuses on the Silk Road, this issue contains a diverse set of articles spanning over several
continents – this time from Central and East Asia all the way to Latin America.
Shahin Mustafayev presents Daily Life of the People of Kashgaria at the End of the 19th
Century: Evidence of Russian Traveler M.V. Pevtsov, which brings to life the rudimentary, early
ethnographic works of M.V. Pevtsov and his observations of the people, customs, and rituals
of Kashgaria. An area of study neglected by western scholarship; this essay offers exciting and
little-known insights into the content of Pevtsov’s report to an English-speaking audience.
Next, Maryam Kamali takes us back to the Khwārazmshāh Dynasty in an article entitled,
The Split of Power in the Khwārazmshāh Dynasty on the Eve of the Mongol Conquests. Here, Kamali
investigates the reasons behind Khwārazmshāh’s rulers’ abandonment of their capital city,
Khwārazm before Mongol invasion. She proposes that the failure to recognise the role of
Khwārazm in retaining and reconstructing the power of the ruling elite is attributed to the
power tussles that took place under Sultan Muhammad (ca.596-617/1200-1220).
The third article by Orit Shamir explores silk textile in a manuscript, Silk Textiles from the
Byzantine Period till the Medieval Period from Excavations in the Land of Israel (5th-13th Centuries) –
Origin, Transmission, and Exchange.
We then journey from Central Asia and the Middle East to Latin America through the
work of Eduardo Tzili-Apango, offering new perspectives on the Contemporary Perceptions
in Mexico about the Silk Road, rooting the research in an interesting news and media-based
methodology.
Next, Federico Manfredi Firmian takes up the difficult and complicated challenge of
unpicking the forces at play during the ongoing conflict in Syria through an article entitled
Political Islam and the War in Syria.
Concluding the article section of this issue, Robert Winstanley-Chesters and Adam
Cathcart’s archival research works are presented in the article, Encountering the Silk Road in
Mengjiang with Tada Fumio: Korean/Japanese Colonial Fieldwork and Research Connections and
Collaborations.
Keeping tabs on emerging works in this diverse and wide field, we have eight book
reviews covering subjects such as US-Central Asian politics, Islam in Russia, women in
Afghanistan and China’s efforts to revive the Silk Road.

iv

Editors’ Note

Specifically, Niginakhon Uralova reviews US Policies in Central Asia: Democracy, Energy and
the War on Terror by Ilya Levine. Dmitry Shlapentokh reviews Dominic Rubin’s work, Russia’s
Muslim Heartlands. Kristóf Szitár reviews A History of the Tajiks: Iranians of the East by Richard
Foltz. Hang Lin reviews Geocultural Power: China’s Quest to Revive the Silk Roads for the Twenty-First
Century by Tim Winter and China’s Maritime Silk Road Initiative, Africa, and the Middle East: Feats,
Freezes, and Failures, edited by Jean-Marc F. Blanchard. Onur Ağkaya reviews From Conflict to
Autonomy in the Caucasus: The Soviet Union and the Making of Abkhazia, South Ossetia and Nagorno
Karabakh by Arsène Saparov. Rebecca Ruth Gould reviews Timothy Paul Grove’s Christ Came
Forth from India: Georgian Astrological Texts of the 17th, 18th and 19th Centuries and Joseph Tse-Hei
Lee reviews Sonia Ahsan-Tirmizi’s Pious Peripheries: Runaway Women in Post-Taliban Afghanistan.
Acta Via Serica serves the academic community by providing regular updates on scholarly
works, promoting engagement with the ever-evolving parameters of Silk Road Studies. We
are grateful to all the contributors, anonymous peer reviewers, and staff who have worked
hard to bring this issue to life. As always, we welcome comments, feedback, and your original
manuscript submissions as we gear up for the Winter issue of Acta Via Serica, to be published
in December.
Acta Via Serica Editorial Committee
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Daily Life of the People of Kashgaria at the End of the 19th
Century: Evidence of Russian Traveler M.V. Pevtsov
Shahin MUSTAFAYEV

The province of the People’s Republic of China, the Xinjiang Uygur
Autonomous Region has historically been known under various names
– Eastern Turkestan, Chinese Turkestan, Kashgaria, etc. In the early 19th
century this region was one of the least explored in Western scholarship and
for the influence over which the so-called ‘Great Game’, geopolitical rivalry
between Great Britain and the Russian Empire, gradually unfolded. This
rivalry was one of the significant factors stimulating increased interest in an
in-depth and comprehensive study of the geography, nature, and population
of Kashgaria. Accordingly, in the second half of the 19th to early 20th
centuries, several expeditions were organized that pursued serious academic
goals alongside military, diplomatic, and commercial purposes. One of these
expeditions, organized by the Imperial Russian Geographical Society, was the
so-called ‘Tibetan expedition’ led by a talented scientist and military figure
M.V. Pevtsov in 1889-90. The expedition followed the routes of Eastern
Turkestan, the northern outskirts of the Tibetan Plateau, and Dzungaria
studying this vast region’s geography, topography, nature, climate, and
population. The results of this investigation were presented by M.V. Pevtsov
in a detailed and comprehensive report published in St. Petersburg in 1895.
An important part of this narrative is the so-called “Ethnographic Essay of
Kashgaria,” which reflects the author’s observations and thoughts on this
region’s ethnic composition, religious beliefs, language, customs, and rituals.
This article offers insights and analysis of the content of Pevtsov’s report,
which provides valuable information about the daily life of the population
of Kashgaria at the end of the 19th century to an English-speaking audience.

Shahin MUSTAFAYEV is a Professor at the Institute of Oriental Studies, Baku, Azerbaijan.
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Introduction
The prominent Kazakh enlightener, scientist, and Russian officer Captain Chokan Valikhanov,
who was sent to Kashgar for reconnaissance purposes in 1858, described the vast region of
Central or Inner Asia in the west of modern China, historically called Eastern Turkestan,
Chinese Turkestan, or less often Kashgaria in the following way:
Eastern Turkestan is enclosed by mountains on three sides: by the Tien-Shan on the
Northern, the Bolor on the Western, and Kuen-Lun on the Southern. These mountains
belong to the highest ranges of Central Asia, and form the natural limits of the Western
portion of the Chinese Empire… To the eastward, Eastern Turkestan is bounded by
the uninhabited sandy deserts of the Makhai and Kamul Gobi. It occupies consequently
a plain between 36° and 43° North latitude, and 70° and 90° West longitude, from the
meridian of Paris.1

The complex and winding history of the region is replete with periods of economic and
cultural upsurge, usually associated with the heyday of the Silk Road, the trade routes which
crossed these lands, and periods of decline and degradation caused by prolonged internal
strife and external challenges. By the early 19th century this region, which was once the
abode of prosperous cities with an extensive infrastructure of trade routes and handicraft
production, a pluralistic culture that embodies the monuments of Buddhism, Manicheism,
Nestorian Christianity, Islam, had emerged as one of the underdeveloped regions of the
world and was little-explored in Western scholarship. So much so that Europeans considered
it as a kind of thing in itself, ‘terra incognita’ in the very depths of Asia.
But it was from this time that geopolitical rivalry between two empires – the ‘land force’,
Russia and the ‘sea power’, Great Britain – began to unfold in these remote regions of
Central Asia. According to G. Morgan, there was an important difference between the goals
and objectives of the two empires in striving for Asia. While Russia viewed its eastward
movement as a natural expansion of its own territory, Britain prioritized protection against
anything it considered as a threat to its dominion in India.2 Received with the light hand of
the English captain, Arthur Conolly, this confrontation largely determined the historical fate
1

2

Capt. Valikhanof, M. Veniukov, and other Russian travellers, The Russians in Central Asia: Their occupation of the
Kirghiz Steppe and the line of Syr-Daria: Their political relations with Khiva, Bokhara, and Kokan: Also descriptions of
Chinese Turkestan and Dzungaria, trans. John and Robert Michell (London: Edward Stanford, 6 Charging Cross,
1865), 109-110.
Gerald Morgan, Anglo-Russian Rivalry in Central Asia: 1810-1895. Epilogue by Geoffrey Wheeler (London: Frank Cass
and Co., Ltd., 1981), 10.
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of many Asian countries in the 19th– early 20th centuries.3
The flip side and more productive consequences of the ‘Great Game’ was the feverish
desire of Western players to acquire more reliable scientific information about the previously
unknown or little-known regions of Central and Inner Asia, for which they entered into
a long and stubborn struggle with each other. Numerous expeditions organized along the
ancient routes of the Silk Road, abandoned and forgotten by that time, although undertaken
primarily for military and intelligence purposes, nevertheless, made a significant contribution
to the scientific study of this region. One of the main reasons for that was the fact that these
expeditions were often led by talented researchers, travelers, and true enthusiasts. And today,
their reports, travel notes, and diaries are often the primary sources for our knowledge of
the geography of many regions of Central Asia and the ethnography of the local people.
Perhaps, without these sources, modern science could hardly judge fairly the history of these
lands.
One of such attempts at field research in Inner or Central Asia, undertaken at the end
of the 19th century by the decision of the Imperial Russian Geographical Society, was the
so-called Tibetan expedition led by M.V. Pevtsov. Pevtsov’s comprehensive report on the
expedition covers a wide array of scientific information about the geography, climate, flora
and fauna, and population of vast territories of Kashgaria, the northern outskirts of the
Tibetan plateau and Dzungaria. Perhaps, one of the most interesting parts of this report
for historians and anthropologists is a brief “ethnographic” essay, which provides valuable
information about the number, social and daily life, customs, and beliefs of the population of
Kashgaria at the end of the 19th century. The main objective of this article is to give, as far
as possible, a general overview for an English-speaking audience of the rich anthropological
material that was accumulated during the expedition and described by Pevtsov in his report.

Study of Kashgaria in Russia and the role of M.V. Pevtsov
Russia’s interest in Eastern Turkestan or Kashgaria first manifested itself under Peter I, who
seriously nurtured the idea of finding a land route to India through Central Asia. This country
was viewed as a natural continuation, in the geographical and ethnocultural respect, of West
or later Russian Turkestan. Partly for this reason, at that time this country was called in Russia
‘Little Bukharia’. Peter the Great was so interested in the golden sand mined in Kashgaria
that he had the idea to get to Yarkand, from where the merchants exported this sand.4
Serious academic research of the inner regions of Asia, including Eastern Turkestan,
however, began in Russia in the 19th century. So, in 1829 a work by the Russian Orthodox
priest and sinologist Iakinf Bichurin “Description of Dzungaria and Eastern Turkestan”
3
4

Peter Hopkirk, The Great Game: On Secret Service in High Asia (London: John Murray, 2006).
N.L.Zeland, Kashgariya i perevaly Tyan-Shanya. Putevyye zapiski. (Zapiski Zapadno-Sibirskogo otdela Imperatorskogo
Russkogo geograficheskogo obshchestva. Knizhka IX) (Omsk: Tipografiya Okruzhnogo Shtaba, 1887) (in
Russian), 127-128.
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was published in St. Petersburg.5 A significant contribution to the study of the history of
the Uighur people based on written sources was made by Mirza Alexander Kazem-Bek, an
outstanding Russian orientalist of Azerbaijani origin, who in 1841 published his “Studies on
the Uighurs”.6
From the mid-19th century, a new, higher stage in the study of Kashgaria began in
Russia. A number of reasons contributed to this. First, Russian science as a whole, including
such areas as geography and ethnography, had by this time reached a significant level of
development, becoming on a par with European science. Secondly, the steady and consistent
movement of the Russian Empire to the east, the conquest of vast regions in Central Asia,
and the aggravation of rivalry with Great Britain, another colonial empire, caused an urgent
need to explore new lands with the prospect of their further subordination.
It is indicative that during this period an increased interest in the region of Central Asia
is also observed in Russian social thought. Both academic and geopolitical aspects of this
problem were vividly discussed on the pages of the Russian media. For instance, one of the
authors expressed the attitude of Russian society towards the success of its empire in the
Central Asian region in the following way:
For historical reasons, the authority of the Russian government over the past 30 years
has swept the entire Central Asia or, more correctly, the entire Russian Turkestan in a
wide wave. It is hard to say where this wave will stop and to what extent its powerful
influence will reach. There is no doubt only that it is growing, not decreasing, and
perhaps the bloody events taking place now in the Far East will create conditions under
which it will cover most of the Asian continent, or at least those countries where the
Mohammedan religion is professed.7

The striving of Russia to the east, to the depths of Asia, was justified in Russian public
opinion for several reasons. First of all, as noted on the pages of the ‘Russkoye Delo’
newspaper of 1886, the Russian Empire pursued its own commercial and economic interests.
The author of the article, Sokolov believed that Russian goods could not be competitive
with Western ones in European markets, which were already overflowing with products of
the local industry. Therefore, it was necessary to seize the markets of the Eastern countries.
The second reason was substantiated by the ‘civilizational’ mission of Russia, which was
directly bordered on the East and therefore, in the author’s opinion, had direct contacts with
the ‘uncivilized’ nations of Asia. Due to this, the latter naturally not only succumbed to the
civilizing influence of Russia but even sought her patronage. Thus, “the aspirations of Russia
in the East were completely legal, moral and had an enlightening goal”, in contrast to the
5

6

7

Opisaniye Chzhungarii i Vostochnogo Turkistana v drevnem i nyneshnem sostoyanii. Perevedeno s kitayskogo monakhom
Iakinfom. Chast’ I (Sankt-Petersburg: v Tipografii Karla Krayya, 1829) (in Russian).
A.K. Kazem-Bek, Issledovaniya ob uygurakh // Zhurnal Ministerstva narodnogo prosveshcheniya. CH. XXXI
(Sankt-Petersburg: ), 37-122 (in Russian).
V. Sokolov, Moskva-Samarkand // Russkaya mysl’. 1894, № 10 (154-177), № 12 (ss. 159-186) (in Russian), 182.
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intentions of Great Britain, which was far from the East, but acquired several large colonies
there just for a predatory purpose. These colonies became the source of the power for
England, which treated them only in terms of economic exploitation, and had a demoralizing
effect on their population. The author concludes his thought with the following words:
The aspiration of the two states to Central Asia, of course, should have caused hostile
relations between them and a struggle, and indeed, relations that cannot be called
friendly have arisen for a long time, and a non-stop struggle not allowing any truce has
been waged between the two powers for a long time. This is an economic war, more
persistent, more inexorable than a bloody war.8

It is no coincidence that in the second half of the 19th century both Russia and Great Britain
organized a number of expeditions to the region of Eastern Turkestan for diplomatic,
military intelligence, commercial, and scientific purposes. The Imperial Russian Geographical
Society played a substantial role in the study of Central Asia in Russia. Vice-president of this
society since 1873, P.P. Semyonov-Tien-Shansky was an outstanding geographer, traveler,
and statesman who received a postscript to his surname for his exploration of the Tien
Shan Mountains. An extremely significant contribution to the study of many regions of
Central Asia, including Eastern Chinese Turkestan, was made by such Russian travelers,
scientists, soldiers, and diplomats as Ch.Ch. Valikhanov, G.N. Potanin, N.M. Przhevalsky,
A.N. Kuropatkin, G.E. Grumm-Grzhimailo and others.
In the same row is the name of Mikhail Vasilyevich Pevtsov (1843-1902). Under his
leadership, with the support of the Imperial Russian Geographical Society, the so-called
Tibetan scientific expedition to Kashgaria, the northern outskirts of the Tibetan plateau
and Dzungaria in 1889-1890, made a notable contribution to the discovery of vast regions
of Central Asia for European science. Pevtsov’s journey took place shortly after the collapse
of the state of Yakub Bek and the short independent existence of Eastern Turkestan in the
1860s-70s, when the power of the Qing Empire was re-established there.
Mikhail Pevtsov was born in 1843. He was orphaned early and his childhood years were
not easy. But in the military cadet school, where he was educated, he showed an extensive
knowledge of history, geography, and mathematics. This uncommon combination of interest
in the social and the exact sciences has contributed to the fact that his subsequent research
and travel reports to Central Asia contained both accurate astronomical and gravimetric
measurements as well as varied historical and ethnographic descriptions.
Pevtsov did military service in Tomsk, Siberia. After that, he entered the Academy of
the General Staff in St. Petersburg, where he seriously prepared himself for the future career
of a traveler. In 1867, he became a member of the Imperial Russian Geographical Society.
Later, Pevtsov served in the Semipalatinsk region in the territory of modern Kazakhstan
and in Omsk, in Siberia, where he became one of the most active members of the West
Siberian branch of the Geographical Society. He made a trip to the mountainous Dzungaria,
8
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a detailed account of which was published in 1879. Pevtsov’s next trip took place in Mongolia
and the northern provinces of Inner China in 1878-79. The report of this expedition was
published in 1883.
Having such a rich experience of scientific expeditions and accumulated knowledge
about many regions of Central Asia, Pevtsov, on the recommendation of the Geographical
Society, led the Tibetan expedition, planned, shortly before his death, by the outstanding
researcher and traveler N.M. Przhevalsky. This was Pevtsov’s third and last trip to Central
Asia. The report published by him in 1895 describes all the details of the expedition, which
also included specialists in the geology, topography, mining, flora, and fauna of the region.9
Pevtsov’s group started their trip from the southern coast of Lake Issyk-Kul, then traveled
through Yarkand, Khotan, the western end of the Taklamakan desert, the northern foothills
of Tibet, and up to Urumqi, from where, crossing the Tarbagatai ridge, they reached Zaisan
in the territory of the Russian Empire.
Among the substantial academic achievements of Pevtsov’s expedition was the
‘ethnographic’ study of the population of Kashgaria. A short essay is devoted to this topic in
the report of the Russian traveler.10 In general, the essay very vividly and with knowledge of the
matter describes many issues of ethnocultural and economic life along with the ethnographic
features of the Muslim population of the region at the end of the 19th century. Pevtsov was
quite modest in his assessment of the part of his work that deals with ethnographic issues.
He notes that he was only able to briefly describe the everyday life of the local population
(‘tuzemtsy’ – natives) of Kashgaria based on fragmentary information that he managed to
collect during his stay in the country. Therefore, he assumes, this work could not claim the
merits of a special ‘ethnographic’ study. But it could be valuable as additional material to the
scarce information on the ethnography of little-studied Eastern Turkestan that was available
at that time.
Perhaps, Pevtsov had some grounds for making such a statement. It should not be
forgotten that Pevtsov was, first of all, a military man, and a certain part of the research
tasks facing his expedition also had military content. This factor could not but affect the
scientific content of the expedition’s results. It is no coincidence that the well-known Russian
geologist, historian, and science fiction writer V.A. Obruchev noted that Przhevalsky and
Pevtsov were officers who traveled with, more or less, numerous military escorts, which made
them bolder, more independent of the local population and authorities, but on the other
hand, prevented them from close and trusting contact and communication with the natives,
often inspiring the latter with distrust or fear.11
9
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However, despite Pevtsov’s such modest assessment, it should be admitted that his work
is a valuable eyewitness account and scholar’s testimony about Kashgaria at the end of the
19th century. In the article we refer mainly to the information that was obtained by Pevtsov,
as they say, first-hand, as a result of his direct observations or communication with the local
population. It should also be emphasized that in the second edition of his work from 1949,
the first chapter of the report, devoted to a brief overview of the history of Kashgaria, was
completely omitted, since, in the opinion of the editorial board, it contained some outdated
material and not always correct data.12

Ethno-Demographic Composition of the Population of Kashgaria
Pevtsov estimated the total population of Kashgaria at about 2 million, of which up to 90
percent was sedentary and only about 10 percent led a nomadic or pastoral lifestyle. These
figures were, of course, rather approximate and were based only on information received
from the local population and Chinese provincial officials. As reported by another Russian
traveler doctor N.L. Zeland, who visited this country around the same years, statistics of
marriages, mortality, births, and others did not exist in Kashgaria at that time.13 Meanwhile,
these figures are very different from those given by other travelers during this period. Thus,
Sir Thomas Douglas Forsyth, an English colonial administrator and diplomat in India, sent in
1873 with trade and diplomatic mission to Kashgaria, reported that the country’s population
did not exceed 1.015 million people.14 In 1877, Kuropatkin assumed that the total population
of Kashgaria was about 1.200 million people, which testified to the sparse population of the
country, since there were about 65 people per 1 square mile.15 Przhevalsky in 1884 wrote that
about 2 million people lived in Kashgaria.16 The Russian consul in Kashgar, N.F. Petrovsky,
according to Zeland, believed that no more than 1 million people lived in Kashgaria by the
end of the 1880s.17
The sedentary population of the country consisted of a Muslim Turkic majority and a
certain number of newcomers – Chinese, Dungans, residents of Western (Russian) Turkestan,
mainly immigrants from the Fergana Valley or otherwise ‘Andijanis’, and a small number of
Indians and Tibetans. Also, there was a small number of Romani (Gypsies), who by that time
12
13
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numbered only about 300 families and lived mainly in the Kashgar, and in small numbers in
the Yarkand oases. The Chinese were second in number in the region, although they were “in
an insignificant minority against the Kashgarian Sarts”.18 Pevtsov assumed that there were
about 6 thousand Dungans, Chinese Muslims, who moved to Kashgaria from Inner China
during the 19th century and settled, mainly in the Aksu oases. According to Zeland, they
mostly appeared in these parts after the defeat and destruction of the Dzungar Khanate.19
Pevtsov considered them to be a people of Turkic origin but assimilated linguistically and
culturally over time by the Chinese. Therefore, Dungans differed from the Chinese not
only in their Muslim religion, but also in their anthropological type and, despite long-term
communication with the Chinese, had an acute dislike for them.
Zeland gives another version of the origin of the Dungans. He connects their ethnic roots
with that part of the Yuezhi people who lived in the present western provinces of China, in
the vicinity of the city of Xining-Fu, and later, under the influx of Chinese, mixed with them
and underwent assimilation. Islam penetrated their milieu from Kashgar, under the influence
of which their antagonism with the Chinese intensified. But Dungans themselves narrated
their ethnic history differently. They considered themselves the descendants of Tamerlane’s
warriors, who supposedly remained in China and mixed with the Chinese. According to
Zeland, Dungans who settled in the Russian Empire experienced irreconcilable antagonism
towards China.20
Pevtsov reports that the sedentary population of the region spoke mainly their own
dialect of the Turkic language which, by that time, was considerably integrated. Thus, despite
the significant remoteness of many oases of Kashgaria from each other, their spoken language
had few dialectal differences and people from remote oases could communicate with each
other completely freely. This opinion is confirmed also by Kuropatkin’s observations: “The
language of Kashgaria is almost everywhere Turkish, and throughout entire country all speak
one and the same dialect”.21 Zeland also noted that there were certain differences in the
language of various oases, but not so much that their inhabitants could not understand each
other.22
At the same time, according to Pevtsov, a lot of words of Persian and Arabic origin
penetrated into the literary and spoken language, which was associated both with the longterm ethnocultural contacts of the local population with the Iranian-speaking people of
Central Asia and the strong influence of the Islamic religion. However, as Kornilov testified
at the very beginning of the 20th century, “the roots and forms of the pure Turkic language
have been preserved in Kashgaria incomparably better than in the dialect spoken by the
Uzbeks of Russian Turkestan”.23 Fortunately, we can judge the Turkic language of the
18
19
20
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Kashgarian people thanks to a two-volume study and a dictionary, which was published in
1878-80 in Calcutta by Robert Berkeley Shaw.24 The rich information about the Kashgarian
Turkic population’s language at the end of the 19th century can also be gleaned from the work
of N. Katanov, “Signs and beliefs of the Turks of Chinese Turkestan concerning natural
phenomena”, published in St. Petersburg in 1897.25
The nomadic or pastoral population of Kashgaria consisted of the Kirghizes or KaraKirghizes, who inhabited the southern slope of the main ridge of the Tien Shan system
– Kok-Shala and the marginal ridge of the Pamir Highlands – Sary-Kol. Outwardly, as well
as in language and everyday traditions, these Kara-Kirghizes were somewhat different from
their relatives who lived in the Siberian steppes within the Russian Empire. According to
Zeland, a small number of Kalmyks, who lived in the vicinity of Karashar and the KhaidinKua valley, belonged to the nomads as well.26 A semi-nomadic way of life was also led by a
small number of the Tajik population who moved to Kashgaria at the end of the 18th century
from Wakhan and continued to speak their own language.
Pevtsov notes that until recently, slavery also persisted in Kashgaria. Before the rule of
Yakub Bek, the main cities of the country, Kashgar, Khotan, and especially Yarkand, were
real slave markets. Hakims and wealthy merchants there could acquire slaves captured in the
surrounding regions. Yakub Bek decisively forbade the buying and selling of captured people
but allowed the owners of the slaves, acquired before this ban, to leave them in their service.
These slaves (men and women), called kul or khyzmetkar, lived with their owners, but their
number, according to Pevtsov, was small – only about 1000 people.
The Russian traveler provided credible information about the ethnic origin of the
local sedentary Turkic population as well as its physical type. According to the author, the
people of Kashgaria formed as a result of cross-breeding, mixing of the Iranian and TurkicMongolian elements, as evidenced by both the physical type of people and their language,
which contained a significant layer of ancient Iranian words. It is interesting to learn how the
Russian researcher perceived and described the external physical features of the Kashgarian
population and its characteristic psychological and moral qualities. In his opinion, the average
Kashgarian was a man of short stature, no higher than average, with a lean figure, an oblong
face narrowed to the chin, prominent cheekbones, a flat nape, with the nose being wide at the
root and slightly pointed towards the tip, brown or dark brown eyes, black hair and a beard
of medium thickness, light brown skin, and a calm, pensive expression on the face. However,
as Pevtsov points out, deviations from this general type were not uncommon, which is quite
typical for a mixed population. So, in Yarkand and partly in Kagarlik, there were usually
people who had many similarities to the Tajiks, tall, with a thick, bushy beard and thick arched
eyebrows, with an aquiline nose. And in the southern regions of Kashgaria, in particular, in
24
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the Khotan and Keria districts, there were also typical Caucasians with a light brown beard
and gray eyes, which, by external signs, represented a sharp contrast with the rest of the
country’s population.
Of course, it should be borne in mind that some terms used by Pevtsov in his work
concerning the so-called ‘anthropology’ or ‘race’ of the population of Eastern Turkestan
should be taken in the context of ideas practiced in European and Russian science at the
end of the 19th century. Similarly, when characterizing the psychological characteristics of
the local population, he largely proceeded from the same racial approach generally accepted
in Western scholarship and social thought in those years. Today, these terms and ideas, in the
light of the changed paradigm of modern anthropology, look like an anachronism.
And, naturally, the superiority of the white (or Aryan) race over all the others was
articulated in the works of Russian researchers of Central and Inner Asia. For instance,
Zeland, like Pevtsov, wrote about the predominantly Aryan roots of the local population of
Eastern Turkestan. At the same time, trying to clarify the reasons for the so-called ‘cultural
backwardness’ of the Kashgarians, he argued this phenomenon with the same racial identity.
In his view, despite ‘the Aryan roots’ of the Kashgarians, they could be considered more
Turks than Aryans. In any case, they had ‘more Mongol features’ than the population of
Western (Russian) Turkestan, where the Mongols penetrated much less. The Turks and
Mongols, as the author noted, did not yet belong to the ‘advanced peoples’.27
At the same time, the Muslim population of Kashgaria differed little from their coreligionists in Russian Turkestan in terms of self-awareness and the definition of their own
ethnic identity. Religious consciousness still prevailed over ethnicity, people, in general,
identified themselves by religious affiliation, calling themselves ‘Muslims’, and in a narrower
sense – by geography, by place of residence, defining themselves as Kashgarlik (resident of
Kashgar), Yarkandlik (resident of Yarkand), Khotanlik (resident of Khotan), etc.
Religiously, the local population of Kashgaria, for the most part, professed Sunni Islam
and followed the Hanafi madhhab.28 At the same time, according to Pevtsov, they were far from
zealous adherents to the requirements of religion, were tolerant of people of other faiths,
including Christians, and did not feel any hostility towards the Russians but, rather, even
treated them with some sympathy. The main reason for this was the positive information they
received from the subjects of the Russian Empire – Fergana Sarts, who were actively involved
in trade in Kashgaria in large numbers.
The members of the British mission in Yarkand in 1873 got the same impression from
communication with the residents of Kashgar. Sir Thomas Douglas Forsyth noted the
friendliness of the city’s population and emphasized the following:
Everywhere the people treated us quite as of themselves, though of course they
27
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collected round us in good humoured curiosity to examine closely the first Europeans
they had ever seen. On no single occasion throughout our whole stay in the country
did we ever meet with the slightest rudeness or incivility; no scowling looks nor angry
taunts we levelled at us; on the contrary, wherever we went we always found people
please to meet and converse with us.29

Cultural Characteristics of the Population
Curious are Pevtsov’s observations about the moral qualities and the psychological
characteristics of the sedentary Muslim population of Kashgaria. The author believed that
the people of Kashgaria in general were distinguished by a rather meek character, honesty,
hospitality, and helpfulness and these positive qualities prevailed over negative character
traits. For instance, emphasized politeness in mutual relations between people among the
sedentary population of Kashgaria was the norm. When they met, people always called each
other ‘You’ (in the plural). Such an appeal was obligatory among the spouses, at least in the
presence of guests. All greetings at the meeting were usually accompanied by a polite bow,
the application of the right hand to the heart, and a mutual shaking of both hands. Farewells
were accompanied by good wishes expressed in Quranic phrases.
Since the main criterium of the moral health of society is the indicator of the level of
crime, as Pevtsov argued, then, it was extremely low in Kashgaria. Such serious criminal
offenses as murder, robbery, arson, etc. were observed so rarely that they were perceived
by the local population with sorrow and popular rumor spoke of them as something
extraordinary and terrifying to the local people. Moreover, even ordinary theft was much less
common in comparison with European countries, excluding, perhaps, the Scandinavian ones.
So, as a rule, houses there did not have locks, shops in bazaars were often left open when the
owners were away for a while on business, and no one was afraid of thieves. According to the
Russian traveler, the above facts undoubtedly testified to ‘the moral purity of the residents
of Kashgaria’, who were morally much higher than ‘many civilized peoples of our part of
the world’.30
Many researchers of Eastern Turkestan were unanimous in such an assessment of
the moral and ethical qualities of the local sedentary Turkic population. For instance, the
British missionary and traveler Henry Lansdell reports on the hard work and honesty of
the Kashgarian people. He argued that the sedentary population of Chinese Turkestan was
beyond doubt hard-working and gained their daily bread literally by the sweat of their brow;
also they were honest, notwithstanding their poverty. Theft was comparatively rare and
throughout the villages, the doors were without locks. Lansdell emphasized the probity of
the carriers, who often transported merchandise and money abroad of ten times the value of
29
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their own possessions, yet nothing confided to them was lost.31
At the same time, the local population was not devoid of some negative traits in the
character and way of life, caused, according to Pevtsov, primarily by the influence of the
unparalleled and tragic vicissitudes of its historical fate and the prolonged oppression that
this unfortunate people experienced during its history. It must be said that Russian researchers
of Eastern Turkestan, as a rule, were committed to the theory of geographical determinism
in describing the ethnocultural type and temperament of the local population. For instance,
Zeland wrote that there was “a lot of truth in the theory that deduces the spiritual qualities and
historical destinies of peoples from the conditions of nature, which a person is surrounded
by”.32 He compared Kashgaria in its physical geography with a deep box, the walls of which
were high and barren mountain ranges, and the very bottom was a dull desert, characterized
by the rare monotony and poverty of nature. Clay, sand, salt licks, swamps, and reeds – that
was what met the eyes of the Kashgharians for hundreds of miles and, in the distance, gray
chains of rocks loomed on the horizon. Thus, he deduced those negative qualities that,
in Zeland’s view, were inherent in the sedentary population of Kashgaria, namely, a lack
of courage and fighting tenacity, a tendency to voluptuousness, alcoholic beverages, drugs,
etc., largely from the monotony of the country’s landscape, low soil fertility, fragmentation
of the country into separate, little connected oases as well as from the general poverty of
the population along with social and political lawlessness, etc. These qualities, according to
author, were especially striking among urban residents, who made up a significant percentage
of the population of Kashgaria. “Cities with their stench and dust, with the poverty of the
proletariat, with sexual debauchery and drug addiction lead to physical degeneration,” – he
wrote.33

Administrative System and Local Elite
As indicated, a short time after the death in 1877 of the ruler (Amir) of Kashgaria, Yakub Bek,
the country was reincorporated into the Qing Empire and in 1884 the Chinese authorities
established Xinjiang province there, which was ruled by the governor-general from his
residences in the city of Urumqi. Administratively, the province was divided into two regions
– Aksu and Kashgar – headed by Chinese governors (Tao-tai). The provinces, in turn, were
divided into districts, entrusted to the Chinese district chiefs. The districts were subdivided
into lower administrative units, which were ruled by officials from the local population – beks,
elected by district chiefs and approved in positions by governors. The elders of the villages
31
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– aksakals, or their smaller units – minbashi, yuzbashi, onbashi 34 were subordinate to the beks.
The social system of Kashgaria, described by Pevtsov, has changed little since medieval
times. The top of the society was made up of representatives of secular and clerical estates
– Hakims, Sayyids, and Khojas. The first belonged to the former local sovereign dynasties,
descended mainly from six eminent clans, and enjoyed respect and influence among the local
population. Although under the new Chinese government, representatives of this noble class
were renamed Shan-ye, nevertheless, they continued to call themselves by the old Muslim title
of Hakim, as did the rest of the people. Hakims lived in cities or villages and owned their
ancestral estates and lands, which were cultivated by their slaves. Thus, they were exclusively
engaged in agriculture, neglecting trade.
The spiritual class consisted of Sayyids, who were recognized as the descendants of the
Prophet Muhammad. Therefore, they enjoyed special honor and respect among the people
and occupied mainly spiritual posts as well as Khojas, who were the descendants of local saints.
The latter, like some of the Sayyids, owned land plots they almost never dealt with but, rather,
preferred to lease them. They spent most of their time in prayer and pilgrimage to mazars
– tombs of saints, martyrs who fell in the struggle for the faith – shaheeds, or revered clergy
(Ulama). These mazars were highly respected by the people. For instance, Chokan Valikhanov
described the sandy steppe Kum-Shaidan, located between Kashgar and Yarkand, which was
considered sacred, since a battle for the faith took place there, and there was the mazar of the
leader of the Muslims Arslan Khan-Gazi, who fell as a martyr.35
According to Pevtsov, mausoleums with domes and hailstones, furnished with poles on
all sides, were usually built above the mazars of clay and baked bricks. Flags along with horse
and yak tails were tied to the tops of these poles and skulls with horns of wild rams were
placed on the cornices and fences of the mausoleums themselves. These mazars were named
after the saints buried in them. On the established days, prayers were performed with them
and pious Muslims often came to them to worship.
Almost all the Khojas in Kashgaria were clergymen and usually did not engage in secular
affairs. Local residents considered it their duty to visit the famous khoja before important
events – building a house, trading, or going on a long journey, and receive his blessing, of
course, not for free. Offerings from parishioners in the form of money, clothing, or food
were an important part of the well-being of the Khoja. It is interesting to note that, according
to Pevtsov’s observations, the Khojas were held in higher esteem in the local milieu than the
Sayyids. And this is quite understandable if we take into account the role of the Khojas in the
spiritual life and political history of Kashgaria. They were the initiators and leaders of antiChinese protests and uprisings in this region. As Chokan Valikhanov noted:
The people of Eastern Turkestan, who had suffered so patiently under the oppression
34
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of the Chinese officials and of their own Begs, looked up to the Hodjas as their
protectors, ever ready with arms in their hands to defend them against the infidels.36

Khojas, who were in opposition to the Chinese government, often found refuge in the Kokand
Khanate in Western Turkestan, from where they planned and prepared armed actions of the
local population. Only in the 19th century several armed uprisings led by Khojas gained wide
scope in Kashgaria – the rebellion of Khoja Jahangir in 1826, who arrived with his troops
from Kokand; the performance of the Khoja emigrants in 1847, which ended in another
defeat and the tragic death of tens of thousands of Muslims; an armed uprising led by Khoja
Valikhan-tyura in 1857, which also ended in defeat by the Chinese, etc.

Clergy, Education, and Judicial Practice
The Muslim clergy in Kashgaria during this period was quite numerous. At the head of the
spiritual hierarchy was the Yarkand Hukum-Kazi, to whom all the district Hukum-Kazis, the
highest clergy in a particular area, were subordinate. They, in turn, supervised the activities
of urban and rural Mullahs. Usually, one of the rural Mullahs bore the clerical title of Akhun
and was considered the oldest among the rest. In general, there were several mullahs with their
own parishes in each village of Kashgaria. They owned their land plots, which they cultivated
independently or rented out. The Mullahs also received donations from the parishioners, but
this income usually was very small due to the general poverty of the population.
At that time, the Muslim clergy in Kashgaria also had other functions apart from the
administration of religious worship and meeting the religious needs of the population. First
of all, the entire education system in the country was in the hands of the clergy. According
to Pevtsov, there were quite a large number of schools in Kashgaria at that time. So, in each
village, according to its population, there were two or more primary schools for boys and girls
separately. Parish Mullahs taught in boys’ schools and secular lady teachers in girls’ schools.
Children usually started attending school at the age of 5-6 and went until the age of 11-12.
In elementary school, they learned to read and write in their native language but the main
subject was the study of the Holy Quran by heart even though the students and many of the
local teachers did not understand the Arabic language. After graduating from primary school,
graduates could continue their education in the secondary religious schools of madrasahs that
existed only in cities or higher madrasahs located in large cities – such as Kashgar, Yarkand,
Khotan, or Aksu. These educational institutions were located at the main mosques and trained
only clergy. They taught mainly Muslim theology, philosophy and law, Arabic, arithmetic, and
geometry for beginners. In general, teaching in schools was distinguished by a traditional
scholastic character, which did little to develop the mental abilities of students and receive
36
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positive knowledge. Meanwhile, local Muslims, as the Russian traveler testifies, were endowed
by nature with such noticeable mental gifts as quick thinking and intelligence.
Another very important and traditional function of the Muslim clergy in Kashgaria
was the administration of justice. Only serious criminal offenses such as murder, robbery,
arson, or actions against local authorities and other crimes of a political nature fell within
the purview of the Chinese provincial judiciary. Investigative cases, as a rule, were carried
out by local officials – Beks, but under the supervision of Chinese officials. Then they went
for consideration to the districts and from there to the provincial judicial authorities (Yamin)
where they also sent those under investigation. Pevtsov notes that the accused defendants
were often severely tortured there and then, along with the investigative cases, they were sent
to the Governor-General of Xinjiang province in Urumqi to approve the verdict. This was
the last instance that had the right to approve death sentences in the entire province. The
rest, less serious crimes and misdemeanors, as well as all civil cases, were in the jurisdiction
of local judges – Kazis, elected among the most respected Akhuns. These Kazis performed
their duties in the judicial sectors, into which the districts were divided. They were confirmed
in their positions by the district Hukum-Kazis. Unimportant matters were decided by the
local parish Mullahs. At the same time, all the judges – Kazis, as well as the Mullahs during the
administration of justice were guided by the prescriptions of the Sharia.
Pevtsov cites several interesting examples from judicial practice in Kashgaria, reported
to him in conversations with local Kazis and characterizing the casuistry of criminal and civil
processes based on Sharia. So, if a person was first suspected of committing theft, but there
was not enough evidence against him, then he was admitted to a cleansing oath and, upon
acceptance, he was released without punishment. But if he refused to take the oath, then he
was punished with 40-50 cane strikes and was arrested for 5-10 days with his hands tied. The
suspect for a second time in committing theft was not allowed to take the oath of cleansing
and, in case of lack of evidence and refusal to voluntarily confess guilt, he was tortured.
Usually, the torture consisted of squeezing the fingers of his hands in a wooden block and
after that, he was additionally punished with cane strikes and released. If he confessed to
committing a crime, then he was punished with 70 to 100 cane strikes and imprisoned for a
month to a year. For committing theft for a third time, he was sentenced to a punishment of
100 to 500 cane strikes and imprisoned for 6 months to two years. In addition, the offender
had to work and reimburse the expenses that were spent on him by society during his stay
in prison.
In addition to the relatively structured clergy in Kashgar, there were also the so-called
Sheikh-ul-Islams – the guardians of public morality. They were elected by the people and were
confirmed in rank by the district Hukum-Kazis. These persons were in charge of monitoring
the morality of people, i.e. so that women walk in public places with their faces covered
and men regularly attend mosques, etc. They also supervised the correctness of trading
operations in the markets, namely, the correctness of the weights and measures used, the
good quality of the commodities sold, and so on. Meanwhile, according to the Russian
traveler’s observations, the Sheikh-ul-Islams were rather lenient about the fulfillment of their
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religious duties by devout Muslims and showed more zeal for observing market operations.
Perhaps this can be explained by the fact that they did not receive any remuneration for the
performance of their position, which was considered only honorary.

Marital Relations amongst the Population of Kashgaria
Ethnographic data and information about the daily life of the residents of Kashgaria, obtained
as a result of Pevtsov’s own observations and field study, are extremely interesting. First of
all, we are talking about the institution of marriage and family life of the Kashgharian people
at the end of the 19th century. The Russian traveler reports that by the age of 10, children
in families began to help parents with easy family work. And when the boys reached the age
of 14 and the girls were 12 years old, they could get married. Of course, the parents agreed
on marriage even before the children reached marriageable age and often immediately after
their birth.
In matters of marriage, devout Muslims strictly followed the precepts of the Holy
Koran. Like any Muslim, a Kashgarian could have no more than four wives at the same time,
while women, widowed or after a divorce, could remarry an unlimited number of times.
But as Pevtsov testifies, the overwhelming number of villagers avoided polygamy and had
one wife each. Only a few wealthy merchants, artisans, and other financially wealthy persons
could afford a larger number of wives. Representatives of the commercial stratum, who
often visited other cities or regions for business purposes, had more wives, sometimes up to
10, permanently residing in those places. Kuropatkin also writes that although a plurality of
wives in Kashgaria, as in other Muslim countries, was open to all, in practice it was a custom
that was within the reach of the opulent alone.37
At the same time, according to Valikhanov, there was an immutable law in Kashgar,
according to which all visiting foreigners were obliged to enter into a temporary marriage
with local women during their stay in the city. Although the local Muslims were, as mentioned
above, followers of the Hanafi teaching in Islam, according to which temporary marriages
were not allowed, nevertheless, this custom was widespread in Kashgar. As a rule, marriage
deals were negotiated between women wishing to make a temporary marriage and foreigners
in the city market, where women went for this purpose. Such a marriage imposed on a man
only the obligation to feed and clothe his temporary spouse.38
Those Kashgarians who had several wives in the same city placed them in different
houses, usually located in the same courtyard and, in the absence of several houses, in the
same house but in different rooms. According to tradition, the first wife was considered
the eldest in the house and the rest were her assistants, obliged to honor and obey her in
everything. But in practice, everything went wrong and peace and harmony rarely reigned
37
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in the house of a polygamist. Mutual hostility and even hatred grew and, as a result, chaos
and disorder in the house usually prevailed between wives. According to the Russian traveler,
those Kashgarians with whom he spoke admitted that polygamy destroyed the foundations
of family harmony and the well-being of people and did not contribute to the strengthening
of the institution of marriage in society.39 Therefore, the most prudent of them, even those
who had wealth and the necessary financial means, avoided polygamy and preferred to have
one wife each. Remarriage was considered appropriate only in the case of infertility of the
wife or the birth of only girls.
Kashgarians usually remarried widows or divorced women. Girls were rarely married
since they were very demanding of gifts and the wedding was more expensive. At the same
time, matchmaking and the marriage ceremony took place in the same way as the first time,
but the weddings were handled more modestly. As a rule, with the intention of a man to enter
into a second marriage, an impartial conversation took place between him and the father of
his first wife. The father-in-law reproached his son-in-law for this venture, while the son-inlaw pointed out the shortcomings of his first wife, and such skirmishes sometimes reached
legal proceedings.
Meanwhile, divorce issues were resolved much faster and easier. With mutual consent,
the spouses could divorce at any time freely and separate the children among themselves.
Divorce at the insistence of one of the spouses was associated with a number of serious
reasons, namely, constant quarrels, the inability of one of the spouses to fulfill their duties,
adultery of the wife or husband, the madness of one of the spouses, the husband’s remarriage
without the consent of the first wife, etc. But, sometimes there were divorces for less valid
reasons among the Kashgarians – because of the stinginess of the husband, squandering his
wife’s dowry, etc.
Polygamy was almost not observed among the villagers of Kashgaria, as Pevtsov
testifies. As a rule, the spouses lived in harmony and divorces were less frequent than among
the townspeople. It is interesting that although according to Muslim traditions the wife’s
status was lower than the husband’s, in practice the situation was different in Kashgaria.
Usually, the husband did not take any serious steps without the advice and consent of his
wife. She was not only a full-fledged mistress of the house but often enjoyed unlimited
influence over her husband. The Russian traveler writes: “In general, a woman in Kashgaria
enjoys considerable independence and does not serve her husband as a slave, as in some
other Muslim countries”.40
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Entertainment and Religious Festivities
A favorite pastime of the Kashgharian people after the end of fieldwork was visiting the
nearest bazaars, often unnecessarily. The bazaars were a place of entertainment, meetings,
and receiving information about important events, and they, in fact, replaced clubs and
newspapers that were absent at that time in the country. Pevtsov emphasizes that the ‘natives’
were great hunters for entertainment and frequently in the homes of wealthy people, special
parties, called tomasha, were organized. Close relatives and friends were invited to them and
these parties were accompanied by music and dancing. The musicians sang their favorite folk
songs ‘Altynjan’ (‘Golden Soul’) and ‘Nazyr-gum’ (‘My dear’) and the guests present – men
and women – danced in pairs or singly. According to Pevtsov’s perception, the dances of the
Kashgarians were distinguished by grace but some monotony, since the movements of the
dancers were slow and smooth. Fast dances to the faster pace of music were not welcomed
among them and were not popular. In the intervals between dances, guests were treated to
tea, fruits, cold meat, pilaf, etc.
In general, the local population was very fond of music, songs, and dances. In contrast to
the seriousness and concentration that they distinguished in everyday life, they were incredibly
animated by the sound of music and enthusiastically indulged in fun and entertainment.
Therefore, they used any pretext and everyday occasions, for example, circumcision,
engagement, wedding ceremonies, for arranging parties, despite the general poverty and
strained material conditions of the bulk of the population.
At the same time, not so many holidays were celebrated in Kashgaria and the main ones
were of a religious nature such as Uraza-hait, Kurban-hait and the secular one – Yangi Yil (New
Year). The first was carried out after a 30-day fast and lasted for three days. Kurban-hait or Eid
al-Adha was celebrated in honor of Abraham’s sacrifice and also for 3 days. On this holiday,
sacrificial rams were slaughtered in wealthy houses, men gathered in the mosque for collective
prayers, and after that everybody went to visit friends and relatives with congratulations. In
bazaars and public places, music sounded and dances were arranged, in which both men
and women took part. Yangi Yil was celebrated in Kashgaria on the February new moon and
also for three days. But unlike the two previous holidays, on these days there were no festive
services in mosques, rather people went to visit each other, festive feasts (dastarkhans) were
opened in houses, and swings were installed for women in the bazaars, around which people
constantly crowded, music sounded, and dances were performed.
According to the Russian traveler, in addition to the festive divine services, public
prayers for the harvest and forgiveness of sins were held among the Kashgharian people
twice a year. The first prayer took place in early spring. On this day, the villagers gathered at
the tombs of a local saint (mazar) or a mosque. Men gathered in a circle around the Mullah,
who recited a prayer for rain and a rich harvest, and women cooked food near the fires that
were kindled near this place. At the end of the prayer, the men had an ordinary conversation
about everyday affairs, then the women served food, some of which went to the Mullah and
the Dervishes present. After dinner, everyone went home.
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Public prayer for absolution usually happened 16 days before the Kurban-hait. Towards
evening, local residents gathered again at mazars or mosques and men sat on felt in a circle.
An interesting religious ceremony was performed when a group of Koranic readers, the
hafizes, recited a Koranic Surah and after them the Sufi Dervishes gathered nearby, kneeling
in a circle and holding hands, finished reading with a loud exclamation ‘Allah-Hu’, making a
bow with each exclamation. Further, this was repeated when reading each subsequent Surah.
So, the prayer lasted almost until midnight, after which the pilgrims broke off to eat the
food prepared for them, and then the ceremony continued until dawn. All night long people
asked the Almighty for absolution and help in the troubles that befell them and for solving
life problems. These night vigils and prayers, accompanied by the mournful exclamations of
the Dervishes, often led people into exaltation, so that the groans, cries, or sobs of ordinary
worshipers were heard. The entire ceremony ended at dawn and the people peacefully went
home. On this night, women also gathered in groups in houses and listened to the Koran
recited by pious and knowledgeable old women.41

Beliefs and Superstitions
The faith of the sedentary population of Kashgaria and their zeal for the Islamic religion
went hand in hand with their folk beliefs and superstitions, a significant part of which was
inherited from the pre-Islamic period of their history. Pevtsov emphasizes the high degree
of the superstition of the Kashgarian people. Belief in all kinds of witchcraft, enchantment,
damage, talismans, witches, etc., was a substantial part of the everyday life of the local
population. The plight of medicine contributed to the fact that sorcerers or shamans,
popularly called pyrkhons, were mainly involved in the treatment of patients. Since ordinary
Kashgarians attributed all diseases to the introduction of evil spirits (jeens) into people, the
main function of the pyrkhons was considered to be the expulsion of spirits.
Pevtsov describes a typical example of such a session. Usually, musicians were invited to
the patient along with the shaman. Under the first sounds of music, all the neighbors came
to the patient’s house and sometimes there were so many of them that not all could fit into
the house so most of the visitors remained in the yard. At the beginning of the session, the
patient, if he had enough strength, was seated on a bunk and he was given a rope in his hands,
the upper end of which was firmly tied to the ceiling. Grasping it, the patient got up a little
from his place and began to circle around the rope. At this time, the shaman placed his idol
dolls in the corners and, taking in his hands a cane to which scraps of cloth were tied, sat
down in the corner of the room. When the patient was exhausted from spinning, the shaman
jumped up with a cry and energetically moved around him, hitting him with a cane and
pronouncing special spells. The meaning of the spell was to banish creatures, long and thin
as a snake, with coral eyes and pearl teeth. These creatures allegedly flew in heavenly space,
41
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rode on the clouds, climbed lonely trees, and lived in empty houses and mills. This is how
the Kashgarian people imagined the mythical jeens that infested people and caused diseases.
After pronouncing the spell, the shaman threw the cane aside, took a knife in his hands
and swung at the patient, repeating the same words, and retreated into a corner. After a
while, he took dolls in his hands, beat them on the patient’s head, repeating the incantation
and calling upon the jeens to move into dolls. Then he opened the ‘magic’ book, looking for
indications of the places in the patient’s body, which were captured by evil spirits. Finally, he
got up and left the house, while spinning in a frantic rhythm. The musicians followed him
and the whole procession lined up, carrying the patient in its arms. The shaman headed for
a mill, an empty house, a lonely tree, or a crossroads. When he reached the chosen place, he
asked to put the patient in place and drew a circle around him along which he put and lit
torches. After that, he began to run around the patient, hitting him at the place where the evil
spirits were, with a cane, dolls, burning torches, and then with a live rooster or hen, repeating
the spell. This ended the session. If after this the patient recovered, it was believed that the
shaman managed to expel evil spirits from him. If the patient continued to get sick or died,
then everyone believed that the jeens were too strong and beyond the control of the shaman
and that in order to drive them out, it would be necessary to turn to the saint. These sessions
usually lasted from one to three days.
At the same time, the healing of the sick was not a monopoly of the pyrhons only. Often
the local population turned to healers, whose arsenal of treatment was also not very diverse.
They offered their patients such methods as incantations, infusions of dried lizards, snakes,
and frogs, often wrote sayings from the Holy Koran on paper, and then washed off the ink
with water and gave it to the sick to drink. In addition, they provided everyone with talismans
that protect them from diseases and all kinds of troubles. Obviously, there was no need to
talk about scientific medicine in Kashgaria under these conditions.
Pevtsov testified that superstitions concerned almost all aspects of the life of the
Kashgarians. In general, the local population had so many superstitions and all sorts of
beliefs that it was possible to write a whole book about them. However, in his essay, the
Russian traveler limited himself to describing only a few of them. For instance, upon seeing
the new moon, some devout Kashgarians began to jump to shake off the sins that had
accumulated over the past month. Or in the evening on the day of the Barat, bonfires were
made in the streets, through which women jumped to cleanse themselves from sins and
protect themselves from diseases. Then the boys and young men that evening lit pumpkin
flasks, with which they climbed to the roofs of houses and read the verse Charamazan-barat. It
was believed that by this the houses were protected from the infiltration of evil spirits.
Many people tried to maintain an unquenchable fire in their hearths, which, according
to their belief, brings good luck and happiness to the house. Ashes from the fire were taken
out of the house at dusk or in the morning before dawn, but never into daylight since this
could bring misfortune to the household. Also, the residents of Kashgaria were terribly
afraid of thunderstorms, during which they earnestly prayed for deliverance from the danger
that threatened them. Of course, all these beliefs had a syncretic character and went back to
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many cults and religious traditions that replaced each other in this country over a long history.

Relations with the Authorities
How did the local population feel about the radical changes in their historical destiny
associated with the loss of political independence after the fall of the Yakub Bek’s state
and the incorporation of Kashgaria into the Qing Empire? What was the attitude towards
the new Chinese authorities? As indicated, General Kuropatkin described the situation in
the last years of Yakub Bek’s rule quite accurately and in detail and reported on people’s
dissatisfaction with the strict rules established by the Amir of Kashgar such as high taxes
imposed on the taxable population. From Pevtsov’s report, we receive information about the
situation that developed under the Chinese government and this information allows us to
clarify and more clearly understand some of Kuropatkin’s observations. Pevtsov notes that
the established Chinese regime was extremely unpleasant for the people of Kashgaria due
to the heavy extortion, specifically the arrogance and contemptuous attitude of the Chinese
officials, who not only fed themselves most shamefully at the expense of the local population
during frequent business trips, mistreated it, misappropriated its valuable things, but also
encroached on their honor, taking away their wives and daughters as concubines.
It should be noted, that three decades before the establishment of Yakub Bek’s state,
another Russian officer Chokan Valikhanov also noted the severity of the Chinese power
over the local population. He wrote:
The hatred of the natives towards the Chinese is irreconcilable, and no wonder – the
Chinese officials rob and insult the people, take away goods for free; every Chinese
considers himself to have the right to beat a Kashgarian who upon meeting him on the
street will not get off his horse.42

Apparently, little has changed in the practice of the Chinese authorities after the defeat of
the of Yakub Bek’s state, since there are numerous testimonies about the careless and inept
management of Kashgarians by the Chinese authorities from both Russian and English authors
who traveled to the country in the late 19th century. For instance, the British missionary and
traveler Henry Lansdell reported that the government of the Qing Empire “acted in a most
foolish manner towards the reconquered country, sending thither, not its best mandarins”,
but those who for some disgrace were “thus banished as to a Botany Bay” and the officials
in Kashgar and neighboring towns were “mandarins decidedly below par, educationally and
otherwise”.43 Another English traveler, Henry Deasy gave the same unpleasant assessment of
Chinese administrative practice in Kashgaria, testifying to the whole governmental system as
42
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being rotten to the core and every official, from top to bottom, living by systematic fraud. The
officials were altogether unpaid otherwise than by plunder but, since their right to ‘squeeze’
was recognized, the amount of their income was limited “only by their own discretion and
the resources of their district”.44
Pevtsov also testified in his report that, according to the ‘natives’, Chinese officials took
bribes from merchants, preferably in money or, in its absence, in goods then sent these goods
to local Beks, forcing them to sell them at a high price. Beks were forced to carry out these
delicate assignments, replenishing their proceeds with extortions. According to Pevtsov, most
of the Beks were dexterous people, nosy, and able to please their superiors. It was precisely
such people that the Chinese administration needed to govern the province, since, through
them, their henchmen, district chiefs, and other officials levied unspoken extortions from the
people, the lion’s share of which went to the Chinese and the rest to the Beks. For this, the
people quietly hated the Beks, calling them traitors behind their backs.
However, at about the same time, another Russian traveler, Zeland, pointed out that
there were not many Beks left in their posts, since they were gradually being replaced by
Chinese. This caused new displeasure among the people. These Beks, although they were
mostly bribe-takers and oppressors, nevertheless, being Muslims, belonging to wealthy
aristocratic strata, and knowing the local language, often stood up for the interests of their
relatives before the Chinese administration. The Chinese officials, who replaced them, having
no connection with the local milieu, were mostly engaged in extortion and stuffing their
own pockets. For the most part, these were immigrants from the Dungans and the Chinese,
who were converted to Islam under Yakub Bek and, under the new government, they were
converted again.45
Moreover, the local Chinese authorities received expensive offerings from rich ‘native’
traders and gold miners and turned a blind eye to the atrocities of the latter against the poor
people, who were thus subjected to double exploitation. That is why the rich Bays were quite
pleased with their position and praised the Chinese authorities, while the rest of the people
grumbled and recalled Yakub Bek with regret. According to the local people, he was cruel
and extremely demanding in observance of traditions and religious laws, but fair and lenient
towards the poor people. Under him, rich Bays paid high taxes, due to which Yakub Bek
maintained the army, bought weapons, and paid salaries to foreign, mainly Turkish, officers
who served in his army. He strictly forbade his Hakims to burden the poor people with
extortions and therefore the majority of the population lived much better under him than
under the new Chinese government. Pevtsov concludes his passage:
“This is how the Kashgarian people speak of their Badaulet (Yakub Bek – Sh.M.), who
died untimely from the perfidious Chinese”.46
Thus, when Kuropatkin wrote that by the time of their arrival in Kashgaria, “Yakoob
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Bek’s position was a very difficult one; that he did not possess strong sympathies either in
the part of the army or amongst the people”,47 it is obvious that disgrace was manifested
mainly among a wealthy and privileged stratum of the country, displeased with the strict
tax obligations imposed on it by Yakub Bek. At the same time, Pevtsov concluded from his
own observations, that these complaints of the native population about the new Chinese
administration contained a certain amount of exaggeration. Without denying a significant
share of justice in them, however, the Russian traveler had reason to believe that the Chinese
rule over Kashgaria was still not as painful as the locals usually described it to foreigners.
Meanwhile, in relation to the nomadic population, especially the Kirghizes, the policy
of the Chinese authorities was incomparably softer and more diplomatic. The reason for this
phenomenon is disclosed in detail by Zeland, who admitted that the civil freedom of the
Kirghiz nomads was never embarrassed by the Chinese officials to the extent that it happened
with the sedentary Muslim population. For example, the Chinese did not impose taxes on
their Kirghiz subjects, apparently wanting to assure them that Chinese citizenship was more
profitable than a Russian one, coupled with taxes, thereby creating a strip of the population
dissatisfied with the Russian government in the border regions. But to a large extent, this
was because the Chinese authorities, even if they wanted to, could not do anything with the
nomadic Kirghizes, ‘these mountain birds’.48

Conclusion
According to V.A. Obruchev, the real scientific study of Inner Asia began precisely with the
travels of the second half of the 19th century. How much painstaking work had to be used
by Abel-Rémusat, Klaproth, Ritter, Humboldt, and other scientists of the first half of the
same century to extract scarce geographical data from the ancient Chinese authors’ writings
and date them to a geographical map compiled on the basis of information from medieval
European travelers – Marco Polo, Plano Carpini, William of Rubruck and others who
penetrated deep into Asia. But despite the many years of work of these scientists, maps of
Inner Asia contained a lot of blank spots and errors, which are easy to detect in even the best
of them when, for instance, Humboldt’s map, attached to his classic work “Asie Centrale”, is
compared with modern maps. Only as a result of the expeditions of the second half of the 19th
century Western and Russian scholarship had the opportunity to deeply study the geography,
nature, and population of this region. V.A. Obruchev assumed that the journey reports of
these travelers, including Pevtsov, have long been the reference books of researchers studying
the nature and population of Inner Asia, not only for geographers and anthropologists but
also for geologists, zoologists, botanists, climatologists, and archaeologists.49
It is certain, that the main objectives of Pevtsov’s expedition were not so much to conduct
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anthropological research but to study the geography, geodesy, topography, and climate of
Kashgaria, and most importantly, to find routes for penetrating into the inner highlands of
Tibet, which, perhaps, was of military-strategic interest for Russia in the conditions of the
“Great Game”, unfolding in Asia in the second half of 19th century. Nevertheless, new factual
information about the daily life, beliefs, and rituals of the Kashgarian people can greatly
enrich our knowledge of the history of this region. Indeed, in addition to everyday sketches,
Pevtsov’s report also contains often unique material about social life, economic activities of
people, handicraft production, forms of agricultural activity, methods of cultivating the land,
and various crops grown here, the size of crops, etc.
Pevtsov’s studies in the field of ethnography and his observations of the daily life of
the sedentary Muslim population of Kashgaria, in many respects, confirm and significantly
supplement the information of previous Russian and British academicians, soldiers, and
diplomats who made long journeys to this country in the middle and second half of the 19th
century. Pevtsov’s information is all the more valuable and interesting since it was obtained by
the author in the course of field study, as a result of direct contacts and communication with
the local population, i.e. first hand. It is also important to remember that Pevtsov, despite his
military rank of general and many years of service in the Russian army, was a real academician
and researcher who received a fundamental education in the field of exact and humanitarian
sciences and had solid practical training as a result of several previous expeditions in various
regions of Central and Inner Asia.
First of all, Pevtsov’s information on the linguistic situation in Kashgaria in the second
half of the 19th century is of great importance. The prevailing Muslim population in the
country, despite its concentration in remote and economically weakly connected oases, spoke
a single Turkic language, without experiencing difficulties in communication, which indicates
a substantial degree of linguistic integration in the region. In the same way, the population
of the country had a common tangible and spiritual culture, observing the same customs,
norms of family life, religious practice, funeral rites, and celebrating the same festivities. At
the same time, a common national identity was still not formed, religious identity prevailed
over ethnicity, and residents of various cities and oases, in most cases, identified themselves
by geographical characteristics, place of birth, or residence.
It becomes obvious from the information of the Russian researcher that in the second
half of the 19th century, the Muslim clergy played a largely regulatory role in the functioning of
various social institutions in Kashgaria and had a predominant influence on the spiritual and
often social life of the country’s population. The education system, represented by numerous
elementary schools – maktabs, as well as secondary and higher educational institutions –
madrasahs, was entirely under the jurisdiction of the clergy. The latter also occupied important
positions in the judicial system, since the Chinese administration of the province delegated
the authority to resolve minor issues of civil and criminal law to the Muslim clergy. Muslim
judges – Kazis, of various levels made all decisions of a procedural nature on the basis
of Sharia, which corresponded to the centuries-old historical and religious tradition of
Kashgaria.
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At the same time, numerous everyday rituals, beliefs, and superstitions of the local
population testified to strong remnants of pre-Islamic cults and shamanic practices
interspersed into the daily life and ideas of the Muslims of Kashgaria. Thus, descriptions of
various syncretic rituals associated with the healing of the sick do not fit into classical Islamic
norms in any way and translations of excerpts from the folk poetry of the Kashgarians, which
reflect the demonological and occult ideas of people, etc., provide valuable information of
an observant ethnographer, giving the opportunity to study from primary sources the daily
life of the Turkic and Muslim population of Kashgaria in the second half of the 19th century.
Received May 14, 2021, Revised May 14, 2022, Accepted May 19, 2022
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Mikhail Vasilyevich Pevtsov
(1843-1902)

Title page of the first volume of the
Proceedings of the Tibetan Expedition (1895)

Kashgarian men from Yarkand. 1868
(Drawing by Vasily Vereshchagin)

New Year’s (Yangi Yil) Festivities in Yarkand.
1898-1899 (Photo by Henry Deasy)

Bazaar square in Kashgar. 1899
(Photo by Henry Deasy)

Tomb (mazar) of Hazrat-Afak near Kashgar.
Late 19th century. (Photo by David Hanbury)
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The Split of Power in the Khwārazmshāh Dynasty
on the Eve of the Mongol Conquests
Maryam KAMALI

This study investigates why Khwārazmshāh’s rulers abandoned Khwārazm,
their capital before the Mongols invaded this city. From a local dynasty in
Khwārazm under the Saljuqs, the Khwārazmshāh dynasty (ca.469-628/10771231) rapidly expanded in the region. After conquering the Saljuqs (ca.429590/1037-1194), they extended their territory from Hamedān in western
Iran to Samarqand in Transoxiana and beyond that to Otrār to become one
of the world’s great medieval empires. During this critical time, Khwārazm
remained their central hub of power. However, the split in the power of the
Khwārazmshāh dynasty under Sultan Muhammad (ca.596-617/1200-1220)
contributed to their failure to recognize the strategic role of Khwārazm in
retaining and reconstructing their power. In essence, the Khwārazmshāh
state was divided before the Mongol Invasion.
Keywords: Khwārazmshāh Dynasty, Khwārazm, Khorāsān, Transoxiana,
Jebāl, Mongol Invasions.
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Introduction
The Mongol invasion was a devastating war against established dynasties, including the
Khwārazmshāhs that were expanding their rule in Eastern Islamic territories. Apart from
the complexities of these conquests and defeats, the Khwārazmshāh’s abandonment of
Khwārazm to the Mongols despite its optimal geographical conditions and human resources
is incomprehensible. Khwārazm was left to its own devices while the Khwārazm-shāh fled
for his life, and the Mongols crushed the cities of Khorāsān and central Iran (Jebāl) from one
end to the other.
The position of Khwārazm in the formulation of Khwārazmshāh’s power and
its defeat at the hands of the Mongols needs to be examined critically. Throughout the
entire Khwārazmshāh’s reign, Khwārazm remained the physical locus of the dynasty’s
power. Establishing the main military tools of power in the region, the Khwārazmshāhs
launched their campaigns from there to the whole empire. Khwārazm was intended to play a
crucial role in launching defensive campaigns against the devastating invasions of Mongols
throughout Transoxiana,1 Khorāsān and central Iran (Jebāl). However, Khwārazm was not
only unable to defend other regions, but it was also left defenseless before the raging troops
of Mongols. Sultan Muhammad, the Khwārazmshāh’s ruler, escaped from the Mongols like
a head severed from its body, fruitlessly searching for an alternative locus of power in other
parts of his territories. After the Mongol capture of Khwārazm in ca. 618/1222, Sultan Jalāl
al-Din (ca.617-628/1220-1231), Sultan Muhammad’s son, was in turn unable to anchor his
reign in any other region.
The Khwārazmshāh dynasty has been understudied in history despite many available
sources. One problematical portion of studies dealing with the dynasty focuses primarily on
the Mongols. Judith Kolbas (2006) in The Mongols in Iran and Bertold Spuler in Die Mongolen
in Iran (1985) go directly to the Mongol invasions and the circumstances of their rule. These
studies present only a shadowy picture of the power of the Khwārazmshāh dynasty in
Khwārazm, Transoxiana, and Khorāsān. Through original sources, Turkestan down to the Mongol
Invasion by Vasily Barthold (1968) provides a comprehensive account of the conquest of
Khwārazm by the Mongols. However, it does not identify or explain any of the dramatic
reasons for the absence of Sultan Muhammad from his capital before its conquest. The Empire
of the Qara Khitai in Eurasian History by Michal Biran (2005) contributes to an understanding
of some phases of the Khwārazmshāh’s relationships with the Ghurids (ca.1148-1215)
and, specifically, the Qarā-Khetāy Khanate in the east and the position of their capital
concerning these two neighbors. Spotlighting Khwārazm, Bosworth’s entry on Khwārazm
in the Encyclopedia of Islam provides a detailed description of the historical geography of
Khwārazm. Juergen Paul (2007-2008) in “The Role of Khwārazm in Saljuq Central Asian
Politics, Victories and Defeats: Two Case Studies critically analyses the position of Khwārazm
under the Eurasian empires of the Ghaznavids and the Saljuqs. He argues that under the
Ghaznavids and especially the Saljuqs, the rulers over Khwārazm experienced difficulties
in staying loyal to their Khorāsāni overlords. They usually acted as sponsors or partners
1

Transoxiana is comprised of present-day Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, southern Kyrgyzstan, and southwest
Kazakhstan.
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of groups of nomads in search of new pasture or booty. As a result, the loss of control
over Khwārazm contributed to the downfall of the Khorāsāni empires. In his monograph,
Z.M. Bunatov (1986), Gosudarstov Khorezmshakhov-Anushteginidov monograph translated into
English in 2015 under the title of A History of the Khorezmian State under Anushteginids (10971231) examines the state of the Khwārazmshāhs under the Anushteginids. He introduces the
origins of the Khwārazmshāhs from the time of Anushtegin, the ancestor of the dynasty,
until the collapse of this dynasty by the Mongols. Also, he provides a detailed chapter on the
fate of the exiled Khwārazmians.
This paper assesses the reasons for the collapse of Khwārazm, not from the perspective
of the Mongol power assault but from the internal conditions of the Khwārazmshāhs before
the Mongol invasions. It examines the collapse of Khwārazm concerning the two salient
factors: the geographical position of this capital and the internal split in the power of the
Khwārazmshāhs. It examines whether the geographical position of Khwārazm as a city on
the margin of the Sultan’s territories, resulting in the decentralization of their power, or
the conflicts of the last rulers of the dynasty, led to the Khwārazmshāh’s abandonment of
Khwārazm before the Mongol invasions.

Khwārazm from Ancient Times to the Early Rule
of the Khwārazmshāh Dynasty
The geographical isolation of Khwārazm facilitated the optimal conditions for the
Khwārazmshāh dynasty to achieve independence from the Saljuqs. Khwārazm /khārǽzm/
()ﺧﻮﺍﺭﺯﻡ, also known as Chorasmia and now part of the separate countries of Turkmenistan,
Uzbekistan, and Kazakhstan in western Central Asia, flourished in ancient and medieval
times before the devastating Mongol invasions of the region in 618/1222.
Some medieval geographers, such as Ibn Hawqal, Jeyhāni, al-Istakhri, and al-Hamavi,
considered Khwārazm’s territory to include the western part of Transoxiana, the region
between the Oxus (Jeyhun or the Āmu Daryā) and the Sir Daryā (Seyhun), which contained
the cities of Bukhara, Samarqand, and Otrār (Ibn Hawqal, 1938, 2: 478-481; Al-Istakhri,
2004, 253; al-Hamavi, 1995, 5:45). On the other hand, because it was located on the northern
edge of Khorāsān and shared much of its history with the prominent cities of Marv, Nesā,
Sarakhs, Tus, and Neyshābur, some sources came to regard it as a part of greater Khorāsān
(Hodud al-‘Ā lam, 2002, 70; Al-Istakhri, 2004, 217). Through the cities of Tabarestān, including
Gorgān and Dahestān, Khwārazm was linked to the Māzandarān Sea (the present Caspian
Sea). However, bordered to the south, west, and east by deserts separating it from Khorāsān
and Transoxiana (Ibn Hawqal, 1938, 2: 512; Al-Istakhri, 2004, 253-254, 281; Bakri, 1992,
205), Khwārazm was predominantly identified as an area separate from the surrounding
regions (Abol Fadā, 1971, 556-562). Isolated geographically by deserts, Khwārazm could
easily maintain a separate political existence (Al-Istakhri, 2004, 8). On the other hand, this
same condition made it difficult for Khwārazm to be the center of an empire whose rule
spread throughout Transoxiana and Khorāsān.
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The rich agricultural and commercial conditions of Khwārazm strengthened its status
compared to adjacent areas. It owed its rich agricultural state and blessed fertility (Jeyhāni,
1991, 183; Maqdasi, 1990, 287-288; Al-Istakhri, 2004, 281; Bosworth, 108; Prostov, 140142) to the Oxus, a navigable river (Jeyhāni, 1991, 183; Le Strange, 1930, 443) that crossed
Khwārazm and flowed to the Ārāl Sea (Daryā-ye Khwārazm) in northern Khwārazm (Jeyhāni,
1991, 183; Hodud al-‘Ālam, 2002, 28; al-Hamavi, 1995, 5: 211; Le Strange, 1930, 443-444).
Located on the bank of the Oxus, Khwārazm suffered inevitably from the seasonal floods
of the Oxus, but on the other hand, its waterways and canals were impermeable barriers
to invaders. Khwārazm through Khorāsān was connected to the commercial route of the
Silk Road stretching from China in the east to Europe in the west. For this reason alone,
significant wealth found a home in the region (Eqbāl, 1962, 41).
Khwārazm featured the two main cities of Kāth (Hodud al-ʿĀ lam, 2002, 138; al-Hamavi,
1995, 2: 395-396; Jeyhāni, 1991, 183) on the east and Gorgānj (Jeyhāni 1991, 183; Gorgānj was
called fil (the Elephant) before the Arab invasion of Khwārazm, and Mansura (the City of
Victory) after the Arabs conquered it, (Ibn Khordādbeh, 1889, 33; Abol Fadā, 1971, 392; alHamavi, 1995, 2: 122& 2: 395; Le Strange, 1930, 447-448) on the west of the Oxus. Gorgānj
(Le Strange 1930, 446), which was called Jorjāniya after the Arab invasions (Hodud al-ʿĀ lam,
2002, 138; Bakri, 1992, 231; Al-Istakhri, 2004, 299) and Urganj that was the former center of
Khwārazm (Hodud al-ʿĀ lam, 2002, 27; Maqdasi, 1990, 258; Ibn Hawqal, 1938, 2:514; Abol
Fadā, 1971, 553; Jeyhāni, 1991, 182),2 It gradually surpassed Kāth (Hodud al-ʿĀ lam, 2002, 138;
Le Strange, 1930, 446; Bosworth, 2007, xlll; Frye and Sayili, 1943, 203) in both agricultural
and commercial significance in the tenth to early thirteenth century (Al-Istakhri, 2004, 253254; Hodud al-ʿĀ lam, 2002, 138; al-Hamavi, 1995, 2: 122& 4: 452 & 5: 45-47; Zakariyā
Qazvini, 1995, 598; Le Strange, 1930, 448 & 459. Bosworth,1980, 108; Chuvin, 2001, 172;
Bosworth, 1973, 16; Ibn Hawqal 1938, 1: 102).3 The people of Khwārazm, especially those
of Jorjāniya, were known as strong fighters: “Jorjāniya is a large and crowded city whose
people are mainly military-men; even the grocers, butchers, bakers, and cloth weavers are
soldiers” (Qazvini, 1995, 598-599; Ibn Hawqal, 1938, 1: 102; Hodud al-ʿĀlam, 2002, 138). This
military strength was visible under the rule of Turk dynasties and particularly under the rule
of the Khwārazmshāh dynasty, that readily exhibited its military power and played a critical
role in the political scene of medieval times.
The geographical isolation and social and military potential of Khwārazm provided
unique conditions for the semi-independence of Khwārazm throughout its history, from
2

3

Kāth appears to have rapidly lost its position as the chief capital of Khwārazm probably because of the
recurrently destructive Oxus floods, which threw down different quarters of the city and eventually it sank to
be a town of secondary rank (Le Strange, 1930, 447; Chuvin, 2001, 172; Field and Prostov, 1948, 141-142).
Khiva became the third capital of Khwārazm after Gorgānj, the capital of the Maʾmunids (ca.385-619/9951222), the governors of the Ghaznavids and Saljuqs, and the Khwārazm-shāhs of Anushtegin’s line. Kāth
became the capital again during the 8th/14th century under the Chaghatāyid line of Mongols, while Gorgānj
(subsequently called Urganj) was ruled by the Mongol line of the Golden Horde (V.V. Barthold, “Khiva” in E.
Bosworth, 2007, 282-283); Khiva after the time of Teymur gradually eclipsed Urganj and became the capital of
Khwārazm, giving its name in time to the whole province, 449.
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ancient times to the time of the Khwārazmshāh dynasty (ca.469-628/1077-1231). Therefore
it maintained an identity distinct from adjacent areas (Maqdasi, 1990, 258; Ibn Hawqal, 1938,
2: 347; Jeyhāni, 1991, 183; Biruni, 1973, 73, 312; Ibn Fondoq, 1983, 18; Ibn Balkhi, 212.
Bosworth, 1973, 238-239). Biruni 1973, 363-440/973-1048), the mathematician, geographer,
historian, and mineralogist born in Kāth, states that Khwārazm belonged to Afrāsiyāb, the
mythical king whose territories were in turn conquered by Kay Khosrow, the mythical Iranian
king. From his time on, all the rulers of Khwārazm called themselves Khwārazm-shāh (king
of Khwārazm), simply imitating the Iranians, who called their rulers Irānshāh (king of Iran)
(Biruni, 1973, 56-57; Bosworth, 1980, 108).4 This report is rooted primarily in myth but
points to the significance of Khwārazm as the boundary between Iran ruled by Irānshāh and
Turāns ruled by Turks.
However, Biruni traces the beginnings of the political life of Khwārazm to about 1300
BC (Biruni, 1973, 56-57; Bosworth, 2005, 108) Before the Arab Umayyads had conquered it in
ca.94/712 (Yaʿqubi, 2001, 94)5 Khwārazm was a vassal kingdom of multiple Iranian empires
from the Achaemenids (ca.550-330 BC) to the Sassanids (ca.224-651) (Bosworth, 2005, 108;
Chuvin, 2001, 169; Field and Prostov, 1948, 13: 145; Spuler, 1950, 608-610). It maintained
its social and political importance in medieval times while subject to the dynasties of the
Samanids (ca.261-395/874-1004) (Ibn Khordādbeh, 1889, 33; Gardizi, 1985, 374; Bosworth,
2005, 108), the Ghaznavids (ca.344-583/975-1187),6 and the Saljuqs (Beyhaqi, 1996, 2: 669670; Hosseyni, 43, Khwāndmir, 2: 485; Ibn Fondoq, 1983, 51; Bosworth, 2007, 109). The
Saljuqs appointed their most trusted emirs to rule Khwārazm to retain it as part of their
territories. However, the geographical isolation of Khwārazm provided optimal conditions
for this region to achieve independence during the Saljuqs and become the capital of a vast
empire for the first time under the Khwārazmshāh dynasty. The cities of Khorāsān and
Jebāl, including Ray were either under the rule of the Saljuqs or the Atabegs of Azerbaijan,
the Ildegizid dynasty. So, it was Khwārazm that had the potential to be independent of the
Saljuqs and the center of a new expanding dynasty.
The first Khwārazm-shāh of the Khwārazmshāh dynasty was Anushtegin Gharācha
(d.ca.530/1135). He was an eminent Gholām (Slave Soldier) in the Saljuq court, who had
been promoted to the rank of shahna, the titular governor of Khwārazm during the time
of Sultan Malekshāh (r. ca.465-485/1072-1092), the most famous Sultan of the Saljuqs.7
4
5

6

7

Khwārazm-shāh is a Pre-Islamic title for the governor of Khwārazm (Bosworth, 1980, 238).
“Qotaybat Ibn Moslem, the Arab governor of Khorāsān invaded Khwārazm and wrought considerable
destruction to the indigenous civilization. Therefore, it came under Muslim suzerainty, but it was not until the
end of the eighth or the beginning of the ninth century that a Khwārazm-shāh was first converted to the new
faith, assuming the traditional convert’s name of ʿAbdollāh” (Bosworth, 2005, 108; Bosworth, 2007, xxxi).
Sultan Mahmud, (970-1030), the Ghaznavid Sultan appointed Āltuntāsh, his Ḥājeb to the reign of Khwārazm
in ca.408/1018. Āltuntāsh and his descendants ruled in Khwārazm to 432/1041 (Beyhaqi, 1996, 2: 718-731;
Gardizi, 1985, 395; ʿOtbi, 274; ʿUfi, 2007, 1: 388; Bosworth, 2005, 108; Bosworth, 2007, 208-209).
“This Belkātekin purchased from Gharchestān a Turkish slave called Anushtegin Gharācha, who by dint of
intelligence and sagacity gradually attained to greatness of rank, until he became an important official in the
House of Saljuq, just as Seboktegin in the latter days of the Samanids and received the title of Basin-Holder
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Anushtegin did not originate from Khwārazm, but the passing on of his governorship to
his descendants consolidated the Khwārazmshāh’s reign in the region. In comparison to the
Atabegs of Azerbaijan and Fārs known as Salghurids, the Turkish emirs who were governors
of provinces and charged with raising the crown prince, Anushtegin, as “the shahna of
Khwārazm,” (Joveyni, 2006, 2: 2) had little authority in the region where he ruled. However,
the inherent weakness of the Saljuq dynasty provided optimal conditions for the gradual
realization of the independence of Khwārazm (Chuvin, 2001, 177). On the other hand, the
geographical proximity between Khwārazm and Marv, the capital of the Saljuqs of Khorāsān,
made conflicts between these two powers all but inevitable. Despite the skirmishes between
the Khwārazmshāhs and the Saljuqs and between Atsez (ca.522-551/1128-1156) and Sanjar
(ca.512-536/1118-1157), the great Saljuq Sultan in Khorāsān and Transoxiana,8 Khwārazm
remained a vassal of the Saljuqs.

Khwārazm as the Center in the Geographical Margin
With Khwārazm under Takesh’s rule (r.ca.568-596/1173-1200), the son of Arslān (ca.551565/1156-1169) transformed it from a center of a local dynasty to the center of a vast dynasty
from Transoxiana to Hamedān. But geographically, it was still at the margins of the territories
the Khwārazmshāhs intended to rule. Its location at the outposts of the empire endangered
the safety of Khwārazm. Takesh had to deal with other dynasties ruling in Transoxiana,
Khorāsān, Jebāl, and western Iran to achieve his objectives.
One of the critical events that clarified the endangered position of Khwārazm was the
Qarā-Khetāy invasion of Khwārazm under Atsez (491-551/1097-1156), Takesh’s grandfather.
The Eastern neighbor of Khwārazm prior to the Qarā-Khetāy’s dominance was the Turkish
Muslim dynasty of the Qarākhānids, also known as Khāqāniyān (ʿAruzi, 1989, 46), Khāniyān
(Moʿezzi Neyshāburi, 2005, 5), Ilak-Khāniyān (Gardizi, 1985, 378; Barthold, 1987, 465-466)
or Āl-e Afrāsiyāb (Jowzjāni, 1984, 1: 245) who governed Samarqand, Bukhara and, Otrār
in Transoxiana. However, with the conquests of the Qarā-Khetāy, the dominance of the
Qarākhānids in Transoxiana and the Khwārazmshāhs in Khwārazm was seriously challenged.
The Turko-Mongol dynasty of Qarā-Khetāy Khanate, also known as Kidāns (Jowzjāni, 1984,
2: 94), Kitāns, and Khetāy (Joveyni, 2006, 1: 76), originated from Khetā in the eastern parts

8

(tasht-dār). Now in those days, the expenses of the office were met by the revenues of Khwārazm, just as the
expenses of the Wardrobe were paid from the revenues of Khuzestān.” Joveyni, 2006, 2: 1-2; tr. J.A Boyle,
1958, 1: 277-278; see also Shabānkāreʾi, 2:134; Bosworth, 1980, 109, Buniyatov, 2015, p. 6.
Having achieved the rule of Khwārazm, the Khwārazmshāhs embarked on the campaigns against the Saljuqs
to achieve complete independence and spread their territories. In particular, it was Atsez, Anushtegin’s son who
launched multiple campaigns against Sanjar (Barthold, 1968, 324). The strategic position of Khwārazm and
the military power of the Khwārazmshāhids necessitated Sultan Sanjar to be tolerant of the steady abjurations
of Sultan Atsez. The expansionist policies of Atsez resulted in a climate of constant war. The multiple battles
ended with a truce in ca.544/1149, which lasted for about 40 years only because of Atsez’s successors’ internal
rivalries (Joveyni, 2006, 2: 5-10; Barthold, 1987, 324-325).
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of central Asia at the northern borders of China. Balāsāqun in present Kyrgyzstan was their
geographical locus of power where Gur-khān, the Qarā Khetāy’s rulers stationed (Jowzjāni,
1984, 2: 94).
After the relentless steady invasions of the Muslim world, they ultimately defeated the
Qarākhānids in Transoxiana and then the Khwārazmshāh dynasty under Atsez in Khwārazm.
But the great distance between Balāsāqun and the conquered territories made the Qarā
Khetāy reinstate them to their former positions using tributes.9 To this end, the envoys of
the Qarā Khetāy came to the court of the Khwārazmshāhs to receive the annual tribute.10
The envoys of the Qarā Khetāy insulted the Sultan of the Khwārazmshāhs by regarding
the Khwārazmshāhs merely as a local dynasty and reinforcing Qarā Khetāy dominance over
Khwārazm by demanding tribute.
Joveyni reports that the disrespect of Qarā-Khetāy’s envoys towards the Sultan of
Khwārazm caused Takesh to put one of them to death.11 However, regardless of challenges
in the relationship between the Khwārazmshāhs and the Qarā-Khetāys, Takesh continued to
pay the annual tribute during his rule as a strategic move to maintain the safety of Khwārazm
against the Qarā-Khetāy. The Qarā-Khetāy was the great wall behind which there were
terrible foes (Joveyni, 2006, 2: 89; tr. 1: 357), the rising powers of Mongol tribes that the
Sultan had no desire to deal with, particularly with its unknown possibility of danger to
Khwārazm, which was vulnerable to their attacks. Instead, he took advantage of the military
power of the Qarā-Khetāy to subjugate his rivals in Khorāsān.
According to Joveyni, however, the Qarā-Khetāy was not the only power that endangered
the safety of Khwārazm. The conflicts between Takesh and Sultan-shāh, his brother who
aimed to rise to power, threatened the capital throughout Takesh’s reign, especially from the
southern and eastern boundaries. Sultan-shāh, the elder son of Takesh who had been kept
from the throne of Khwārazm (Joveyni, 2006, 2: 19- 20; Shabānkāreʿi, 2002 2002, 2: 137; Ibn
Athir, 1979, 11, 381-382, Buniyatov, 2015, 30-31), invaded Khwārazm whenever Takesh left
the capital. Sultan-shāh was supported by Moʾayyed al-Din Ay Aba (ca.569/1174), the Gholām
of Sanjar, who was stationed in Neyshābur (Joveyni, 2006, 2, 18-19; Shabānkāreʿi, 2002, 2,
137; Mostowfi, 1985, 487). After the defeat of Moʾayyed al-Din Ay-Aba in Khorāsān by
Takesh,12 Sultan-shāh resorted to approaching other powers, including the remnants of the
9
10

11

12

Joveyni, 2006, 2: 92; Ibn Athir, 1979, 11:1979,86; Kochnev, 1993, 106.
“Atsez, the Khwārazm-shāh, sent an envoy to him, accepted allegiance to the Gur-khān, and agreed to pay a
tribute of 3000 gold dinars, which he delivered thereafter every year in goods or cattle.” Joveyni, 2006, 2: 88; tr.
Boyle, 1958, 1: 277-278; Biran, 2005, 62.
“As for Sultan Takesh, he had completed the restoration of order in Khwārazm, and the kingdom’s affairs
were in good trim. Meanwhile, the envoys of Khetāy were continually passing to and fro, and their constant
impositions and demands were beyond endurance, and moreover, they did not observe the conventions of
courtesy. Now the nobility of the soul necessarily refuses to tolerate oppression and will not bear to accept
tyranny. The nature of a free soul is filled with pride! He caused one of the notables of Khetāy, who had come
upon an embassy, to be put to death on account of his unseemly behavior; and there was an exchange of abuse
between Takesh and the people of Khetāy” (Joveyni, 2006, 2: 19; tr. Boyle, 1958, 1: 292).
Takesh with cementing his relationship with the Qarā-Khetāy through paying annual tributes, guaranteed the
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Saljuqs in Neyshābur, the Ghurids,13and even the Qarā-Khetāy, to help him return to dominate
Khwārazm. These invasions of Khwārazm were predicated on the fact that Takesh was
engaged in dominating central and western Iran. Finally, encouraged by the caliph, Takesh
conquered Ray in ca.589/1193 and sent the head of Toghrol III to the court of Al- Naser in
Baghdad (Rāvandi, 1985, 368-369; Joveyni, 2006, 2: 30-32; Ibn Khaldun, 1995, 5: 127-128;
Jowzjāni, 1984, 1: 301; Mostowfī, 1985, 468; Shabānkāreʾi, 2: 138).14
After all these persistent attempts, Khwārazm was the actual capital of three distinguished
geographical territories of Arāq-e ‘Ajam, namely Jebāl, Khorāsān, and Transoxiana, which had
never been ruled by a dynasty stationed in Khwārazm. Retaining the safety of the capital was
the primary concern of the Sultan. There is no evidence that Takesh had decided to move
the capital from Khwārazm to any other city despite his conquests of the significant cities
of Khorāsān and Jebāl. Therefore, unlike the Saljuqs, who had their center of power in Ray,
Marv, and Isfahan, Khwārazm remained the sole center of the Khwārazmshāh dynasty under
Takesh during the expansion of their territories in northern Khorāsān and Jebāl. During all
his conquests, Takesh kept returning to Khwārazm in part because it was subject to constant
invasions by the Khwārazmshāh claimants, including Sultan-shāh (Ibn Athir, 1979, 11: 37784; Jowzjāni, 1984, 1: 302-3; Joveyni, 2006, 2: 22-30; Mostowfī, 1985, 488; Bunatov, 1986,
34-45; Biran, 2005, 62).
The military structure of Khwārazm, which the presence of Turkish military tribes had
reinforced, turned Khwārazm into a barracks from which Takesh launched his campaigns.
Thus, unlike Baghdad with the ruler in residence, Khwārazm was the barracks of the
Khwārazmshāhs for use in launching campaigns against its rivals. Rather than simply being
a Sultan ruling his territories from his capital in Khwārazm, Takesh was a military ruler
who personally launched continual campaigns to expand his territory. He launched three
campaigns in central and western Iran to dominate Ray and Hamedān (Jowzjāni, 1984, 1:
127). But in each of them, he had to return to Khwārazm to defend it against his brother,
Sultan-shāh. He was completely aware that as long as he dominated Khwārazm he would be
able to fend off Sultan-shāh’s attacks in northern Khorāsān. Sultan-shāh, at one point, even
dominated Khwārazm while Takesh headed on to conquer the Saljuqs in Ray.15Although

13

14

15

safety of the eastern borders of Khwārazm and received military assistance from the Qarā-Khetāy against
the Saljuqs (Joveyni, 2006, 2: 19- 20; Shabānkāreʿi, 2002, 2: 137; Ibn Athir, 1979, 11, 381-382). In 588/1193,
he ultimately defeated the Saljuqs in Marv and Neyshābur and dominated the northern areas of Khorāsān
(Joveyni, 1958, 2: 25).
With the military assistance of the Ghurids, Sultan-shāh plundered the main cities of the Khwārazmshāh, Tus,
and Neyshābur (Joveyni, 2006, 2: 22, 25, 26-28).
The Caliph Al-Nāser sent the decree of conquered territories in “Iraq, Turkestan, and Khorāsān” (Joveyni,
2006, 2: 43; Ibn Athir, 1979, 12: 152-153; Jowzjāni, 1984, 1: 301) to prevent him from attempting further
conquests in western Iran and approaching Baghdad.
“Meanwhile, as he returned, he was met on the road by scouts with the news that Sultan-shāh, taking advantage
of his absence, had departed to lay siege to Khwārazm. Sultan Takesh hastened thither with great speed, but
when he reached Dahestān, messengers arrived with the glad tidings that upon the news of his imminent
homecoming Sultan-shāh had turned back. Arriving in Khwārazm the Sultan gave himself up to feasting during
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Sultan-shāh’s campaigns against Khwārazm ended with his death and the collapse of the
remnants of the Saljuqs in Khorāsān in 589/1193 (Ibn Athir1979, 11: 377-382 & 12: 107;
Jowzjāni 1984, 1: 301; Joveyni, 2006, 2: 22-30; Z. M. Gosudarstvo, 1986, 38-45; Biran, 2005,
62; Mostowfī, 1985, 488), its border on Ghurids in Khorāsān still left Khwārazm on the verge
of a serious threat (Ibn Athir, 1979, 12: 135-136).

Khwārazm, the Capital in the Center of the Empire
The decentralization of Khwārazm, its location at the margin of the Empire, and its lack
of safety, particularly in the absence of the Sultan, caused the Khwārazmshāhs to find more
reliable ways to maintain their capital.16 The Ghurid invasion of Khwārazm early in the reign
of Sultan Muhammad (596-617/ 1200-1220) made the Khwārazmshāhs seriously aware
of the vulnerability of their capital against their neighbors. The Ghurids were the first to
challenge the dominance of Khwārazmshāhs in northern Khorāsān and even Khwārazm
itself under Sultan Muhammad, Takesh’s son. The Ghurids (also known as Shansabāni
or Ghurshāh) (Jowzjāni, 1984, 1: 318-320) originated in the mountainous region of Ghur
between Herat and Ghazna in present Afghanistan and positioned their capital in Firuzkuh.17
They ruled from eastern Khorāsān, including Balkh,18 Herat, and Ghazna, to regions of
northern India, such as Lahore (Jowzjāni, 1984, 1: 127). The Ghurids were the main rival
of the Khwārazmshāhs in dominating Khorāsān and Jebāl.19 They continued to support the
claimants of Khwārazmshāhs against the Sultan of Khwārazm. Hendushāh, for instance,
was the son of Malekshāh, the successor of Takesh, whose father died before coming to the

16

17

18

19

the wintertime, but when fresh down appeared upon the lips of the earth, and the bud of spring displayed its
tongue in wide-mouthed laughter, he made ready to proceed to Khorāsān and attack his brother.” (Joveyni,
2006, 2: 29; tr. Boyle, 1958, 1: 300; Jowzjāni 1984, 1: 302-303; Shabānkāreʿi, 2002, 2: 137).
In ca.596/1200, with the death of Takesh on his way to Qohestān to subjugate the Ismaʿilis, Khwārazm
welcomed Sultan Muhammad, who had moved quickly from Neyshābur to establish his reign in the capital
(Joveyni, 2006, 2: 46; Jowzjāni, 1984, 1: 302; Mostowfi, 1985, 490).
Ghur is a province whose main city (Shahrestān) is called Āhnagarān. There are about thirty villages in this
city. The people of Ghur are known as fool people” (Mostowfi, 1999,154-155). Hodud-al-ʿĀlam, 70; al-Istakhri,
2004, 281. There was another group of Ghurids ruled in Bāmiyān, the northern part of Ghur, who are called
the Ghurids of Bāmiyān (Barthold, 1968, 338, Buniyatov, 2015, 53-58).
In ca.594/1198, after the death of the Turkish ruler of Balkh, a vassal of the Qarā-Khetāy, the Ghurid ruler of
Bāmiyān, Bahā al-Din Sām seized Balkh (Ibn Athir, 1979, 12: 134).
Concurrent with the time that Atsez was distressing the territories of the Sajluqs in Khorāsān under Sanjar
(r.ca.511-552/1117-1157), the Saljuq Sultan, the Ghurids, paying tribute to the Saljuqs, simultaneously invaded
the cities of Khorāsān (Jowzjāni, 1984, 1: 361-362; Zahiri Neyshāburi, 2011, 47; ʿAruzi Samarqandī, 1989,
105. The Ghurids had the same model map of territories in Khorāsān and Jebāl; therefore, they attacked the
castles of the Isma’ili (ca.483-654/1090-1256) in Jebāl and Khorāsān. Since the Caliph Al-Nāser supported
them against the Khwārazm-shāh, who were claimants of the Saljuq privileges in Baghdād and western Iran,
the conflicts between Takesh and the Ghurids were bound to occur (Jowzjāni, 1984, 1: 361). The envoy of the
Caliph in the sermon at the congregational mosque called Sultan Qaiyās al-Din the Ghurid Sultan, “Ayyahu
al-Ghiyās al-Mustaghās men al-Takesh at-Tāgh al-bāghi.” (Jowzjāni, 1984, 1: 302; tr. Raverti, 1991, 1: 243).
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throne in ca. 598/1202.20
It seemed as though the Ghurids, in comparison to the Khwārazmshāhs were in a better
geographical position to dominate Khorāsān. They made incursions on several cities of
Khorāsān, in particular, Neyshābur and Tus, and Sultan Muhammad was able to drive them
out simply by the supremacy of his military power (Ibn Athir, 1979, 12: 165-166). But to
launch his campaigns, Sultan Muhammad had to return to Khwārazm, whereas the Ghurids,
in addition to their capital in Firuzkuk, had centers of power in other cities of Khorāsān,
such as Herat, Balkh, and Ghazna. Therefore, they could plan their campaigns more quickly
and effectively. Sultan Muhammad’s dominance was not complete, though, and as soon as he
returned to Khwārazm, the Ghurids now ruled by Shahāb al-Din Ghuri (r.ca.599-602/12031206) recaptured these far-flung cities (Ibid, 173-177; Jowzjāni, 1984, 1: 307; Bar Hebraeus,
351). According to Qazvini,
It is said that because of the mistake of Sultan Muhammad ibn Takesh many Muslims
were killed. Only the Sultan and a few soldiers could escape. Sultan Muhammad
returned to Khwārazm at night so that the people would not learn about the paucity
of his troops.

In the morning, he returned with 30,000 men toward the enemy.” (Zakariyā Qazvini, 1995,
598) This retreat to Khwārazm illustrated that the Khwārazmshāhs were not able to expand
their military power throughout their conquered territories in northern Khorāsān. In this
regard, Khwārazm still behaved not as the capital of growing power but as the main center
of military power, and as long as the Sultan was not regularly returning there, he was unable
to defend his territories.
The invasion of Shahāb al-Din, the Ghurid Sultan to Khwārazm in ca.600/1204, was
the most drastic conflict between these two claimant dynasties and left the Khwārazmshāhs
on the verge of collapse. This happened just as Sultan Muhammad had seized Herat, one
of the important cities of the Ghurids, to complete his dominance on Khorāsān (Ibn Athir,
1979, 12: 185-186). Instead of breaking through Herat’s siege, Shahāb al-Din moved toward
Khwārazm to checkmate Sultan Muhammad. On his way back to Khwārazm and while
camped in Marv, Sultan Muhammad learned about the abrupt tactical move of Shahāb alDin.21 Joveyni writes,
The army of Ghur, with so many troops and elephants and with such bustle and
clangor that, had they wished, they could have turned the Oxus into a plain and made
20

21

Hendushāh rose against Sultan Muhammad to conquer Neyshābur and was supported by Qiyās al-Din
Muhammad, the Ghurid Sultan. Hendushāh conquered Neyshābur while Sultan Muhammad stationed it for
some years before coming to the throne. The dominance of Hendushāh over Neyshābur, which was the gate to
Khwārazm, endangered the position of Sultan Muhammad even at the beginning of his reign (Jowzjāni, 1984,
1: 306-307; tr. Raverti, 1991, 1: 382; see also, Ibn Athir, 1979, 12: 173; Joveyni, 2006, 2: 51-52).
In the absence of Sultan Muhammad, Tarkān Khātun ruled in Khwārazm. She sent an envoy to Sultan
Muhammad to come back to Khwārazm in no time (ʿUfi, 2007, 3: 13).
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the plain an Oxus of blood, pitched their camp opposite on the eastern bank. The
Sultan of Ghur ordered them to seek a ford in order to cross the next day and trouble
the drinking-place of the Sultan’s pleasure (Joveyni, 2006, 2: 55; tr. 1: 322).

Joveyni’s precise description of the Ghurid’s strategies of capturing Khwārazm highlights the
significance of this event. Shahāb al-Din defeated the Sultan Muhammad on the banks of
Qarāsu, one of the western branches of the Oxus and made a siege of Gorgānj, the center of
Khwārazm on the west of the Oxus. The fact that Khwārazm included more than a single
city provided the conditions for the Khwārazmshāhs to retain and consolidate their power,
although the Ghurids conquered some parts of Khwārazm.
The troops of the Ghurids outnumbered the Khwārazmshāhs and were equipped with
the best tools of war. To break the siege, Sultan Muhammad asked for the Khwārazmshāh’s
troops, including the infantry and cavalry who scattered throughout northern cities of
Khorāsān. But the more effective technique was that, like Takesh, Sultan Muhammad asked
Gur-khān of the Qarā-Khetāy to send him auxiliary forces to break the siege of Gorgānj
and drive Shahāb al-Din’s troops out of Gorgānj. Taking advantage of the proficiency of
the forces of the Qarā-Khetāy showed that the Khwārazmshāhs did not simply pay tribute
to guarantee their survival before the Qarā-Khetāy but received sufficient troops to launch
campaigns against their rivals, including the Ghurids (Ibn Athir, 1979, 12: 186-187, Buniyatov,
2015, 56-58).
The presence of the people of Khwārazm reinforced the position of Khwārazm against
the Ghurids. One initiative of Sultan Muhammad was to ask the people of Khwārazm to
resist the Ghurids personally. The Sultan was aware that Khwārazm might collapse before
the arrival of the Qarā-Khetāy armies, and he needed urgently to mobilize the assistance of
the people of Khwārazm to defend their heritage against the raging troops of the Ghurids.22
Trusted people such as ʿOlamā and prominent Sufis of Khwārazm had a critical role in
persuading the citizenry to resist the Ghurids. Khwārazm possessed significant human wealth
with the presence of men of knowledge, both ʿOlamā, and Sufis. The Khwārazmshāhs had
previously invited many scholars, including both poets and ʿOlamā, to Khwārazm to enrich
the cultural level of their capital. The presence of ʿOlamā not only legitimized the power of
the Khwārazmshāhs but also reinforced the region’s defensive conditions.23
22

23

“In order to take his revenge Sultan Shahāb al-Din again prepared to go to war, and this time he intended to
begin by attacking Khwārazm. When the news of his intention reached the Sultan, he proceeded cautiously
by acting with the decision and returned to Khwārazm by way of the desert. In this way, he raced the army of
Ghur, which even exceeded ants or locusts in their numbers, and arriving in his capital, informed the people
of that army’s approach and announced the imminence of that unexpected calamity. The whole population,
inwardly boiling with zealous rage and outwardly agitated with fear of humiliation and abasement, with one
heart and voice agreed to resist, oppose and repel, and all of them busied themselves with the provisions of
arms and implements of war such as swords and lances.” (Joveyni, 2006, 2: 54-55; tr. Boyle, 1958, 1: 321-322).
The policy of the reinforcement of renowned men of wisdom to Khwārazm was enthusiastically followed
during Sultan Muhammad’s reign to strengthen the position of Khwārazm in the Islamic world. To reinforce
the religious and scientific conditions of Khwārazm against Baghdād, which the Abbasids ruled, Sultan
Muhammad invited outstanding ʿOlamās to Khwārazm, e.g., Imam Fakhr Rāzi (ca. 606/1150-1210), a figure
in Islamic theology. To learn more about him, see Griffel, 313–344; Barthold, 1968, 429; Sheikh Shahāb al-Din
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Shahāb al-Din Khivaqi (d.ca.613/ 1216), in particular, had a critical role in persuading
the people to defend Khwārazm against the Ghurids by ordering Jehād against their enemies.
According to Joveyni, “The revered Imam Shahāb al-Din Khivaqi, who was a pillar of the
Faith and a bulwark of the realm, went to every extreme in his efforts to discomfit the enemy
and repulsed them from harem and homeland, and in sermons, from the pulpit he gave
sanction for battle in accordance with the true tradition:
Whoso is slain in defense of his life and property is the same as a martyr. On this
account, the zeal and good will of the people were redoubled, and they set to work as
one man (Joveyni, 2006, 2: 55; tr., 1: 322).

Ultimately with the persistent resistance of the people of Khwārazm, reinforced by two sets
of troops, the troops of Qarā-Khetāy led by Tangu, a prominent commander, as well as
the troops of Samarqand, Sultan Muhammad finally drove the Ghurids out of Khwārazm
(Joveyni, 2006, 2:54-5; Ibn Athir, 1979, 12: 187; Jowzjāni, 1984, 1: 307-308; Shabānkāreʿi, 2002,
2: 123). The battle, which could lead to the collapse of the Khwārazmshāhs, turned into the
beginning of the Ghurid’s failure. After this intense resistance against the Ghurids, the Sultan
began his expanded campaigns in Khorāsān and then Transoxiana in order to buttress the
boundaries of the Khwārazmshāhs to the east and south. At last, Sultan Muhammad’s steady
conquests against the Ghurids24 and the Qarā-Khetāy Khanate, which led to the collapse of
these dynasties (Joveyni, 2006, 2:83, 125-126; Nasavi, 2005, 79; Jowzjāni, 1984, 1:307-308,
2:96; Ibn Athir, 1979, 12:270; Shabānkāreʿi, 2002, 2:230; Rashid, 1:335; Mirkhānd, 1960,
5:72) transformed the position of Khwārazm from a capital at the margins to the center of
an Empire.

The Split in the Khwārazmshāh Power
With the collapse of the Ghurids and the Qarā-Khetāy Khanate, the Khwārazmshāhs
expanded their territories on their southern and eastern borders, so Khwārazm was
geographically more centralized and was no longer at the margins of the Empire. However,
another vulnerability of Khwārazm, i.e., its abandonment during the absences of the Sultan,
was still a significant problem. Since the Sultans of Khwārazm personally led the army in

24

Khīvaqī, as well as the Shāfiʿe jurisconsult, Sheikh Majd al-Din Baghdadi (ca.555-607/1160-1211).
The Ghurids, who had lost many initiatives against the Khwārazm-shāh, tried not to intensify their hostilities.
In ca.607/1211 ʿAlishāh, Sultan Muhammad’s brother, took refuge at the Ghurid court to ask for troops
against his brother, Joveyni, 2006, 2: 72; Ibn Athir1979, Al-Kāmel, 12: 263-264. Qiyās al-Din Mahmud (r.ca.601608/1205-1212), the Ghurid Sultan, rejected his request and even detained him for a time (Jowzjāni, 1984, 1:
306-307). However, the successive internal conflicts among the Ghurid provided the conditions for Sultan
Muhammad to conquer the remnants of the Ghurids in Khorāsān. Finally, ʿAlā al-Din Muhammad (r.ca.610611/1213-1214) submitted Firuzkuh to Sultan Muhammad, that led to the final collapse of the Ghurids in
Khorāsān in ca.611/1214 (Mostowfi, 1985, 491; Shabānkāreʿi, 2002 2002, 2:138-139.
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their campaigns, the throne of Khwārazm was constantly threatened by claimants of power
from the Khwārazmshāhs and other dynasties. It required Sultan Muhammad to secure
his vacant throne when he was not personally in the capital. This condition enhanced the
position of Tarkān Khātun, Sultan Muhammad’s mother, who became the power broker of
the Khwārazmshāh dynasty.
Tarkān Khātun, known as Khodāvand-e Jahān (the Lord of the World) (Ibn Khaldun 1995,
5: 130),25 came from the Turk tribe of Kipchāk (Jowzjāni, 1984, 1: 306) or Bayāt (Nasavi, 2005,
62), the highest-ranking tribe in Transoxiana. Therefore, her belonging to a powerful tribe
differentiated her position in the Khwārazmshāh dynasty apart from personal characteristics.
According to Nasavi, 2005, “Takesh ibn Il-Arslān married her based on the traditions that
Sultans marry the daughters of Sultans. After Muhammad inherited the Khwārazmshāh
Sultanate, the tribes of Yamak and other Turk tribes gathered around the new Sultan. They
supported the Sultan and so elevated the Khwārazmshāh dynasty to higher ranks. No region
was afterward conquered unless the Sultan designated a part of it to his mother.” (Nasavi,
2005, 62).
Historians, particularly Nasavi, are critical of Tarkān Khātun’s power in the Khwārazmshāh
state. Regarding the general male and patriarchal bias against women in medieval literature in
general and history in particular, historians may have exaggerated the role of Tarkān Khātun.
But it seems that sources are not biased because of gender, and Tarkān Khātun and her
tribe created problems in the Khwārazmshāh state during the absence of the Sultan. Unlike
other court women who ruled behind the scenes of power, Tarkān Khātun played her critical
role overtly in the court of Khwārazm. She played a decisive part in protecting Khwārazm
in the long absences of the Sultan and even in consolidating the foundations of her power
independently from her son. Therefore, Tarkān Khātun and her tribe was an independent
powerhouse.
With the persistent expansion campaigns of Takesh and Sultan Muhammad, Khwārazm
had achieved a more strategic position in the geography of the Khwārazmshāh’s territories.
However, the conflicts between the Sultan on the one hand, and the Queen mother and her
tribe on the other, made the capital face more serious problems. By achieving power through
his mother and her tribe’s patronage, Sultan Muhammad was never able to rule independently
from them.26 Consequently, he lost his proper role in his capital. Tarkān Khātun’s place in
Khwārazm as the center of power equipped her with authority to appoint rulers of cities in
Transoxiana and Khorāsān, who were primarily her relatives. The semi-independent rule of
Tarkān Khātun in Khwārazm and her authority in the territories ruled by her tribe, although
not necessarily in line with the directives of Sultan Muhammad, diminished the authority of
Sultan in his territories. The power was now divided between the Sultan, who was engaged in
25

26

Her signature was ʿEsmat al-Donyā va al-Din Oloq Tarkān Malaka Nesāʿ al-ʿĀlamin and her seal was ʿEsmat Bellāh
Vahda, Ibn Khaldun 1995, 130.
The Sultan did not oppose his mother’s commands…since most of the emirs and commanders were from
Tarkān Khātun’s tribe…. Moreover, he conquered the Qarā-Khetāy Khanate based on the assistance of her
tribe” Nasavi, 2005, 75-76.

42

Acta Via Serica, Vol. 7, No. 1, June 2022

ongoing campaigns, and Tarkān, stationed in Khwārazm and whose command was executed
wherever her tribesmen ruled.
The Sultan and the Queen mother could jointly and efficiently run their state, but
Tarkān Khātun steadily replaced the Sultan in ruling Khwārazm itself. According to Nasavi,
“[Tarkān] had seven men of the elites and Sayyids. Whenever there were different Toqi’s
[signed letters] from the Divān of the Sultan and the Tarkān, they were confirmed based on
the dates of the letters, but each one was written later it was confirmed” (Nasavi, 2005, 99).
Having an independent Divān to issue decrees that could revoke the Sultan’s order proved
her unsurmountable power in Khwārazm. In another section, Nasavi writes, “Tarkān Khātun
had her separate court and state officials and disposed of her separate stipends and fiefs.
Nevertheless, her power extended over the Sultan, his finances, and his high officers and
officials” (Joveyni, 2006, 2: 198; tr. 1: 466).
The tribesmen of Tarkān’s family gradually replaced the efficient troops of the QarāKhetāy and played a critical role in expanding the policies of the Sultan; however, their
presence as rulers of the conquered territories diminished the authority of the Sultan in
those regions. Under Takesh, the northern cities of Khorāsān were ruled by the Sultan’s
sons (Joveyni, 2006, 2: 25, 30), but in the time of Sultan Muhammad, his mother’s relatives
were appointed to rule the conquered cities of Khorāsān and Transoxiana, including
Samarqand and Otrār.27These rulers, who were supposed to be loyal to Sultan Muhammad,
nonetheless chose actions as hostile as the incursions of the Ghurids in Khorāsān. In facing
these situations, Sultan Muhammad never had absolute authority in affairs dealing with his
mother’s tribe. For example, Neyshābur was one of the major cities entrusted to Kulzi, a
family member of Tarkān Khātun in ca.605-606/1209-1210. Instead of consolidating the
Sultan’s reign in Neyshābur as the gate to Khorāsān, Kuzli made incursions on his own
into other cities of Khorāsān and even Kerman in southeastern Iran.28 After failing in his
campaigns in Khorāsān and Kerman, Kulzi was ultimately punished in ca.606/1210, not by
order of the Sultan but by Tarkān Khātun herself, who seduced Kulzi to take refuge in the
tomb of Takesh in Khwārazm, where he was subsequently murdered (Joveyni, 2006, 2: 72;
Ibn Athir, 1979, 12: 264-267). This incident illustrates that Tarkān Khātun had a crucial role
in appointing and dismissing rulers or reinstating them.
The split was so drastic that the Sultan could not even appoint Jalal-al-Din, his favorite
son, as his successor since Tarkān Khātun and her tribe opposed having a monarch who
was not from their tribe. They instead selected Qotb al-Din Uzlāghshāh as successor to
Sultan Muhammad, who had been ruling in Khwārazm under Tarkān Khātun.29 Finally,
27

28

29

Samarqand, Joveyni, 2006, 2: 76, Otrār, Joveyni, 2006, 2: 79-80; see also, Ibn Athir1979, 12: 268-269; Kochnev,
1993, 34.
When Sultan Muhammad was on a campaign against the Qarā Kheṭāi Khanate in Transoxiana, Khwārazm
fell into turmoil. Hearing about the Sultan’s absence, both his brother ʿAlishāh, his viceroy in Tabarestān, and
Kozli, his commander in Neyshābur, tried to install themselves as the rulers of Khorāsān (Joveyni, 2006, 2:
71-72; Ibn Athir, 1979, 12: 263-264).
She decided not only the current affairs of the Khwārazm-shāhs but also the designation of the Sultan’s
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Sultan Muhammad appointed Jalāl al-Din as his successor.30 in Ābeskun Island, miles away
from Khwārazm in the Māzandarān Sea (the present Caspian Sea), where he eventually died.
Unlike the days of Takesh when the Sultan ruled in Khwārazm, and his successor stayed
in Neyshābur, now Sultan Muhammad ruled in Neyshābur while Uzlāghshāh stationed in
Khwārazm (Nasavi, 2005, 70).
This situation shows the extent of the split between the Sultan and Khwārazm as well as
the diminishing significance of Khwārazm in the mind of Sultan Muhammad. The presence
of Tarkān Khātun in Khwārazm, which was originally supposed to consolidate the position of
Sultan Muhammad during his campaigns, turned Khwārazm into an independent city under
the reign of her and her tribe. Emphasizing their critical role in the Khwārazmshāh dynasty,
Nasavi indicates that Sultan Muhammad “was never satisfied with his mother’s relatives
stationed in Neyshābur after coming back from Iraq [Iraq-e ʿAjam or Jebāl]” (Nasavi, 2005,
74). With the deepening split in the Khwārazmshāh dynasty, the Sultan eventually stationed
himself in Neyshābur. It seems that his stay in Neyshābur was not intended to reinforce the
position of Khwārazm but to escape from the heavy shadow of Tarkān Khātun and her
tribe, who had established their semi-independent power in Khwārazm. In just one example,
Sultan Muhammad dismissed his vizier Muhammad ibn Sāleh, known as Nezām al-Molk, a
relative of Tarkān Khātun, who had been chosen without the Sultan’s consent and appointed
six viziers to avoid having a rival monarch in his territory. But as soon as Nezām al-Molk went
to Khwārazm, he was warmly welcomed by Tarkān Khātun and was assigned to be the vizier
of Uzlāgh,31 the Sultan’s de facto successor. The Sultan’s stay at Neyshābur divided the power
of the Khwārazmshāh dynasty into two parts, and, therefore, many of the decisions taken by
the Sultan were rejected by the Khwārazmians in Khwārazm under Sultan’s mother and his
successor. The reluctance of the Sultan to resist the Mongols seriously, this new threat to the
Khwārazmshāh’s territories, and his determined decision not to return to the capital, prove
that he no longer considered Khwārazm as the main center of his power.

30

31

successor, “The reason for appointing Uzlāghshāh as the successor despite the other two elder sons, Jalāl al-Din
and Rokn al-Din Ghursānchti was that the Sultan never disobeyed the order of Tarkān Khātun. Uzlāghshāh’s
mother was from the tribe of Bayāvut who were close relatives of Tarkān were Khātun…and since the Sultan
loved Jalāl al-Din so much, he never sent him away from himself.” Jalāl al-Din was appointed as the ruler of the
Ghazna, Bāmiyān in present Afghanistan to the northern India Nasavi, 2005, 72; Ibn Khaldun, 1995, 5: 129;
Ibn Athir, 1979, 12: 310; Jowzjāni, 1984, 1: 313.
Joveyni, 2006, 2: 116; Nasavi, 2005, 106; Ibn Athir1, 979, 12: 370; Jowzjāni, 1984 specifies that after Sultan
Muhammad learned about his chronicle abdominal disease, he asked Sultan Jalāl al-Din to take him to
Khwārazm. “Muhammad Khwārazm-shāh and a few riders who accompanied him came out of the island
[Ābeskun]. Suddenly the bellyache and soda overcame him, so he said to Jalāl al-Din, “Do your best to take
me to Khwārazm from where our power was born…Since his belly was painful, he was riding a palanquin on
the camel toward Khwārazm. On the way, he died in 617 [1220]. Sultan Jalāl al-Din took his father’s body to
Khwārazm and buried him beside Takesh” (Jowzjāni, 1984, 1: 313). Hamdollāh Mostowfi, on the other hand,
believes that Sultan Jalāl al-Din buried his father in Ardehān castle, where Mongols exhumed him and was
burned (Mostowfi, 1985, 394-395 & 397; Shabānkāreʿi, 2002, 2: 142-143).
Jowzjāni refers to him as Arzalushāh (Jowzjāni, 1984, 1: 313); Shabānkāreʿi recorded his name as Azraqshāh
(Shabānkāreʿi, 2002, 2: 143).
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Leaving Khwārazm Abandoned
The Mongol invasion of the Khwārazmshāh’s territories in ca.617/1221 displayed the split
in the power of the Khwārazmshāh dynasty. Sultan Muhammad had received the envoys of
Chinggis twice before they invaded Otrār, the farthest city conquered by Sultan Muhammad.
In each of these occasions, Sultan Muhammad had been stationed in Neyshābur (Joveyni,
2006, 2: 100; Nasavi, 2005, 86-87). The first time, the Mongols brought messages concerning
a commercial relationship with the Khwārazmshāhs. The next time, the Mongol merchants
were killed and their wealth confiscated by Ghāyer Khān, the governor of Otrār and a relative
of Tarkān Khātun (Joveyni, 2006, 2: 99-100; Ibn Athir, 1979, 12: 262). On that occasion, the
envoys of Chinggis Khān wanted both the punishment of Ghāyer Khān and the return of
the properties of the merchants who had been killed. The envoy of Chinggis Khān was killed
in turn, and so a message of war was delivered to the Mongols (Joveyni, 2006, 2: 100; Nasavi,
2005, 86-87; Shabānkāreʿi, 2002, 2: 140).
The Mongols invaded the territories of Khwārazmshāhs after Sultan Muhammad had left
Khwārazm defenseless. Sultan Muhammad, unlike other campaigns where he had personally
led the army, scattered his troops to several cities, including Otrār, Bukhara, Samarqand,
Termez, Vakhsh, Balkh, Jand, Khottalān, and Qonduz and then fled to Khorāsān. According
to Nasavi,
In general, the Sultan did not leave the cities of Transoxiana without troops. But it was
a big mistake since if he faced Mongols with all his troops, he could hunt them like a
hawk that grabs a warbler.” (Nasavi, 2005, 91).

The steady escape of the Sultan from Transoxiana to Khorāsān and then from Jebāl to Gilān
and Māzandarān in northern Iran determined the direction of the rapid conquests of the
Mongol’s army (Ibn Athir, 1979, 12: 359). His escape also signaled that he could no longer
rely on his troop’s loyalty, which were primarily from his mother’s tribe and loyal to the Sultan
only as long as he stationed in Khwārazm. But, now that he had left the main center of power
and the Khwārazmshāhs defenseless, his troops sharpened their swords and prepared to kill
their Sultan.32
For Mongols, the power of the Khwārazmshāhs was primarily defined by their rulers
rather than their capital. Hence, they did not seize Khwārazm as long as the Sultan and his
mother were not subjugated. This position was totally unlike that of the former rivals of the
Khwārazmshāhs in Khorāsān and Transoxiana, who regarded Khwārazm rather than the
Sultan as the target of their invasions. During the Mongol’s approach, the companions of the
Sultan asked him to redefine the geographical realm of the Khwārazmshāhs and defend the
32

“Now, the greater parts of his army were Turks of the tribe to which his mother’s kinsmen belonged called the
Urān. In the midst of all this distraction and confusion, they plotted to kill the Sultan. Someone informed him
of their plan, and that night he changed his sleeping quarters and left his tent. At midnight, they let fly their
arrows, and in the morning, the tent appeared as full of holes as a sieve from the arrow shots. On this account,
the Sultan’s apprehension was increased and his fright and terror redoubled.” Joveyni, 2006, 2: 109; tr. Boyle,
1958, 1: 378.
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remnant of the territories against the Mongols. They tried first in Balkh,33second in Ghazna
(Shabānkāreʿi, 2002, 2: 141), then in Neyshābur,34 and at last in Ray to convince the Sultan to
stay and resist the Mongols (Joveyni, 2006, 2: 113; Barthold, 1968, 422). This condition was
while Khwārazm, the center of the Khwārazmshāhs, had not yet been conquered and was
left isolated. But the Sultan did not stay in any of these cities, not even in Neyshābur, which
had been his center of power and the final place where Sultan Muhammad could launch any
decisive defense against the Mongols (Nasavi, 2005, 104). At last, he fled to northern Iran in
Ābeskun, where he died far from Khwārazm in ca.617/1221 (Joveyni, 2006, 2: 115; Nasavi,
2005, 107; Shabānkāreʿi, 2002, 2: 141-143).
Tarkān Khātun, on the other hand, who had consolidated the foundations of her power
in Khwārazm during the absence of Sultan Muhammad, abandoned the capital as soon as she
heard that the Sultan had escaped from Transoxiana. Some historians including Ibn Athir,
Joveyni, Jowzjāni, and Mostowfī believe that the Mongols intensified the hostilities between
the Sultan and his mother by sending separate messages to them and causing the Sultan to
stay away from Khwārazm and Tarkān Khātun to leave the capital (Joveyni, 2006, 2: 199;
Ibn Athir, 1979, 12: 373; Jowzjāni, 1984, 1: 313-314). On the other hand, some of the same
historians, such as Joveyni, Jowzjāni, and Nasavi specify that Sultan Muhammad sent messages
to Tarkān Khātun asking her to leave the city for Māzandarān with his family.35 Whichever
account is valid, she headed for Māzandarān in the southwestern area of Khwārazm, which
had been the resort of the Khwārazmshāhs and was naturally well-protected (Joveyni, 2006,
2: 199; Ibn Athir1979, 12: 373; Jowzjāni, 1984, 1: 313-314). Before her departure, Tarkān
murdered all the prominent figures imprisoned in the jail of Khwārazm (Jowzjāni, 1984, 1:
313; see also Shabānkāreʿi, 2002, 2: 143). She didn’t institute any measures for the safety of
Khwārazm and left it defenseless. Instead, she killed political figures, including descendants
of the Ghurids and the Saljuqs, to ensure that Khwārazm would never become a center for
the Khwārazmshāh’s claimants. Tarkān Khātun and her companions then sheltered in the
castle of Ilāl in Māzandarān, where Mongols, at last, conquered them in ca.618/1222 (Ibn
Athir, 1979, 12: 373; Shabānkāreʿi, 2002, 2: 142-143).
33

34

35

His counselors encouraged him to go either to Ghazna and assemble troops against the Mongols, “The position
in Transoxiana has passed out of our control and it is no longer possible to hold that area, but we should do
everything in our power not to lose the territories of Iraq [Jebāl] and Khorāsān. The armies which have been
stationed in every city and upon every side must be recalled; a general advance must be made; the Oxus must
be converted into a moat, and they must not be suffered to set foot across that river” (Joveyni, 2006, 2, 106; tr.
Boyle, 1958, 1: 376). However, when he heard the Mongols had passed from the Oxus, Sultan Muhammad was
determined to go farther away to Neyshābur (Joveyni, 2006, 2:106-107; Shabānkāreʿi, 2002, 2: 140).
In Neyshābur Jalāl al-Din persuaded his father to resist the Mongols: “My advice is that we should, as much
as possible, gather the armies and proceed against the Mongols. And if the Sultan does not intend to do that,
please retreat to Iraq [Jebal] and hand over the armies to me so that I can advance toward the Mongols and
fight with them to smash them all together.” Joveyni, 2006, 2:107; tr. Boyle, 1958, 2: 376-377; see also, Ibn Athir,
1979, 12: 370; Shabānkāreʿi, 2002, 2: 141.
“When the news that the Sultan had crossed the Āmu Daryā was spread, the damned Tarkān Khātun was
intensively horrified. Immediately she left Khwārazm with the Sultan’s children and Haram and the most
precious objects of the treasury.” (Nasavi, 2005, 94). See also Joveyni, 2006, 2: 199; Jowzjāni, 1984, 1: 313.
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The absence of Sultan Muhammad and Tarkān Khātun from Khwārazm, even after
the Mongol invasion, significantly and irrevocably weakened the position of the capital in
the Khwārazmshāh dynasty. In the absence of the two poles of power, Khwārazm was
unaware of the sweeping magnitude of the Mongol invasions. Joveyni describes the status of
Khwārazm prior to the Mongol invasion very vividly. He states that Khwārazm, the capital
of the most significant power of the Islamic world, was exchanged among many “Nowruz
kings” (Shabānkāreʿi, 2002, 2: 142-143) short-term governors who had no plan to protect it
against the Mongols. The people of Khwārazm, who were expected to be among the first to
receive the news of the Mongol invasions, learned about the actual extent of the invasion just
after the arrival of Jalāl al-Din and his brothers Āqshāh and Uzlāghshāh (Nasavi 2005, 121;
Jowzjāni, 1984, 1: 315-316; Shabānkāreʿi, 2002, 2: 143.). They welcomed Sultan Jalāl al-Din
and his brothers with open arms, eager to have their leadership at this critical juncture and to
have them prepare Khwārazm for the Mongol invasion.
The unity of Sultan Muhammad’s successors could have revitalized the power of
the Khwārazmshāhs, but the power split was still the main problem. With his presence
in Khwārazm, Jalāl al-Din was able to change the region to be the critical front of the
Khwārazmshāhs against the Mongols, just as twelve years earlier, Sultan Muhammad had
resisted the Ghurids based on the geographical, military, and social capacities of Khwārazm.
However, the conflicts between Sultan Muhammad and Tarkān Khātun, which had left
Khwārazm isolated and vulnerable, now turned the capital into a battlefield between Jalāl
al-Din and his brothers, who could not accept Jalāl al-Din’s reign (Mostowfi, 1985, 497).
Jalāl al-Din had come to Khwārazm to revitalize the Khwārazmshāh’s power from where it
originated and to drive the Mongols out of Khwārazm and other territories invaded by the
troops of Chinggis. But, the split in the Khwārazmshāh dynasty challenged the authority of
Jalāl al-Din in Khwārazm. Uzlāghshāh and Āqshāh, who had accompanied Jalāl al-Din from
Ābeskun to Khwārazm turned against him to regain power that had been ceded to them by
Tarkān Khātun and by the remnants of Bayāt tribe. Under these conditions, Jalāl al-Din had
no choice but to abandon Khwārazm and turn toward Khorāsān (Jowzjāni, 1984, 1: 315-316).
Even after his dismissal from the capital, Uzlāghshāh and Āqshāh did not stay in Khwārazm
to consolidate their power against the inevitable attacks of Mongols. Instead, they pursued
Jalāl al-Din out of Khwārazm to fight against him but were entrapped by the Mongols, who
had surrounded Khwārazm. They were killed after an unsuccessful resistance (Nasavi, 2005,
121; Ibn Athir, 1979, 12: 394.).

Conclusion
One can posit that the contradictory and problematic policies of the last rulers of the
dynasty and the split in their power rather than the geographical position of Khwārazm led
to the collapse of the capital of the Khwārazmshāh dynasty. The expanding campaigns of
the Khwārazmshāh Sultans, in particular, Takesh and then Muhammad and their conquests
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of the Ghurid and the Qarā-Khetāy territories, changed the geographical position of
Khwārazm from a capital at the margins to a geographically more centralized capital of the
Khwārazmshāh dynasty. However, owing to the ongoing invasions, the throne of the Sultan
was still able to be subject to the attacks of rival powers. The presence of Tarkān Khātun,
Sultan Muhammad’s mother, during his absence could have resolved this problem. However,
the superpower of the Queen mother and her tribe in Khwārazm and their contradictory
policies, which were not in line with the Sultan’s, made him no longer regard his capital as
the primary source of his power. The tensions between the Sultan and his mother, which
continued under the Sultan’s successors, led the Khwārazmshāhs to abandon Khwārazm
before the encroaching Mongols.
The Mongols besieged Khwārazm for five to seven months before they were able
to conquer it. Nasavi points out that Jochi, Chinggis ’s son, wanted to save the city from
destruction and incorporate it into his territory, and so he invited the people to submit
(Nasavi, 2005, 171). Rashid al-Din Fazl Allāh, on the other hand, reports that indecision
about invading the city was due to disputes among Chinggis Khān’s sons: Jochi, Chaghatāy,
and Ögedei (Rashid al-Din Fazl Allāh, 1: 460-461). Despite their disagreements in their
reports of the reasons for the long siege of Khwārazm, historians agree that in the absence
of the Sultan and his sons, the lack of unity between the rulers of the city and the people
contributed to the less than wholehearted defense against the Mongols. Thus, the Mongols
were able to easily take the town, “Quarter by quarter, house by house,” (Joveyni, 2006, 1:
100), destroying buildings and slaughtering inhabitants until the formerly splendid city was
finally in their hands in 618/1222.
Khwārazm, one of the most cultivated cities of the medieval world, was crumbled to
earth (Ibn Athir, 1979, 12: 372-373; Jowzjāni, 1984, 1: 316). According to original sources,
Barthold in Turkestan, down to the Mongol Invasion, provided a special detailed report of the
collapse of Khwārazm (1968, 431-437). The Mongols not only ravaged the city but ultimately
destroyed its people, who were the true foundations of the Khwārazm civilization.36 Joyeyni
writes that the Mongols drove them out into the open, and “those who were artisans or
craftsmen, of whom there were more than a hundred thousand, were separated from the
rest, the children and the young women were reduced to slavery and borne off into captivity,
and the men who remained were divided among the army, and to each fighting man fell the
execution of twenty-four persons” (Joveyni, 2006, 1: 100-101; tr., 1: 127-128; Nasavi, 2005,
171-172). The slaughter of the men, including prominent figures like Najm al-Din Kobrā,37
the removal of the craftsmen and artisans, and the captivity of women and children left the
city with only the memories of its glorious past.
The disintegration of the city of Khwārazm was also the end of the Khwārazmshāh
dynasty. Jalāl al-Din (r. ca.617-628/1220-1231), as a Sultan without Khwārazm, was like
36

37

Joveyni, 2006, 1: 100-101; tr. Boyle, 1958, 1: 127-128; Nasavi, 2005, 171-172. The slain people in Khwārazm
outnumbered other entire Khwārazmshāh cities Ibn Athir, 1979, 12: 373.
The Mystic Najm al-Din Kobrā was swallowed up in the Mongol storm and died in ca. 618/1222 fighting the
enemies, though the Mongols had offered him safe passage out of the city (Chuvin, 2001, 182).
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a fish out of water or a sparrow in the talons of an eagle. After leaving Khwārazm, he
wandered fruitlessly from Neyshābur (Joveyni, 2006, 2:169-170; Nasavi 2005, 132; Jowzjāni,
1984, 1: 316) to Ghazna (Joveyni, 2006, 2: 134-135; Nasavi 2005, 134, 152; Jowzjāni 1984,
1: 316; Shabānkāreʿi, 2002, 2: 143) northern India (Nasavi, 2005, 174; Joveyni, 2006, 2:
136-140; Jowzjāni, 1984, 1: 316; Mostowfi, 1985, 497; Shabānkāreʿi, 2002, 2: 143); Kermān
(Joveyni, 2006, 2: 149-150, 165; Nasavi, 2005, 190; Jowzjāni, 1984, 1: 316; Mostowfi, 1985,
498; Shabānkāreʿi, 2002, 2: 144.), Isfahan (Joveyni, 2006, 2: 151, 168; Jowzjāni, 1984, 1:
316; Mostowfi, 1985, 498; Shabānkāreʿi, 2002, 2: 144), Khuzestān in western Iran (Joveyni,
2006, 2: 153; Nasavi, 2005, 192; Mostowfi, 1985, 498; Shabānkāreʿi, 2002, 2: 144), Hamedān
(Nasavi, 2005, 192-193; Jowzjāni, 1984, 1: 316), and Azerbaijan (Nasavi, 2005, 377-378),
all to consolidate his power, but he was never able to succeed. Nasavi 2005 likened Sultan
Jalāl al-Din to a sinking ship unable to find anything to grasp onto and so survive (Nasavi,
2005, 377-378). Even the death of Sultan Jalāl al-Din remains mysterious. He may have been
killed in Diyarbakir by a Kurdish assassin hired by the Saljuqs of Rum (ca. 469-706/10771307) (Joveyni, 2006, 2: 191-192; Jowzjāni, 1984, 1: 316) or simply by Kurdish highwaymen
(Joveyni, 2006, 2: 191-192; Mostowfi, 1985, 500; Shabānkāreʿi, 2002, 2: 146). After many
attempts, he could never establish his Sultanate in a new center of power.
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Silk Textiles from the Byzantine Period till the Medieval
Period from Excavations in the Land of Israel (5th-13th
Centuries CE): Origin, Transmission, and Exchange
Orit SHAMIR

The Hebrew word for silk, meshi, is mentioned in the Bible only once1
and there is a possibility that the item to which it referred was made of
local wild silk. Although Jewish historical sources from the Roman and
Byzantine periods mention silk many times, only a few silk textiles have
been discovered at a sited dated to the Byzantine period (4th-7th centuries
CE). The word “silk” occurs in the New Testament, although only once.2 A
turning point in the history of the Negev (Southern Israel) occurred around
400 CE when it underwent a period of prosperity related to the advent
of Christianity and pilgrimage, which enabled the purchase of imported
silk textiles. The Early Islamic period (7-8th centuries CE) yielded four (out
of 310) silk textiles from Nahal ‘Omer on the Spice Routes joining Petra,
in the Edom Mountains of modern Jordan, and the mercantile outlets on
the Mediterranean Sea, notably Gaza and El Arish. The most important
silk textile assemblage in the Southern Levant was found near Jericho at
Qarantal Cave 38 and dates to the medieval period (9th-13th centuries
CE). Linen textiles decorated with silk tapestry originating in Egypt date
back to the 10-11th centuries CE. Mulham textiles — silk warp with hidden
cotton wefts — were discovered in the medieval fortress on Jazirat Fara’un
(Coral Island) in the Red Sea, 14 kilometers south of Elat and today located
in Egypt. Mulham is mentioned in literary sources of the ninth century in
Orit SHAMIR is Head of Department of Archaeological Museums and Exhibits (in Israel) and Head of
Department of the International Exhibitions, Israel Antiquities authority, Jerusalem, Israel.
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Iraq and Iran, whence it spread through the Islamic world. The article will
present aspects of the origin, transmission, and exchange of these textiles.
Keywords: Silk, Mulham, Coral Island, Cave 38, Israel.

Introduction
This study presents silk textiles from excavations in Israel and neighboring areas (5th-13th
centuries CE). It identifies the origin of these textiles, namely, if they were produced locally or
were imported, and reconstructs their cultural connections. In this paper, we compare their
characteristics (e.g. spin direction and weaving techniques), detect similarities and differences
between fabrics from the various sites, and explain these patterns. Whenever possible, we
compare the textile to historical sources such as documents from the Cairo Geniza (see
below) and Al-Muqaddasi.
In the following paragraphs, the silk textiles of eight sites from Israel and its immediate
surroundings are introduced. These include (from north to south) Caesarea, Qarantal Cave
38, Wadi Murabba’at, Nahal Omer, En Marzev, Nessana, Avdat, and the Coral Island (fig. 1).
Although only a few artifacts are intact, we can usually deduce their use through comparisons
to the written sources, to ethnoarchaeology, and to intact specimens from Egypt. The silk
textiles introduce varied weaving techniques. Their technical details include material, size,
number of threads (per centimeter), threads’ spin direction, weaving technique, density,
color, decoration and supplements, sewing, and quality. The main materials that are common
in the 5th-13th centuries in Israel are wool, cotton (with a growing trend), linen (in a decline),
and goat hair, in contrast to silk, which is rare.3
These textiles raise questions regarding their provenance and the route they took to
their new owners. Unlike pottery, textile production rarely leaves diagnostic debris in the
archaeological record (e.g., wooden looms). Thus, textile scholars identify the origin of textiles
through sites with a concentration of textile finds, which indicate the dominant material,
spin direction, or weaving techniques; by their earliest known location; by comparison to
the written sources; and via other artifacts in the archaeological context, which relate to
production, such as spindle whorls. Regarding distribution maps of textile finds, one should
take extreme caution. Textiles are rarely preserved except under special climatic conditions or
in a microenvironment, which allows normally perishable organic materials to survive. The
dry environments of the Judean desert, the Arava Valley, and Sinai have minimal bacterial
3

Shamir, Orit and Alisa Baginski, Functions, Uses and Reuses of Silk Textiles in the Land of Israel and a Seventh Century
CE Textile Decorated with Silk Threads Wrapped with Silver Strips. (Hangzhou: 2016) 87-114, Shamir, Orit and Alisa
Baginski, Medieval Silk Textiles in the Land of Israel (Zhejiang University Press: 2016) 94-104, Shamir, Orit and
Alisa Baginski, Medieval silk textiles from excavations in the land of Israel (London and New York: 2018) 327-335
and Shamir, Orit and Alisa Baginski, Trade and Transfer: Early Medieval Textiles from excavations in Israel (9th-13th
centuries) (Brepols, 2021) 235-268.

Shamir: Silk Textiles from the Byzantine Period till the Medieval Period

55

activity and are ideal for the preservation of textile fibers of all sorts. We present the textiles
according to their periods and the sites in which they were discovered.

The Byzantine Period
A turning point in the history of the Negev (southern part of Israel) occurred around 400
CE, a period of prosperity related to the advent of Christianity and pilgrimage. Six centers
were established in the Negev including Nessana and Avdat. Silk textiles were found at two
sites:
a. Nessana (Auja al-Hafir) is located in the Negev desert approximately 50 km southwest
of the modern city of Be’er Sheva, previously on the main route to Sinai and Egypt. In the
course of the fifth and sixth centuries CE, a fortress and two churches were constructed on
its acropolis.4 Monks’ tombs at Nessana yielded three undyed linen textiles with silk bands.
One of them has silk embroidery with a double running stitch creating two birds in the
branches of a symmetrical tree (fig. 2). Another one has silk tapestry (fig. 3). One example is
made of pure silk decorated with bands of various widths in tan, red and greenish-blue, and
red stripes (fig. 4). These textiles were probably produced in Egypt. In Egypt, linen textiles
were decorated with wool or in rarer cases – in silk.5
A doll (fig. 5) found at Nessana was from the Umayyad period, 7th-8th century CE
layers. The head is made of painted ivory, the body is covered with linen textiles with some
remains of silk.6 In the Early Islamic period (7th–11th century CE) a new type of figurine
appears in the archaeological record: small, crudely crafted human figures made of bone.7
Several examples of rag dolls, entirely fashioned with fabrics and stuffed with vegetal matter,
were found in Egypt.8 They were found also in the Land of Israel. The function and use of
these figurines are controversial: some scholars see them as apotropaic, fertility, or magical
figures, others merely as educational toys preparing the girl for motherhood.9
In the course of excavations conducted in 1993 at Nessana, four small silk fragments in
compound weave were found in the ruins of a Byzantine house. One of them has an upper
part of a roundel with a pearl border (diam. 8 cm), a pair of reversed birds of prey with spread
wings, and a pearl collar standing on half palmettos among ivy leaves. There is a lotus flower
on the side and a tan or beige ground (fig. 6).10 Repeating roundels were produced throughout
4
5
6
7

8

9
10

Ornit Ilan, Image and Artifact: Treasures of the Rockefeller Museum. (Jerusalem: The Israel Museum, 2000) 88.
Louisa Bellinger, Textiles (Princeton: NJ Princeton Univ. Press, 1962) 91-105.
Ilan, Image and Artifact: Treasures of the Rockefeller Museum, 88-90.
Ariel Shatil, Bone figurines of the early Islamic period: the so called “Coptic dolls” from Palestine and Egypt (Belgrade:
Institute of Archaeology, 2016) 296.
Brigitte Pitarakis, The Material Culture of Childhood in Byzantium, (Washington, D.C: Dumbarton Oaks
Research Library and Collection, 2009) 247.
Shatil, Bone Figurines of The Early Islamic Period: The So Called “Coptic Dolls” from Palestine and Egypt, 311.
See Alisa Baginski and Avigail Sheffer, Textiles from Nessana (Jerusalem: Ben-Gurion University of the Negev
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the long Late Antiquity (and after) in numerous thematic variants all along the trade routes
from China to the Mediterranean in silk artifacts and depictions of silk clothing.11
b. A single silk textile (fig. 7) from the late Byzantine period (no later than 636 CE) was
found in a building which was a small commercial center at Avdat, in the Negev Desert of
Israel, c. 50 km south of Be’er Sheva.
The warp is Z-spun and the weft has almost no twist. The weaving is a compound twill
weave consisting of two sets of wefts. The warp is buff in color; the weft is golden-yellow
and red. The main field of the fragment is divided by light-colored double stripes into panels,
which contain cartouches with floral devices (trefoil). The textile was produced in Egypt,
as Avdat served as a way station on the road connecting Egypt with Syria. This silk textile
resembles a group of decorated silk tunics found at Akhim12 and Antinoë in Egypt.13 It
confirms the opinion of most scholars that these silks should be attributed to the period
ranging from the second half of the sixth century to the middle of the seventh century CE.14
This piece serves as an important benchmark to show the high degree of weaving skills in the
region just before the Islamic conquest.15

The Early Islamic Period
The Arab conquest of the Levant occurred in the first half of the 7th century. This
conquest opened an entirely new page in the Land of Israel’s history. The new element in the
situation was the fact that the nomadic tribes, which for many generations had been kept at
a distance from the cultivated lands and their cultures by the rulers of those lands, were now
spearheading into these lands and becoming their masters. A new society was born. While
the subdued population, Jews, and Christians, continued to form the majority in the Land
of Israel during this period, the Bedouin constituted the ruling class under the Umayyad
Caliphate.16 The last century of the Byzantine period and the beginning of the Early Islamic
period were marked by the increased changes in urban structures and the confrontation of
new cultural and religious challenges.17
11

12

13

14
15

16
17
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Nahal ‘Omer
The value and benefit of textile research for archaeology was presented by Hugh Kennedy,
Professor of Arabic at the University of London. In 2018, after he heard our lecture about
Nahal Omer, he wrote18:
If you have never heard of Nahal Omer you need not be dismayed by your ignorance.
One thing does distinguish Nahal Omer from many hundreds of villages in the Fertile
Crescent in that it offers a very good environment for the preservation of organic
remains including textiles. So here in this small out-of-the-way village we have evidence
that the inhabitants in the early Islamic period possessed a wide range of woven and
dyed textiles including local manufacture but also, in all probability, imports from India
or south Arabia. Nahal Omer, in fact, presents evidence of the penetration of the
market economy way beyond the confines of metropolitan and elite life.

Indeed, silk textiles and cotton and silks ikats found at the site are prime candidates for the
textile trade.
Nahal Omer, can be dated to the Late Byzantine (6th century CE) and Early Islamic
periods (7-8th centuries CE). The site is located about 40 km northwest of Petra on the
western edge of the `Aravah with a spring nearby. It appears to have been a farming village
(fig. 8) on the Spice Routes joining Petra, in the Edom Mountains of present-day Jordan, and
the mercantile outlets on the Mediterranean Sea, notably Gaza and El Arish (fig. 9). These
routes also led to Egypt, the Arabian Peninsula, Yemen, parts of the Persian Gulf, and the sea
routes to India as well as to Mesopotamia, Central Asia, and from there all the way to China.
The caravans carried a variety of trade goods as well as spices, which were a major economic
asset during the Roman, Byzantine, and Early Islamic periods. The caravans were also used
by pilgrims headed for Mecca. This route had existed earlier during the Nabataean period
(1st century BCE - 3rd century CE). Nahal Omer’s prominence derives from its excellently
preserved organic materials. Most of the textile material was discovered in middens (waste
dumps) and many had been cut into small pieces. Basketry and cordage items were also
discovered. A few textiles were recovered from the remaining ruins of the buildings. The
site features 17 rectangular dwelling units as well as a mosque in use during the early Islamic
period. The date of the material has been confirmed by radiocarbon 14 analysis.
The small number of textiles and other artifacts found at the site, including simple and
poor ceramic vessels, indicate that it was only used for a limited period corresponding to
the Early Islamic period. It had been abandoned by its inhabitants when the route changed
its path, moving away from Nahal ‘Omer. Prior to this shift, it is probable that the village
provided caravans with shelter, limited water, fodder, and other amenities, offering a welcome
relief from the dangers of the caravans’ roads.
18

Press, 2014 ) 40.
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Two hundred fifty-one (Table 1) textiles were found at the site, made of cotton, linen,
wool, hair, and silk. Nahal Omer is amongst the first archaeological sites at the Western ends
of the Silk Roads that yielded silks and a great number of cotton textiles. Technological
characteristics like weft-faced compound tabbies and warp-ikat suggest that some of these
fabrics arrived from East Asia and India. The cotton ikat textiles from this site represent the
earliest physical evidence in existence for this technique in cotton. Moreover, the fragments of
a cut-to-shape tunic represent the transition from the ‘woven-to-shape’ tunics of the Roman
and Byzantine periods to the ‘cut-to-shape’ tunics of the Early Islamic period and onwards.
The diversity and abundance of the textile collection from Nahal Omer, compared with
other contemporaneous sites from the region, attest to the wide and inter-regional cultural
and geographic trade networks and add this hitherto little-known artery of the “Israeli Silk
Road” to the larger systems of connectivity. Three very fine, Z-spun silk fragments were
discovered. One is a very fragmentary tabby, with slightly Z-twisted red silk weft threads
(38 per cm). One (fig. 10) pure silk textile has, in addition to the coral-red main weft, yellow
brocading weft threads which create diagonal motifs.19
Among the Nahal Omer textiles, a warp ikat silk textile was found (fig. 11). The oldest
known silk ikat textiles are from Horiyu-ji, Nara, Japan, Asuka Period, 552-644 CE.20 In the
eighth century CE, silk warp ikat textiles were widely found not only in Turfan (Xinjiang),
Dulan (Qinghai), and Dunhuang (Gansu) in northwest China but also in the Shosoin, Nara,
Japan. The Shosoin collection includes treasures from the Tang Dynasty, China, 618–907
CE.21
Table 1. Nahal Omer textile materials
Material
Cotton
Wool
Linen
Silk
Goat Hair
Wool and Cotton
Sum

No.
153
60
31
3
3
1
251

A new research field introduced by Prof. Gideon Avni, Guy Bar-Oz, and Roi Galili is that
of the excavation of ancient trash mounds, which have recently demonstrated their qualities
as “social archives” that enable us to explore the rise and fall of Negev urban communities
at the end of the Byzantine period. A recent pilot excavation of the refuse dumps of Nahal
19
20

21
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Omer has revealed that they all contain a dense accumulation of organic remains. Initial
results indicate that the hyper-arid environment of the Negev has provided perfect conditions
for the preservation of the textiles and various food remains, including numerous plant seeds
and their containers. These finds reflect both exotic cargoes in the trade between East and
West and the leftovers of the caravan subsistence economy, providing valuable insights into
the everyday life of the ancient traders. Most importantly, they offer insights into the diversity
of textiles. This excavation yielded around 60 textiles, including silk textiles (fig. 12). These
are currently being investigated by our student Nofar Shamir as part of her M.A thesis,
supervised by Guy Bar-Oz and myself.22

‘En Marzev (‘En Yahav)
Sixty-one textile fragments, most of them made of wool, and 10 small bundles of woolen fibers
were uncovered at the ‘En Marzev settlement, dated to the Early Islamic period (late 7th-9th
centuries CE), a date confirmed by Carbon-14 analysis (787–896 CE). Most of the textiles were
found in Building C, which features rooms surrounding a large courtyard (fig. 13).
One Z-spun plain weave cotton textile is very delicate with thin threads and an open
weave. It is white, decorated with red cotton bands (each 0.8 cm wide) alternating with shiny
silk made of S-spun threads wound with silver strips23 that disintegrated. Each band consists
of two threads. Fringes (4 cm long) were preserved twisted to Z2S2Z24 (figs. 14a-14b).
Precious metals have been used in combination with fibers in order to produce luxury fabrics
for political and religious elites.25 In this particular textile, the difference in quality between
the textile finds from the two ‘Arava sites—Nahal ‘Omer and ‘En Marzev—may be attributed
to their findspots. While the finds from ‘En Marzev originated in structures that were
abandoned in an orderly fashion, the finds from Nahal ‘Omer originated in a waste dump,
thus representing an accumulation of objects discarded over years of habitation.26 A few
22

23

24
25

26
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other Early Islamic textile assemblages from the Land of Israel have been discovered – for
example, at ‘En ‘Avrona,27 Nahal Shahaq,28 and Yotvata29 but they don’t feature silk textiles.

The Crusader Period
Caesarea
A Christian grave under the pavement of the Crusader cathedral in Caesarea was excavated
in 1995 by J. Porath. It was dated to the 11th century. The burial was in a wooden coffin with
iron nails, where small remains of textiles were discovered (fig. 15). The fragments consisted
of several layers, one on top of the other, carbonized and very fragile. They were interpreted
as the coffin lining and the shrouds and/or vestments of the deceased. Some fragments
consist of a silk tablet woven band, which is brocaded (supplemental brocading wefts) with
a gilded membrane lamella wound on a silk core. Some are silk tabby brocaded with similar
gilded threads like those of the tablet woven band. The use of splendid silks in burials was
customary for high-ranking church dignitaries as well as for secular aristocrats in medieval
Europe. In both cases, they would have been buried in the cathedral. As the Caesarea band
resembles so closely the European tablet woven bands, such as in Britain or Germany, it can
be assumed that it was produced there.30

The Medieval Period
Cave 38
A significant number of textile fragments were unearthed in Cave 38 at the Qarantal Cliff
above Jericho (fig. 16), during the 1993 excavations of the Israel Antiquities Authority.
They were dated to the early 9th to late 13th centuries, based on radiocarbon analysis of
the fragments along with coins and the typology of pottery and glass from the cave. The
textiles were found in one of several connected spaces (Area F) (fig. 17). The absence of
related artifacts, together with the character of the fragments which will be discussed shortly,
indicates that they were collected and stored in the cave and that no textile production
or textile repairs were conducted there. The context was thus interpreted as storage. One
possible interpretation is that rag collectors or merchants gathered these fragments for the
27
28
29
30
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paper-making industry. The growth of this industry, at least from the 9th century, prompted
the usage of waste from local cotton manufacturing and other textile materials.31
Documents which had been preserved in a storeroom of a synagogue in Fustat (or Old
Cairo in Egypt), written mainly in Judaeo-Arabic , hail from all over the Mediterranean basin
and the route of the India trade. The manuscripts are of every conceivable sort, ranging from
correspondence (commercial, private, or official) to court records, marriage contracts, bills
of divorce, and last wills and testaments.32 Most of the manuscripts originated in the Land
of Israel. Some were examined and demonstrate that they were principally produced from
cotton but were sometimes mixed with flax, wool, or other materials.33
A total of 768 fragments were found at Cave 38 and analyzed.34 The textiles are torn, cut,
and patched and many have been reused, sometimes more than once. Many are composed
of several different textiles, or several pieces of the same materials, stitched together. Others
were cut into rectangles, odd shapes, or strips. All pieces are small, measuring 5 x 5 cm on
average, and worn. Some fragments were stained and some were partly burnt. Some of the
reused textiles are of high-quality materials and designs, including fragments of once splendid
silk fabrics. It can be assumed that most of these fragments were originally parts of clothing,
such as tunics, and that later their decorations were cut in order to decorate other garments.
The textiles from Cave 38 are made of cotton, linen, silk, wool, goat hair, and mixed
materials such as linen and cotton (Table 1). Some pieces were identified as tunics, trousers,
coifs, wrappers, and small bags. Cave 38 yielded 38 pure silk textiles. Two textiles are blockprinted plain weave without any twist of the fibres (I-spun), one of which has blue geometric
motifs printed on an ivory background (fig. 18). Another piece is woven in the unique
soumak technique (fig. 19), which probably originates in Asia Minor.35 Nine linen textiles are
decorated with colored silk tapestry bands of brown, beige, gold, red, green, black, blue, and
yellow. The motifs are swimming birds (ducks?) (figs. 20a-b), birds’ heads (fig. 21), and linen
decorated with silk tapestry with stylized devices in cartouches flanked by bands bearing
an inscription (or pseudo-inscription?). The long arms of the letters of the inscription are
topped with stylized bird heads on a gold and blue ground (tiraz?) (fig. 22).
The most significant group consists of eighteen compound-weave silk fragments. Four
are monochrome but the others have colored patterns in blue (fig. 23), green, red (fig. 24), and
brown on the undyed ground, or vice versa. The patterns are geometric, floral, or interlaced
and in several cases include birds, animals, or an Arabic inscription. Textiles woven in tabby
or lampas techniques are mostly bicolor and bear motifs. Lampas technique is figured weave
31

32
33

34
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in which a pattern, composed of weft floats bound by a binding warp, is added to a ground
weave formed by a main warp and a main weft.36 No. 719/6 is made of five fragments that
were stitched together: one is made of blue and cream silk in lampas, another one is weftfaced compound tabby, in a lozenge grid with an eight-pointed star and a geometrical device.
In the cartouches, pairs of birds face each other, between them there is a branch with leaves
(fig. 25).
These are all luxury, compound-weaves silk fabrics woven on sophisticated looms such
as the drawloom, which allows for mechanized pattern weaving. The complex nature of
drawloom technology encouraged mirroring and repetition. The drawloom also encouraged
symmetry since the loom created identical and/or mirroring areas of cloth.37 It is a horizontal
loom with a special type of figure harness to control each warp thread separately. This loom
requires a weaver’s assistant to sit perched on top of the harnesses and lift the figure heddles
in an order necessary to form the desired pattern.38 Drawlooms owe their existence to a long
evolution that includes developments in China, Central Asia, northern India, the Middle
East, and later in Europe. On the other hand, there is no rigid relationship between the
woven structure and the loom type.39 The same textile could have been made either on highly
sophisticated looms or on simple ones with higher labor investment.40 Silk compound weaves
have been discovered in Egypt41 and one specimen was found in 6th-century Avdat, Israel.42
During the Byzantine period and after the Islamic conquest, textile centers in Syria were
already producing such textiles.43 A few have been found in excavations near Rayy in Iran
from the 10th-12th centuries.44 Such products could have been imported from Egypt, Syria,
Byzantium, Mesopotamia, or Persia.
36
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Wadi Murabba’at
Wadi Murabba’at (Arabic: Wādī Murbbaʿāt) is a deep ravine descending from the Judean
Desert towards the Dead Sea, some 18 kilometers south of Qumran. Five caves were
excavated along the valley by Harding, de Vaux, and Barthélémy in 1952 following the
discovery of documents by locals. The artifacts recovered in the caves were dated from the
Chalcolithic period (4500 BC) till modern times. They were studied and catalogued by G. and
E. Crowfoot and were examined also by us. Thirty-two textiles from linen, cotton, and silk
were dated to the 11th-13th centuries.45 Of importance are four linen textiles decorated with
silk. These are assumed to have originated in Egypt.46 One blue linen textile, a part of a tunic,
is decorated with a silk tapestry band in yellow, brown, light blue, blue, and cream. Another
piece has a brocading of Kufic Arabic letters in dark brown and traces of red silk (fig. 26). A
third textile shows silk tapestry in brown and red and a scroll with curling leaves (fig. 27). A
final linen fragment is embroidered with dark brown silk birds (fig. 28). The vast majority of
the Mamluk embroideries were products of home industries and their decoration followed
the embroiderer’s taste and skill.47

The Coral Island
The medieval fortress on Coral Island (Jazīrat Firʿawn) is located in the Red Sea, in the
Gulf of Aqaba, south of Elat (Israel) and Ṭābā (Egypt). The island, a solid granite rock,
is situated beside a shallow lagoon. Excavations were carried out on the site from 1975 to
1981 by A. Goren and dated to the 13th century, based on pottery and C14 (no final report
was published). The fortifications were begun in the 12th century CE as protection against
Crusader raids.48 By the 13th century, when the pilgrim Thietmar passed along the shore, the
island was occupied by a fishing village, inhabited by Muslims and captive Franks. The castle
was finally abandoned by its Mamluk governor sometime in the 1320s in favor of one located
in present-day al-‘Aqaba.49
About 1,500 textile fragments were unearthed at the site along with 700 basketry
fragments and seven hundred pieces of cordage. Most of the textiles were discovered in
middens (waste dumps) in contrast to the basketry and cordage fragments, which were chiefly
45
46

47
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recovered from structures. As there are no signs of a sudden destruction of the buildings,
it can be assumed that the inhabitants deserted the island, taking their garments and other
valuable textiles with them and abandoning only used mats, baskets, and cordage fragments.
Of these, 236 textiles were analyzed by Alisa Baginski and me. They display a variety
of materials: cotton, linen, wool, silk, and silk with cotton. Most of them were parts of
garments such as turbans, scarves, and robes. Seven small fragments are all silk and some are
red tabbies. One, which is sewn to a plain cotton fabric, has alternating multicolored stripes.
One is a compound twill with a red and golden-yellow pattern; No. 79 is a very small silk
strip, a multicolored compound tabby. One small fragment is of an embroidered silk damask.
The small number of pure silk fragments found here also corresponds with finds from other
sites mentioned above. The silk yarns are either slightly reeled in the Z direction or not at all
(i.e., I; floss). Twenty-two textiles from Coral Island have silk warps and hidden cotton wefts,
a specific weave known as mulham. The silk warp has colored stripes while the weft is either
undyed or light blue. One mulham is decorated with a very delicate silk tapestry band of fine
brown scrolls on a beige ground (fig. 29). Another one is a sleeve of a delicate mulham tunic,
which was lined with plain undyed cotton fabric (fig. 30).50
This relatively large number of mulham textiles is unique to Coral Island: one was found
at Cave 38, one at Qasr Ibrim,51 Edfu52 and eleven specimens were uncovered at Fusṭāṭ.53
None was discovered at the Egyptian Red Sea port of Quseir al-Qadim from the thirteenth
and early fourteenth century at the time of the Mamluk reign in Egypt. It is uncertain why
the harbour lost its importance after that period.54 A number of materials of this kind were
found at Ghubayra55 and Rayy in Iran.56 Based on a number of texts, this technique was
perhaps utilized in order to avoid regulations for men on pure silk.57 Besides, the technique
offered an economical way to make the most of silk yarns, which were significantly more
expensive than cotton or linen.
Since mulham textiles are first mentioned in literary sources from the 9th century about
Iraq (Mesopotamia) and Iran e.g at Khurasan, they might have originated there and then
spread through the Islamic world.58 According to sources from the 10th and 11th centuries,
Baginski and Shamir 1998.
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such as Al-Muqaddasi, they were also produced in the Land of Israel59 at places such as Ghazza
and al-Ramla.60 Additionally, The Book of Gifts and Rarities (Ghada al-Hijjawi al-Qaddumi) – an
important record of the material culture of textiles and other objects, compiled in the late
eleventh century by Qāḍī al-Rashīd Ibn al-Zubayr (probably an official of the Fātimid court in
Cairo), provides valuable information about “gift” exchanges on various occasions between
Islamic rulers and their foreign counterparts, e.g Sasanian and Byzantine and rulers, and
mention textile gifts, mainly of silk, its various types, names, and origins, including mulham.61

Discussion, Summary, and Conclusions
The value and benefit of textile research for archaeology in Israel is that it sheds light on this
little-known artery of the “Israeli Silk Road,” on the people who lived there, and the goods
that they traded, used, and discarded. The connection between the Early Islamic period local
textile production, such as ikat cotton and silk textiles, and the long-distance trade in textiles
can shed light on the importance of these sites and the differences among them. The most
distinctive phenomenon is the strong entrance of silk into the local market. Silk textiles were
found in four out of nine Medieval sites and in two of them, mulham textiles of cotton and
silk were also present, mainly produced in Iraq and Iran. This demonstrates the important
contribution of textiles to the archaeological and historical studies of ancient trade.
In contrast to earlier periods, the medieval sites in Israel yielded a variety of textiles but
no spinning and weaving implements were preserved. The provenance of textiles suggested
by a comparison to parallels from other regions and from the area in earlier periods points
to diverse origins. As we showed and will emphasize in this section, the main elements to
identify provenance are material, spin direction, the complexity of weaving, decoration, dye
sources, and specific designs. The resulting picture, however, is not always that clear.
Silk has been discovered on Israeli sites from as early as the 6th century CE.62 We have
presented medieval silk textiles from Caesarea, Wadi Murabba‘at, and the Coral Island, with
the most significant assemblage from Cave 38 with 38 pieces.63 Printed silks, which were
found at Cave 38, have been found at archaeological sites in China from the end of the 3rd
century BC to the 10th century CE.64 However, one must not attribute silk remains in Israel
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to China, as both archaeological and textual evidence point to production centers elsewhere,
including centers in Syria.65 Evidence for tenth-century silk production in the Land of Israel,
as indicated by Arabic sources such as al-Muqaddasi, a medieval Arab geographer, may
indicate small-scale production. There is a relationship between the design and the techniques
of the compound silk fragments, which may assist in the identification of their origin. The
weft-faced compound twills are mostly monochrome with no patterns or motifs, or with
unrecognizable motifs. Monochrome, weft-faced compound twills were made in Byzantium
in the 10th and 11th centuries CE.66 They are of very fine craftsmanship, suggesting that
they were once expensive luxury silks affordable only to the upper classes. In parallel, linen
textiles decorated with colored silk tapestry are believed to have originated in Egypt, whereas
silk warps and cotton hidden wefts (mulham) are assumed to have originated in Iran and Iraq.
The most common weaving technique in the medieval textiles found in Israel is tabby
(plain weave) and its variations. Other techniques almost certainly represent imports. The
soumak technique, which was found on one silk fragment in Cave 38, is identified with Asia
Minor.67 The silk textiles from the site with compound weaves are thought to be from
different areas (e.g Byzantium, Egypt, Persia). Silk was not found at other medieval sites such
as ‘Avdat – the Saints Cave,68 Kasr al-Yahud,69 the northern Judean Desert caves,70 and Mezad
Zohar71 which means that silk was still expensive.
Dyes and dyeing techniques have a high potential for assisting in the identification of
provenances. The blue dyeings were produced with the vat dye indigotin, which may be
produced from either woad (Isatis tinctoria L.) or indigo (Indigofera tinctoria) or from other
indigotin producing plants.72 Current analytical methods cannot determine the botanical
provenance of dyeings that contain the indigotin dye. Either woad or indigo could have been
used.73 According to historical texts, the indigotin plant was extensively cultivated locally
around Jericho in the 7th century.74 Some of the medieval textiles also bear remains of red
and yellow hues. In general, it can be said that the red comes from local madder root (Rubia
tinctoria).75 While the yellow color could be produced from different plants that grow wild.
The yellow dye source does not correlate with any of the known dyestuffs and has not yet
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been identified.76The research on these dyes is being done these days by Naama Sukenik and
is not complete yet.
In general, the origin of silk is a complete mystery unless it is labeled, for not only was it
produced in many parts of the Mediterranean (especially al-Andalus, Sicily, and Syria) as well
as in Asia but its value-to-weight ratio was so high that individuals carried it about, almost
as an alternative currency.77 From the perspective of the Silk Road(s) the Land of Israel is a
region of minor importance to which there was no direct connection. There might possibly
have been indirect contacts. While the Jewish part in the silk trade of late antiquity is hard to
define, Jews were certainly involved in it from the Land of Israel all the way to Central Asia.
Western extensions of the Silk Road served Jewish pilgrims as roads to Jerusalem where
they presented Temple offerings and celebrated the festivities of pilgrimage.78 In view of the
textile findings at Palmyra (Terminal date 272/273 CE)79 and Halabiyeh (610 CE - terminus
ad quem)80 in Syria, we must expect to find more silk textiles in the Land of Israel.81
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Figure 1. Map of the Nahal ʻOmer site and
other sites from the Early Islamic period in
the Negev and ʻArava region

Figure 2. Nessana, linen textile embroidered with
silk with a double running stitch creating two
birds in the branches of a symmetrical tree.

Figure 3. Nessana, linen textile decorated with
silk tapestry.

Figure 4. Nessana, pure silk decorated with bands
of various widths in tan, red and greenish-blue, and
red stripes.
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Figure 5. Nessana, a doll, the body is covered
with linen textiles with some remains of silk.

Figure 6. Nessana, compound weave.

Figure 7. ‘Avdat, compound weave.

Figure 8. Nahal Omer, Aerial photograph of
Nahal ‘Omer settlement, looking east.
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Figure 9. Map of international trade routes at the
dawn of the Islamic period.
(After Stewart 1969:13.)

Figure 10. Nahal Omer, pure silk textile, in
addition to the coral-red main weft, yellow
brocading weft threads which create diagonal
motifs.

Figure 11. Nahal Omer, silk ikat.

Figure 12. Nahal Omer, silk textile from the new
excavations.
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Figure 13. En Marzev, the site.

Figure 14. En Marzev, white cotton decorated
with red cotton bands (each 0.8 cm wide)
alternating with shiny silk, S-spun threads wound
with silver strips.

Figure 15. Caesarea, silk textiles.

Figure 16. Cave 38, Map near Jericho.
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Figure 17. Cave 38, photo.

Figure 18. Cave 38, pure silk, blue geometric
motifs printed on ivory background.

Figure 19. Cave 38, pure silk, soumak technique.

Figure 20. Cave 38, linen tabby and silk tapestry
depicting swimming birds (ducks), No 719/9.
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Figure 21. Cave 38, linen tabby decorated with
silk tapestry; repeating pattern of swimming
birds (ducks) cut into a rectangle, No. 752/1.

Figure 22. Cave 38, linen decorated with silk tapestry,
with stylized devices in cartouches flanked by bands
bearing an inscription (or pseudo-inscription?). The
high letters are topped with stylized bird heads on a
gold and blue ground (tiraz).

Figure 23. Cave 38, silk weft-faced compound
tabby, blue.

Figure 24. Cave 38, silk weft-faced compound
tabby, red.
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Figure 25. Five silk fragments stitched together,
Cave 38.

Figure 26. Wadi Murabba’at, linen textile with
brocading of Kufic Arabic letters in dark brown
and traces of red silk.

Figure 27. Wadi Murabba’at, linen textile with
silk tapestry in brown and red and a scroll with
curling leaves.

Figure 28. Wadi Murabba’at, linen with dark
brown silk embroidery.
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Figure 29. Coral Island, mulham textile decorated
with a delicate silk tapestry band.

Figure 30. Coral Island, a sleeve of a delicate
mulham tunic.
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Introduction
The present-day world is being drawn into an age of containment geopolitics, in which
world and regional powers are defining zones of influence and in which other countries are
being forced to choose sides. One of the most important of these zones of influence is the
Belt and Road Initiative; formally proposed in 2013. This is a project that officially aims to
promote regional and global connectivity via numerous economic corridors, infrastructure
projects, transport routes diversification, and cooperation development plans (Office of the
Leading Group for the Belt and Road Initiative 2017, 4-5). Even though the Belt and Road
Initiative (BRI) has been discursively inserted into the “historical trends” of globalization
and open economies, it is a situation that has resulted in identifying China as the “guardian
of globalization” (Xi 2019, Yap and Khan 2017). The reality is that the BRI is a reaction to
“de-globalization” and “neo-protectionism” tendencies in world politics and the economy,
partially as a consequence of the 2008 Global Financial Recession, and manifested in the
“balkanization” of political processes –such as the Brexit decision in 2016 (Bugajski 2019)–,
the “regionalization” of trade blocs –like the Eurasian Economic Union’s1 entry into force
in 2014, the CPTPP2 in 2018, or the RCEP3 in 2022–, and the consolidation of particular
geopolitical thoughts –such as the emergence of the “Indo-Pacific” concept that underwrites
the United States Indo-Pacific Strategy of 2022 (Blinken 2021).
As it has been widely discussed, the Belt and Road Initiative has brought back the
remembrance of Silk Road “nostalgia” into the public arena (Andrea 2014, Gu 2018).
Particularly, the BRI narrative rescues the Silk Road idea due to historical legitimacy (Chan
and Song 2020, Dadabaev 2017, Winter 2021), promotes Eurasia connectivity (Summers
2016, Winter 2020), and offers a definition of regional and global spaces for political actions
(Bhattacharya 2016, Malik 2020, Sidaway and Woon 2017). In addition to this, the BRI has
also been conceptualized as a geopolitical project that defines China’s zone of influence to
assure its interests and limit regional foreign presence (Clarke 2018, Lee, Wainwright, and
Glassman 2017). Understanding the international reach of the BRI as a geopolitical project
remains an open and complex research agenda.
The Latin American and the Caribbean region (LAC) is one of the global spaces in which
China has notably increased its presence and influence through the BRI. Originally, the LAC
region was not included in the Belt and Road Initiative, but when the 2017 Belt and Road
Forum for International Cooperation took place (a significant event that attracted world
headlines because of the attendance of several world leaders), the presence of two Latin
1

Includes Armenia, Belarus, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Russia (EUEU n/d).

2

Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for Transpacific Partnership, derived from the failed Transpacific
Partnership after the United States withdrawal in 2017 and which integrates Australia, Brunei, Canada, Chile,
Japan, Malaysia, Mexico, New Zealand, Peru, Singapore, and Vietnam (Australian Government n/d).

3

Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership participants: Australia, Brunei, Cambodia, China, Indonesia,
Japan, South Korea, Laos, Malaysia, Myanmar, New Zealand, the Philippines, Singapore, Thailand, and Vietnam
(ASEAN Secretariat 2019).
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American presidents –of Argentina and Chile– drew attention to the political significance
of the BRI in Latin America. Up to 2021, 20 LAC countries have signed the Memorandums
of Understanding (MoU) which formally recognize attachment to the BRI (Nedopil 2022).
Regardless of the apparent Latin American willingness to participate in the BRI, some
countries in the region seem to be reluctant to join the Chinese project. The statement
of the current president of Mexico, Andrés Manuel López Obrador (AMLO), about the
strategic necessity to remain attached to the North America region through “Plan Mexico”,
a project that aims to deepen regional economic integration facing China’s global challenge
(Presidente 2021), elucidates an example of a political choice of belonging to a non-Silk Road
geopolitical region, given the actual trend of containment geopolitics. Nevertheless, this
does not necessarily imply that the Silk Road idea has not penetrated the Mexican collective
imagination on some level.
According to Morales (2020, 36), Mexico is located in the structural position of regional
powers or “high-periphery”, very close to world powers at the center of the world system.
Besides, Mexico suffers from the geopolitical conundrum of being the southern neighbor
of the United States, the most powerful world power and center of the world system,
while at the same time, having China as its second most important trading partner. Also,
especially during AMLO’s administration, Mexico has traditionally played the important
diplomatic role of being Latin America’s leader and/or mediator (Lozano 2021). Regarding
the Silk Road, it has been argued that Mexico could scheme its own “Silver Road” project
in order to re-gain the historical status of a “bridge-country” to connect Asia, America,
and Europe. Considering that it has been an outsider to the consolidation of the Belt and
Road Initiative (Tzili-Apango 2018) and although Mexico has not signed the BRI MoU, it
has welcomed the participation of BRI-related agents in infrastructure projects, such as the
China Communications Construction Company’s (CCCC) participation in AMLO’s flagship
Maya Train project (Mat 2020). All these factors justify the adoption of Mexico as a case of
study to explore the Silk Road’s global reach as a current feature of world geopolitics.
Following Cornejo, Haro, and León-Manríquez’s (2013) theses about the importance
of perceptions concerning political relations and competition among emerging powers such
as China and Mexico, as well as the theses of Dittmer and Gray (2010) and Saunders and
Strukov (2018), about the connection between the political and the popular in the formation
of perceptions –which ultimately reproduces constituent power in audiences, vital for political
agency–, this article is interested in understanding and explaining how perceptions of the Silk
Road are socially constructed in Mexican media. Therefore, the main research questions are:
how is the Silk Road notion constructed in Mexican popular geopolitics and what are the
geopolitical implications for Mexico? As hypothesis, it is claimed that the construction of the
notion of the Silk Road in Mexican popular geopolitics is divergent, with some social voices
in favor and others against it - a situation that, in the end, could prove difficult for Mexico’s
agency in the contemporary geopolitical landscape.
The article is divided as follows: the first section defines the theoretical approach based
on critical and popular geopolitics, in the second section a description and data analysis are
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offered, and in the third section the article interprets geopolitical codes as a product of a
particular “Silk Road” discourse that is present in Mexican mass media. The final section
offers some general conclusions and potential research agendas that could complement this
study.

The Popular Geopolitics Approach
The Belt and Road Initiative is a current and useful phenomenon that exemplifies how
geographies are socially constructed. It is important to recall that the Silk Road idea was first
introduced by Ferdinand von Richthofen, who conceptualized it as a “space-time” notion
which, in turn, characterized cultural and trade exchanges in Eurasia that transcended time
(Kwon 2018). As noted by Winter (2020, 903-907), the Cold War period shaped a particular
geopolitical reality that relatively diminished the importance of the Silk Road idea and it was
first Japan, during the 1950s, and then the UNESCO, at the end of the Cold War, which kept
the Silk Road concept alive in some collective imaginaries, deepening knowledge around the
historic phenomenon, and organizing cultural events, diplomatic collaborations, and media
projects, particularly in Asia. Even if the Chinese government initially proposed to revive the
Silk Road through the “original” earth and sea routes in 2013 –along the Silk Road Economic
Belt and the 21st Century Maritime Silk Road–, over time the BRI project evolved and amplified
its reach, from Eurasia to the world. In 2018, Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi formally
introduced the BRI project to Latin American countries in the Second Ministerial Meeting of
the Forum of China and the Community of Latin American and Caribbean States (CELAC)
and distinguished Latin America as the “natural extension” of the maritime Silk Road (Wang
2018). To declare that the Silk Road is no longer a Eurasian phenomenon but a global one, or
at least that it goes beyond the Eurasian space, is to re-write the geographical meaning of the
concept, or as Ó Tuathail (1999) puts it, is to “geo-graph” a territory, to adjudicate a historical
and social meaning to space. For this, the BRI as a geopolitical phenomenon is a study-object
of critical geopolitics, understood as “the writing of the geographical meanings and politics
of States” (Ó Tuathail 1999, 109).
According to Moisio (2015, 223-225), critical geopolitics conceptualizes geopolitics
as “culturally embedded” spatial practices of statecraft and as the process in which the
signification of the territory is bound to larger questions regarding identity and difference, a
situation that considers the production of “geopolitical truths” via the main social mechanism
of discourse operations. Consequently, to analyze the international phenomenon of the
conception of Latin America as the “natural extension” of the BRI is to study discourse
from the critical geopolitics point of view.
Methodologically speaking, a notorious way in which critical geopolitics has studied the
many discourses of several agents in the world was presented in the work of Ó Tuathail
(1996, 1999), who identifies representational discursive practices in specific social agents that
reproduce geopolitical codes and geostrategic discourses, both that, in the end, conform to
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a geopolitical imagination within specific structures and contexts. Ó Tuathail defines three
sets of representational discursive practices formal geopolitics (academia and think tanks),
practical geopolitics (decision-makers and officials), and popular geopolitics (mass media).
Despite several critics and updates, many studies have reproduced this analytical method (An
2020, Ouellette and Weiss 2015, Saunders and Strukov 2018), a situation that may display its
utility for explanatory purposes.
Although there are many critical geopolitics studies about the Belt and Road Initiative
–some of them mentioned in this article’s introduction–, there are very few about the
geopolitical implications of the BRI to Latin American countries, viewed from a critical
geopolitics approach. Most of them are concentrated around discourses of practical
geopolitics. For Oliveira and Myers (2020), the BRI notion in Latin America and the
Caribbean has been mainly “co-produced” between China and LAC practical geopolitical
agents, such as government officials and diplomats, a situation of particular interest to Latin
American governments due to investment necessities. Serrano, Telias, and Urdinez (2020)
think that there is a gap between what is said about the BRI and what is done through
the BRI, a condition that causes optimism about BRI opportunities for the LAC region. A
problem identified in the literature is the consideration of the whole Latin American region,
so case studies are practically non-existent. An exception is the contribution of Montoya,
Lemus, and Kaltenecker (2019), who study geopolitical codes derived from the conception
of the BRI project in the cases of Brazil and Mexico and whose conclusions suggest
that China’s increasing presence in Latin America and the Caribbean through the BRI is
geopolitically motivated. The article of van Noort and Colley (2021) is also illustrative in
this sense because even if they do not engage in a LAC case-study analysis, they scrutinize
how the BRI as “strategic narrative” shapes Mexico’s policies in maintaining national security
and securing economic benefits; the authors find that Mexico’s construction of the BRI
idea reflects a partial embrace of the BRI project, mainly deducted from official discourses
and documents. In order to contribute to a critical geopolitics research line about LAC and
Mexico’s geopolitical discourses that signify the Silk Road idea, this article is focused on
studying the construction of the Silk Road idea as a geopolitical code in the representational
discourse practice of Mexican popular geopolitics, particularly on digital mass media. Moisio
(2015, 226) defines “popular geopolitics” as geopolitical narratives and discourses that are
simultaneously consumed and (re)produced in audiences and popular cultures. As for a
geopolitical code, it is defined as a strategic and specific calculation of relational nature that
identifies benefits or menaces and the conjunction of geopolitical codes forms a particular
geopolitical vision or imagination (Flint and Zhu 2019, 96). Therefore, the article aims to
understand how the “Silk Road” notion is geopolitically coded and how close is to the Belt
and Road notion in Mexican popular understanding.
The development of popular geopolitics as an analytical tool has widened the agents and
sources of discourses susceptible to study. Saunders and Strukov (2018, 8) draw attention
to four modalities for studying popular geopolitics phenomena: institutions and processes
involved in cultural and textual production, “geopolitical moments” in media representations,
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the ideological structure of texts, and audience reception of discourses. Dittmer and Gray
(2016) propose a methodological synergy between the study of social activism (feminist
geopolitics), performances (non-representational theory), and media (audience studies) to
conform to a “popular geopolitics 2.0” that could explain “the everyday”. This article agrees
with the necessity of methodological diversity as a condition to study popular geopolitics,
particularly “digital geopolitics” (Debrix 2007) and “tabloid geopolitics” (Suslov 2014) since
they are expressions of popular geopolitics and facilitate access to official and grassroots
discourses at the popular level. This includes mediatized discursive formations that take
advantage of social subjectivities to produce political realities and in which it is possible
to find modalities. Hence, this article studies how the “Silk Road” as a geopolitical code is
discursively constructed in Mexican digital mass media.
In essence, critical geopolitics is a useful approach to understand how particular
geographies assemble and popular geopolitics offers the sphere through which particular
geopolitical codes are communicated to audiences, which, in the end, contributes to the social
(re)production of a particular geographic meaning. It is noteworthy that popular geopolitics
focuses on understanding how particular ideas about geography are (re)produced in mass
media, which makes them available for consumption. Therefore, this article is not concerned
with how Mexican society understands the Silk Road idea but with what geopolitical codes
surround the Silk Road in Mexican mass media and thus makes a particular meaning of “Silk
Road” available for mass consumption.

Silk Road in Mexican Popular Perceptions
The period of study ranges from 2013 –the year of the start of the BRI project– to 2020. For
data collection and analysis, the article attempted to find balance among the left, center, and
right-oriented digital publications; the most representative newspapers and news websites
in Mexico were taken into consideration. According to Huerta and Gómez (2016, 677), the
Organización Editorial Mexicana (OEM) group is the biggest publishing house for newspapers,
which makes El Sol de México, one of the more circulated nationwide newspapers in Mexico,
as is one of its many publications. After OEM there is the Grupo Reforma editorial but access
to this newspaper is limited to subscribers. Then, the most circulated newspapers in order of
market shares are El Universal, La Jornada, and Milenio.
Based on Rodelo and Muñiz (2016), it is possible to identify Aristegui Noticias and La
Jornada as left-oriented news websites, while El Sol de México, El Universal, and TV Azteca
are included in the center spectrum, and Milenio as well as Televisa are more right-wing news
sources. It is fair to say that this categorization is not conclusive, as many opinion articles
may differ from the generally accepted political orientation of the media. In consequence,
49 articles were reviewed from these seven sources; 24.5% of entries related to the “silk
road” search keyword appeared in the Milenio news website, followed by 20.4% in La Jornada,
18.4%-El Universal, 16.3%-El Sol de México, 8.2%-Aristegui Noticias, 8.2%-Televisa, and finally
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4.1%-TV Azteca.
Initially, some news titles may reveal bias in the social construction of the “Silk Road”
concept. In this sense, it is fundamental to inquire if the BRI project is in fact a “new Silk
Road” as Chinese political discourse has tried to characterize it. This paper argues that the
ancient Silk Road and the Belt and Road Initiative are two completely different phenomena,
the first being a historical and cultural process of early globalization that interconnected
several societies across Eurasia, while the second is a China-led geopolitical project with
global reach that aims to induce complex interdependence between many nations based
on infrastructure developments (Tzili-Apango 2018). As stated in the introduction, one
important feature of the BRI is to lean on the “Silk Road” idea for legitimacy purposes, so
it is safe to affirm that portraying the Belt and Road Initiative as a “new Silk Road” is also to
reproduce Chinese political discourse. The following table is a sample of the titles that appear
in some Mexican digital newspapers. As is seen, the first feature of the idea of “Silk Road”
in Mexican popular perceptions is the characterization of the BRI as a “New Silk Road”,
therefore reproducing China’s political discourse.
Table 1. Pattern of “New Silk Road” references in Mexican digital mass media titles
Title

Source

The New Silk Road, the key to fulfill the development goals

Aristegui Noticias (2017a)

New Silk Road? We explain the greatest challenge
to world economy

El Sol de México (2019)

The "Silk Roads" were inaugurated

El Universal (2018)

IMF and WB warn about the New Silk Road difficulties

Hernández (2017b)

The New Silk Road: an optimized Marshall Plan?

Jalife (2017a)

The three times that the U.S. tried to derail the
"New Silk Road" of China and Russia

Jalife (2017b)

The Duisburg-Chongqing Train, the "New Silk Road"

Milenio (2014)

China seeks for a New Silk Road

Milenio (2015)

This is the dark side of the Silk Road

Rickleton, Thomet, and Abbas (2019)

Source: author.

Nevertheless, it is possible to read some news about the ancient Silk Road. During
the period of study some news about the discovery of the “Oriental Pompeya” ruins, the
archeological robbery in Syria, or the restoration of archeological pieces located in Palmira
destroyed by the Islamic State were found (El Sol de México 2017, El Universal 2017, Vértigo
Político 2017). In these publications, the Silk Road is presented as a “trade route” between
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China and the Western world via Central Asia. A particularly interesting note about the white
mulberry (or Morus Alba) offers a more precise tone of the Silk Road because it characterizes
the Silk Road as the backbone that linked East and West in addition to quoting Ferdinand von
Richtofen’s conceptualization and to identifying many “Silk Routes” through which the white
mulberry got to Europe, routes that not necessarily started in China (Vázquez 2017). Along
this line, a pair of news stories have also transmitted the idea that Mexico was connected to
the Silk Road aslant the Manila Galleon (Moll 2019, Zambrano 2020). However, the general
tone found in Mexican digital news media is focused on the Belt and Road Initiative as a
“New Silk Road”.
A second feature of the Silk Road in Mexican popular perceptions has to do with some
“triangulation” of news sources. Almost 25% of data collected about the “Silk Road” are
reproductions of some other newspapers, such as Agence France-Presse, China Today, Economic
Intelligence United, EFE Agency, and Xinhua. It is noteworthy that some of the most critical
publications in Mexican digital news media about the BRI come from these sources but
also some of the most lenient publications that appraise the Belt and Road Initiative are
found in some of these news sources too. In an article based on AFP and EFE news, it is
avowed that “the ‘New Silk Road’ is a titanic plan of transports […] with the potential to
change thoughts and cultures in its wake” (El Sol de México 2019). In another article originally
published in AFP, but republished in El Sol de México, Rickleton, Thomet, and Abbas (2019)
accuse Beijing of orchestrating an anti-Islamic campaign in Xinjiang, “[…] a region at the
center of the ‘New Silk Roads’ project.” Similarly, a note based on AFP news emphasizes
the African debt to China in the context of the “Belt and Initiative” project promoted by
the Chinese government (El Sol de México 2020). The cited declaration of Ernesto Renato
from an EFE news story, Assistant Director-General for Culture of UNESCO, about the
international organization’s support to China in its efforts to “preserve the Silk Roads spirit”
draws attention (El Universal 2018).
In contrast to these general criticisms, some other digital publications reproduce China’s
stance on the BRI and its effort to construct it as a “New Silk Road.” These articles are
generally obtained from Xinhua and they stress the economic and trade benefits along with
the consolidation of the Belt and Road Initiative (La Jornada 2017a, 2017b) as well as how the
BRI project as a direct continuation of Zhang Qian’s efforts to open trade routes between
Asia and Europe represents an opportunity for a closer relationship between China and Latin
America (Cui 2019, Zárate 2017). Thus, whether critical or supportive articles, a lot of news
is mere reproductions of discourses that came from other parts of the world.
The third main feature of the Silk Road in Mexican popular perceptions is a general
agreement about the identity of the “New Silk Road” in the BRI project and the possibility
for it to be advantageous to Mexico and the world. Beyond staff writings, generally, these
articles are authored by Mexican columnists and intellectuals, which supports Suslov’s (2014)
thesis about the utility of studying mass media because it brings some discourses to the
popular level. In this line, Fernández (2018) understands the Belt and Road Initiative as a
“design to promote common development along the “old Silk Road” and as a connection
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between China and Latin America. Granados (2019) warns about the challenges that China
could face if there is no convincing evidence about the economic benefits that the Belt and
Road Initiative may bring to doubtful nations. León (2017) argues that the Belt and Road
Initiative is the materialization of the “Community of Common Destiny” concept promoted
by Chinese President Xi Jinping and that the “synergy between discourse and action” explains
China’s increasing leadership in the global arena.
In an interview made by El Universal (2020) newspaper, a Mexican scholar, Arturo
Oropeza, highlighted that China broke through the noxious effects of the Covid19 pandemic
based on the Belt and Road Initiative, offering a world leadership shift in the absence of
Western guidance in world politics. Naveja (2019) writes that the Chinese government has
promoted the “New Silk Road” as a catapult to promote cultural and trade exchanges, although
he also warns about geopolitical “fears” from China’s opponents, Japan and the United States.
Naveja also sees a digital component in the BRI due to heavy Chinese investments that are
aimed to modernize the technological infrastructure of developing countries.
One of the most prolific Mexican writers on the current subject is Alfredo Jalife Rahme,
who writes for La Jornada newspaper. In the study period, he alone wrote six articles about
the Belt and Road Initiative; more than any other columnist in mass media and his postures
have varied over time. Jalife (2014) considered that China’s “New Silk Road” caused German
bandwagoning on the Chinese project, which ultimately reduces the Western presence in
Eurasia. Also, he cautions about Western attempts to wreck China’s “and Russia’s” “New
Silk Road” based on containment geopolitics (Jalife, 2017a). Jalife (2017b) also characterized
the “New Silk Road” forum of May 2017 as “a phase in global chaos that is marked by the
U.S. decadence and China’s rise” and he criticizes Mexico’s absence in the forum alluding to
pressure from Washington. He also wrote about the “Polar Silk Road”, stating that “the three
silk roads (Eurasian, Maritime, and Polar) redefine contemporary geo-economics and give
China conceptual and operative advantages” (Jalife, 2018a). In another piece, Jalife (2018b)
affirms that Russia bandwagons with China’s Polar Silk Road by quoting Chinese sources that
the Polar Silk Road idea is an initiative of the Russian government. Lastly, for Jalife (2019)
the BRI has gained world legitimacy due to the United Kingdom and Israel’s participation in
the project.
In summary, 40.8% of the articles reviewed keep a positive stance about the Belt and
Road Initiative; they see the BRI as advantageous, as a beneficial trade project, and as a
catapult for China to reach world hegemony, which it is not necessarily problematic since they
praise China’s role in the global arena. 26.5% of the articles do not relate directly with the
BRI idea but with the “Silk Road” idea as a historical phenomenon and not a contemporary
one; they communicate news of archaeological interest and some of them deal with sports
events like the “Silk Way Rally” (El Sol de México 2016) or the World Bike Forum that went
along the old Silk Road and in which some Mexicans participated (Zamarrón 2019). 18.3%
of the digital news inspected sustain a critical tone about the Belt and Road Initiative; they
characterize the project as detrimental to Mexico and the world, as a transmission channel for
authoritative practices, and as a source of indebtedness. Lastly, 14.2% of the articles maintain
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a more neutral tone that focuses on analyzing BRI implications for China and its foreign
policy, sharing as well some quantitative data about investment flows through the BRI, which
do not expose a clear political posture.
Figure 1. Attitudes found in “Silk Road” articles in Mexican mass media

Source: author.
Note: “N” refers to a general negative or critical tone of the article, “Ne”: Neutral, “P”: Positive,
and “N/R”: Not-related.

Most of the articles that recognize the BRI as a positive process are found in La Jornada
(18.4% of the total), particularly authored by Jalife, which may reflect his pro-China bias.
This is followed by Milenio (8.2%) and El Sol de México (6.1%). Articles that are critical of
the Belt and Road Initiative are found in Televisa (6.1%), El Sol de México (4.1%), and Milenio
(4.1%). Articles with a more neutral tone, usually from scholars that write opinion columns,
are found in El Universal (6.1%). The rest of the articles deal with the ancient Silk Road and
other events that appeared in the process of primary sources inquiry.
Recalling the first research question, how is the Silk Road notion constructed in Mexican
popular geopolitics? The answer is threefold. Initially, the idea of the “Silk Road” is profoundly
related to the Belt and Road Initiative, which could indicate a successful deployment of
China’s soft power. Second, it was discovered that many pieces of news about the “Silk
Road” in Mexico came from third-party sources, which vary from Chinese, European, and/
or U.S. sources. This suggests that China’s soft power to legitimize the BRI through history is
gaining momentum, although it is true that some of these third sources contain critical voices
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about the Chinese project, confirming Miao’s (2021) analysis that China’s “spatially blind
approach” has resulted in limited success for the country’s soft power to promote the BRI
in Europe. In this line, the “triangulation” of some news has enriched perceptions around
the BRI but not around the Silk Road idea. Third, there appears to be a general agreement in
Mexico that the BRI is, in fact, a “New Silk Road” that could be advantageous for the Latin
American country.

Popular Geopolitics of the Silk Road in Mexico
This section tackles the second research question, what are the geopolitical implications of the
“Silk Road” notion for Mexico? As it was observed in the last section, the fact that the “Silk
Road” is inherently related to the “Belt and Road Initiative” as a “New Silk Road” reveals the
consolidation of China’s geostrategic discourse in the Latin American country, particularly
because relative historical legitimation has been achieved to some extent. Nevertheless, the
triangulation of sources about the BRI also elucidates a mix of geostrategic discourses that
have also characterized the BRI as detrimental, therefore providing a plethora of geopolitical
codes that may produce diverse geopolitical imaginations in Mexican popular geopolitics.
As Flint and Zhu (2019, 96) recognize, “[t]he scholarly interpretation of geopolitical
codes is a complicated hermeneutic exercise”. Here, this paper attempts to shed light on
the meanings involved in the “Silk Road” as it is presented in Mexican mass media and
the underlying geopolitical constructs. There is no doubt that the first geopolitical code
immersed in Mexican popular geopolitics is the idea that the “Silk Road” integrates a twofold
geographic process, the “Continental” or “Eurasian” Silk Road, that connects Asia and
Europe via infrastructure, and the “Maritime Silk Road”, that connects China with Africa
and Latin America.
For example, in an article obtained from Xinhua, it is affirmed that the “Belt and Road
Initiative offers new cooperation opportunities for the China-Latin America relation” (Cui
2019). Following suit, an article authored by the then Chinese ambassador in Mexico, Qiu
Xiaoqi, highlights that the BRI enhances China-Latin America cooperation (Qiu 2018). It
is noteworthy how some Mexican media offer spaces of expression to Chinese officials. In
another piece, it is read that “the initiative […] integrates the Silk Road Economic Belt and the
21st Century Maritime Silk Road, which is profoundly tied with Latin America” (Fernández
2018). Also, it is considered that Latin America “is a strategic part of the ‘Silk Road’ that
China has developed during Xi Jinping’s administration” (Aristegui Noticias 2017b).
A second related geopolitical code in this line is a “global reach”, which transcends the
Eurasian space and encompasses the whole world system. For instance, La Jornada (2017b)
recognizes 29 countries committed to the Belt and Road Initiative in order to support
anti-de-globalization trends. Gu (2021) affirms that until 2020, 140 countries supported
the BRI, including some “Western” countries such as Australia, Canada, Japan, and the
United Kingdom, a position shared by Jalife (2019) to some extent. In this line, El Universal
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(2018) shares that 1.3 thousand people from 50 countries attended the Third International
Exposition of the Silk Roads inaugurated in Dunhuang city, which reflects wide support
among nations that wish for the continuation of ancient trade networks. This confirms that
the Belt and Road Initiative concept has disrupted the earlier notion of the Silk Road on the
grounds that the Silk Road is global nowadays.
A third geopolitical code is the idea that the “Silk Road” represents a decisive action
from China to position itself as a world leader or hegemon, facing U.S. strategic competition.
For example, Jalife (2018) assures readers that the “Polar Silk Road [as part of the BRI] is
capable of implementing a new world order”. Ferreiro (2017) states that “the ‘Silk Road’ will
resurface economic globalization”, and Gu (2021) considers that the “BRI is stigmatized
because the U.S. feels threatened by China’s rise”. Mexican scholar, Arturo Oropeza affirms
that “the BRI represents a world leadership redefinition in the 21st century” (El Universal
2020). In this situation, Mexico is not considered, which is probably a result of the Latin
American geopolitical conundrum of neighboring the United States. Ultimately, the “Silk
Road” may be positive for Mexico and the Latin American region in a commercial fashion. At
the same time, conversely, the idea of China as a world leader or gaining hegemony because
of the BRI is increasingly in the geopolitical imagination of Mexican society.
A fourth geopolitical code is the idea of the “Silk Road” as a debt trap mechanism,
which may be the case of the African experience. It is a geopolitical code that shapes the
idea that Latin America and/or Mexico are located in the same structural world position as
Africa, being developing zones that require huge amounts of investments. El Sol de México
(2020) reproduces an AFP article in which it is written that “Africa’s debt with China is about
140 billion USD within the BRI framework”. In other pieces, it is stated that ‘Silk Road’
indebted countries are worried about payment capacity (Foro TV 2018, Naveja 2019) and
in another news article, the general director of the International Monetary Fund, Christine
Lagarde, warns about “several difficulties” of the “Chinese global plan of infrastructure
investments known as the ‘New Silk Roads’” (Hernández 2017a), a posture echoed in a note
authored by the Economic Intelligence Unit (2015), which warns about the financial risks
of the “Chinese Marshal Plan” (a reference to the BRI). It is noteworthy that China has
announced investments of 70 billion USD to the “New Silk Roads” in order to consolidate
the infrastructure project.
A fifth more isolated geopolitical code is the capacity of Mexico to serve as a “bridgecountry” between Asia and “the West”, which ultimately could reconfirm Mexico’s ancient
place within the ancient Silk Road (Moll 2019, Ventura 2017), echoing the “Silver Road”
(Tzili-Apango, 2018). Also, Mexico appears to have been discreetly involved in the “New
Silk Road” due to heavy Chinese investment in the Maya Train, which may positively impact
China-Mexico relations (Alegría 2019). Nevertheless, an idea such as this, which may serve
Mexico’s geopolitical purposes, is not common in Mexican mass media.
To answer the research question: What are the geopolitical implications for Mexico? It is
possible to observe a certain geopolitical isolation of Mexico from the global process of the
Belt and Road Initiative, socially constructed as the “Silk Road”. While is true that the Mexican
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popular geopolitical imagination understands the Silk Road as a “global phenomenon” that
may tie Eurasia with Latin America, it has also been understood as a “hegemonic struggle”
process facing China with the United States as well as a “debt trap” situation that presents
risky investments. However, Mexico is thought of by some as a “bridge-country” that can
connect Asia and China with Europe, therefore representing an incipient and strategic
opportunity given the present Silk Road geopolitical process.

Conclusions
Popular geopolitics analysis in the case study of social perceptions of the Silk Road in Mexico
represents a unique opportunity to know how present-day world perceptions are constructed
in Mexican geopolitical popular imaginations. As it was argued at the beginning of this text,
the construction of the notion of the “Silk Road” in Mexican popular geopolitics is divergent,
with some social voices in favor and others against it, a situation that could be difficult for
Mexico’s agency in the contemporary geopolitical landscape.
It is safe to affirm that independent of attitudes concerning the “Silk Road”, geopolitical
codes confound the historical phenomenon with the contemporary geopolitical project of
the Belt and Road Initiative. This is a direct result of the characterization of the BRI as a
“New Silk Road”, a situation that assumes that the BRI is the descendent of the ancient Silk
Road that connected Eurasia in an early globalization phase of world history. It is also a result
of the successful reproduction of China’s political discourse that attempts to characterize the
BRI as a “New Silk Road”.
Even with the “triangulation” of sources, Mexican digital mass media allows a diversity
of voices for and against the “Silk Road”, both stances assuming that the BRI is a “New
Silk Road”. In what can we distinguish as “Western” sources –meaning news sources from
Europe and the United States–, usually voices are critical about the BRI project, particularly
because it is prone to extend China’s geopolitical reach and promote debt in developing
countries. In what can be distinguished as Chinese sources, Mexican mass media recover
official postures about the BRI, which in turn highlights the BRI’s capacity to sustain economic
globalization and infrastructure investments in an era of de-globalization processes and the
need for infrastructure development. In this line, it is noteworthy that most of the positive
voices about the BRI are found in left-oriented newspapers (including Xinhua reproductions),
while negative voices diversify their expression scopes. It is important to note, however, that
Chinese ambassadors or officials publish commentaries in the more right-oriented Milenio, a
situation that may corroborate China’s willingness to maintain ties with all political voices as
a general foreign policy principle.
Mexican social voices in favor of the Silk Road see this geopolitical project as
advantageous and susceptible to offering strategic and development opportunities. Some
Mexican formal geopolitical agents see the Silk Road as an opportunity for Mexico to achieve
a strategic geopolitical status in the world arena. An article by Ventura (2017) from the El
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Universal newspaper gathers opinions of important Mexican scholars who emphasize the
necessity of Mexican rapprochement with Asia and China by retaking its historic “bridgecountry” status. In his diverse articles, Jalife welcomes the BRI project and underlines its
capacity to undermine the U.S.-centered world order. Although, it is fair to say that Jalife is
not an agent of Mexican formal geopolitics in strictu sensu given his lack of rigorous training
in International Studies. Nevertheless, the wide dissemination of his arguments via La Jornada
newspaper contributes to constructing a particular geopolitical view of the Silk Road in
Mexico. It is important to note that some Mexican media allow Chinese practical geopolitical
agents to transmit official Chinese discourse about the BRI, which is the case of the former
Chinese ambassador in Mexico, Qiu Xiaoqi.
Mexican voices against the Silk Road see this geopolitical project as detrimental due
to debt promotion and risks of rising tensions between China and the United States. Some
even highlight that China’s rapprochement to Latin America via the Belt and Road Initiative
may promote “authoritarianism” in the Latin American region (Sáenz 2021). It is possible to
consider that perceptions about the Silk Road differ in their understanding of the project’s
reach because some information sources consider the BRI as having three well-defined
“branches” –continental or Eurasian, maritime, and polar–, while other sources consider the
BRI to be a global project. Connected with this last idea, voices against the Silk Road warn
about the opacity of the project and its financial risks, a situation that may also show Mexican
social indifference about events in Eurasia. In other words, only in social perceptions about
the global BRI may there be a rise in concerns about its economic implications.
This article attempted to explain current media perceptions in Mexico about the Silk
Road that are disposed to influence the social geopolitical imagination. Here it was discovered
that the idea of the Belt and Road Initiative as a “New Silk Road” is well-consolidated in mass
media and that distances the idea of the Silk Road as a historical phenomenon of the Mexican
collective geopolitical imagination. Also, it was found that there are diverse social perceptions
around the idea of the Silk Road, some considering it as a geopolitical opportunity and others
as a geopolitical risk. It is hoped that this article may serve as part of other intellectual efforts
focused on explaining how the “Silk Road” as geostrategic discourse is socially constructed
by agents of practical and formal geopolitics in Mexico.
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attempt to isolate one or even two or three runs the risk of advancing an
overly simplistic interpretation of history. This essay, therefore, does not
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of political Islam represented leading causes of conflict. Indeed, different
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Introduction
Many contemporary civil wars involve armed Islamist movements. According to a recent
study, out of a total of 50 civil wars unfolding worldwide in 2015, a majority (28) involved
Islamists.1 The scholarly literature on civil wars has long debated whether civil wars involving
Islamists are different.2 Duffy Toft, for instance, argued that jihad is a structural feature of
Islam and that that is one reason why so many contemporary civil wars feature Islamists.3 Yet,
such claims fail to recognize that civil wars involving armed Islamists are in fact a relatively
recent phenomenon. Indeed, as recently as 1975, none of the world’s civil wars featured
fighters espousing an Islamist ideology.4 Moreover, the demographic diversity of Syria and
other countries in the Middle East serves as a living testament to the fact that in centuries
past many Muslim-majority societies were in fact far more open and tolerant of religious
and ethnic diversity than Christian Europe.5 Kalyvas offered a more fruitful approach to
the question of whether civil wars involving Islamists are in fact different, drawing parallels
between Islamist fighters and previous historical examples of revolutionary militants, most
notably communist rebels.6
Despite a somewhat crude understanding of the distinct ideational currents of political
Islam and their history,7 Kalyvas does make several important points. As in the case of
communist revolutionaries of decades past, contemporary Islamists act based on strong
and seemingly unshakable ideological convictions, asserting that they can provide a viable
alternative to liberal capitalism. Islamists also rely heavily on international and transnational
sources of support and, in the pursuit of their objectives, readily take advantage of safe
havens in countries with governments that are sympathetic to their cause—just as communist
1

2

3
4

5

6
7

Desirée Nilsson and Isak Svensson, “Mapping Armed Conflicts over Islamist Claims: Exploring Regional
Variations,” in Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, SIPRI Yearbook 2017: Armaments, Disarmament and
international security (London: Oxford University Press, 2017), 58–65.
Monica Duffy Toft, “Getting Religion? The Puzzling Case of Islam and Civil War,” International Security 31, no.
4 (2007): 97–131. Monica Duffy Toft, “Islamists and Nationalists: Rebel Motivation and Counterinsurgency
in Russia’s North Caucasus,” American Political Science Review 109, no. 2 (2015): 222–38. Stathis Kalyvas, “Jihadi
Rebels in Civil War,” Daedalus 147, no. 1 (2018): 36– 47.
Duffy Toft, “Getting Religion?” 97–131.
Nilsson and Svensson, “Mapping Armed Conflicts over Islamist Claims,” 2. See also Desirée Nilsson and
Isak Svensson, “The Intractability of Islamist Insurgencies: Islamist Rebels and the Recurrence of Civil War,”
International Studies Quarterly, 65, no. 3 (2021): 620-632.
For more nuanced analyses of the concept of jihad and the laws of war in Islam, see Majid Khadduri, War and
Peace in the Law of Islam (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press, 1955). And Bassam Tibi, “War and Peace in Islam,”
in The Ethics of War and Peace: Religious and Secular Perspectives, ed. Terry Nardin, (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1996).
Kalyvas, “Jihadi Rebels in Civil War,” 38, 44.
Kalyvas, for example, erroneously conflates the Muslim Brotherhood with Salafism. He also appears to believe
that the Taliban fought the Soviet Union in the 1980s, whereas the Taliban movement arose several years after
the 1989 Soviet withdrawal from Afghanistan, in the context of the subsequent civil war. See Kalyvas, “Jihadi
Rebels in Civil War.”
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militants used to do during the Cold War. Another similarity between contemporary Islamists
and communist revolutionaries is that both uphold narratives that emphasize the armed
struggle of the weak against the strong, to be carried out through guerrilla warfare and other
forms of asymmetrical combat. If communists once championed the examples of Cuba and
Vietnam, Islamists may draw instead inspiration from wars of resistance in Afghanistan, Iraq,
Lebanon, or Palestine.
This paper examines the case of Syria in light of this conceptual framework. It argues that
Islamist militancy is not unique but that, much like communism in the twentieth century, it
should be understood as part of a global ideological trend liable to stoke political polarization
and armed conflict. Of course, the war that has consumed Syria since 2011 most certainly
has multiple interrelated causes and driving forces and any attempt to isolate one or even two
or three runs the risk of advancing an overly simplistic interpretation of history. This essay,
therefore, does not aim to offer an appraisal of the multiple variables that contributed to the
war. Instead, it zeroes in on how political Islam came to impact Syria and its people. In doing
so, it will demonstrate how competing currents of political Islam contributed to the outbreak
of the war in Syria in 2011, fuelled the conflict for years on end, and to this day still constitute
a major obstacle to the achievement of sustainable peace.
Four broad and distinct currents of political Islam are especially relevant to this analysis.
One is the Muslim Brotherhood, which encompasses the Syrian branch of the organization, as
well as a broader international and transnational network of affiliated groups and institutions.
There is then the government of the Islamic Republic of Iran and the broader Shia revivalist
movement that serves as the focal point of the alliance between Iran, Hezbollah, and Syria.
Salafi jihadism represents yet another strand of political Islam, which in recent decades has
given rise to a uniquely volatile and fractious underworld of competing armed groups, from
Al-Qaeda to the Islamic State. Finally, under Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, Turkey has become
a powerful Islamist actor in its own right, dedicated to the promotion of various Islamist
causes and the pursuit of policy influence over the Islamic world. These four broad currents
are the most important to consider to understand how political Islam has become a leading
cause of conflict in Syria.

The Muslim Brotherhood and the Rise of Modern Political Islam
The Muslim Brotherhood’s repeated bids for power long represented a major source of
turmoil in Syria, particularly in the context of its struggles with the Baath Party.8 The Arab
8

On the history of the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood, see Dara Conduit, The Muslim Brotherhood in Syria (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2019), 19–133. Joshua Teitelbaum, “The Muslim Brotherhood in Syria, 1945–
1958: Founding, Social Origins, Ideology,” The Middle East Journal 65, no. 2 (2011): 213–233. Hanna Batatu,
“Syria’s Muslim Brethren,” MERIP REPORTS, 12, no. 110 (1982), 12–36. Raymond A. Hinnebusch, “The
Islamic Movement in Syria: Sectarian Conflict and Urban Rebellion in an Authoritarian-Populist Regime,” in
Islamic Resurgence in the Arab World, ed. Ali Hilal Dessouki (New York: Praeger, 1982), 138–168.
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Socialist Baath Party of Syria was part and parcel of the Pan-Arab nationalist tide that
swept across the Arab world in the years that followed World War II.9 Especially radical
in its revolutionary determination to undo the legacies of European rule and forge a new
socialist society, the Baath readily dismissed conservative Islamist movements such as the
Brotherhood as backward and reactionary.
When the Baath first seized power in Syria, in 1963, Sunni political Islam—and in
particular the Muslim Brotherhood—already constituted a redoubtable source of ideological
opposition. (Similarly, other regimes of Pan-Arab nationalist inspiration, including Gamal
Abdel Nasser’s in Egypt, would have to contend with the Brotherhood’s enmity.)10 The
Baathist government of Syria thus outright banned the Brotherhood, as it sought to cement
its hold on power.11 In response, some Brotherhood militants took up arms. They went on
to launch an uprising in the city of Hama, in 1964, but the Syrian military repressed it with
overwhelming force, using tanks and artillery against the densely populated neighborhood
and mosque where the armed rebels had established their strongholds.12 It was the first major
case of Islamist rebellion in modern Syria and its bloody suppression foreshadowed future
cycles of violence that would pit the Baathist state against the Muslim Brotherhood and other
Islamist organizations.
When Hafiz al-Assad took the helm of the Syrian state following his 1970 coup, he
initially sought accommodation with Islamist forces. Assad undoubtedly understood early on
that political Islam was becoming a force to be reckoned with. For this reason, in the early years
of his presidency, he made a point of publicly honoring prominent Sunni religious figures,
even arranging for the mufti of the republic and the mufti of Aleppo to sit in parliament. 13
He likewise raised the salary of imams and made other well-calculated public moves to woo
moderate Islamists. As an Alawi, he was of course eager to dispel the accusations of heresy
that radical Islamist zealots regularly hurled against him and his coreligionists, and to that
end, he prodded Alawi religious leaders to issue a formal statement asserting their allegiance
to Islam and the Quran.14
At the same time, Assad also readily responded to the overtures of prominent Shia
9
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On Pan-Arabism, see John F. Devlin, “The Baath Party: Rise and Metamorphosis,” The American Historical
Review 96, no. 5 (1991): 1396–1407. Albert Hourani, Arabic Thought in the Liberal Age, 1798-1939 (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1983), 260–323.
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(Kuwait: International Islamic Federation of Student Organizations, 1978). The Egyptian authorities executed
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University Press), 260–261.
Ibid., 261.

Manfredi Firmian: Political Islam and the War in Syria

109

figures advocating the recognition of Alawis as Shia Muslims.15 One such leader was the
Iranian-born cleric Musa Al-Sadr, who had relocated to Lebanon in 1959 to support and
organize its largely poor and marginalized Shia community.16 In towns and neighborhoods
where support for communism was well entrenched, Sadr dedicated himself to popularizing
a new form of political Islam that drew inspiration from the ideological developments
then underway in Iran and Iraq.17 There the Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini and others had
reinterpreted many of the traditional narratives of Shia discourse, such as grievance against
injustice. Khomeini infused these religious narratives with leftist revolutionary principles and
militant anti-imperialism in the context of opposition to governments aligned with Israel and
the United States, and as part of an effort to find a “third way” between American capitalism
and Soviet communism.
As Assad and Sadr established closer ties, the two struck a consequential political
arrangement in 1973, by virtue of which Sadr issued a fatwa recognizing Alawis as Shias,
and therefore Muslims.18 Assad then went on to reinstate the constitutional clause requiring
the president of Syria to be a Muslim, which had long been a primary policy concern of the
Muslim Brotherhood and other Islamists.19
Assad’s outreach to Islamist forces, however, failed to assuage the most zealous Sunni
activists. The Syrian Muslim Brotherhood, in particular, was too dogmatic to accept a PanArab president and an Alawi at that. Assad would thus confront major challenges. Following
the outbreak of Lebanon’s civil war, in 1975, and Syria’s intervention in that conflict on
the side of the beleaguered Maronite-led government the following year, a militant faction
of the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood that called itself the Fighting Vanguard initiated a wellcoordinated campaign of political assassinations across Syria. Its victims were by and large
government officials and members of the security forces of Alawi background, as Fighting
Vanguard militants deliberately aimed to frame their deeds as part of a Sunni Muslim
uprising against a heretical regime.20 Initially, Assad showed restraint, out of concern that
harsh repression tactics could further invigorate the insurgency. But as the years went by, and
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assassinations and riots intensified across Syria, the security apparatus progressively stepped
up its repressive counter-insurgency measures.
It was in this context that Muslim Brotherhood militants carried out a massacre of army
cadets in the Aleppo Artillery School, in June 1979. The attack had clear sectarian connotations,
as the victims appeared to be nearly all Alawi. According to the Syrian government, the
official death toll was 83—but it may have been as high as 200.21 The Syrian government
sought to downplay both the attack and its sectarian motives and framed the perpetrators
as religious fundamentalists bent on attacking the Syrian state rather than as Sunni Muslims
killing Alawis. In any case, violence across Syria greatly intensified thereafter, particularly in
poor and densely populated urban areas where the Brotherhood maintained its strongholds. It
was the most intense and sustained case of armed insurgency since Syria’s independence but
Assad’s security apparatus remained cohesive in its determination to suppress it, regardless
of the human toll involved. The Syrian military and the intelligence agencies thus began to
routinely engage in arbitrary arrests, disappearances, secret detentions, torture, and extrajudicial killings, all in an effort to quell the Islamist uprising. Still, the Brotherhood carried on
its armed struggle.
The 1979 revolution in Iran then shook the geopolitical balance of power of the
Middle East in profound and unexpected ways. On a superficial level, the secular Baathist
government of Syria, engaged as it was in the repression of the Muslim Brotherhood, may
not have appeared ideally positioned to muster support from the newly established Islamic
Republic of Iran.22 Yet, the governments of Syria and Iran were both in dire need of allies.
Aside from the Brotherhood insurgency, Assad had to contend with the consequences of
the international realignment of Egypt under Anwar Sadat, which soon thereafter brought
about the 1979 Camp David Accords and the first peace treaty between an Arab state and
Israel. Egypt would go on to recover Sinai, whereas Syria found itself increasingly isolated in
the Arab-Israeli conflict and in its quest to recover the Golan Heights. Meanwhile, Iran had
to grapple with post-revolutionary turmoil and, from 1980 onward, a ruinous war against
Saddam Hussein’s Iraq. Against this backdrop, Assad’s early contacts with revolutionary
Iranian clerics, which he had established and cultivated in previous years through the mediation
of Al-Sadr,23 enabled Baathist Syria to forge an improbable alliance with the Islamic Republic.
Syria’s realignment with revolutionary Iran, in any case, did not stop Assad from pursuing
an increasingly brutal counterinsurgency against the Muslim Brotherhood. In response to an
attempt on Assad’s life in 1980, Syria’s Defense Brigades—under the leadership of Assad’s
brother, Rifaat—stormed the Tadmor (Palmyra) prison and gunned down over 700 unarmed
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Islamist inmates while they were trapped in their cells.24 That same year, Assad passed a law
that made membership in the Muslim Brotherhood punishable by death, in the context of
major violence in Aleppo, where for several weeks between March and April 1980 most
of the city remained out of government control.25 The conflict between Assad’s security
state and the Muslim Brotherhood would ultimately come to a head in February 1982, in
Hama, where the Syrian military ravaged entire neighborhoods with artillery and helicopter
gunships, killing between 10,000 and 25,000 people in less than one month to suffocate
the Islamist uprising.26 Thereafter, the Syrian regime still carried out over 100,000 arrests
and some 17,000 disappearances in an unforgiving drive to thoroughly eradicate the last
few Islamist holdouts.27 The brutality of this repression caused profound fissures in Syrian
society and likewise generated a widespread sense of fear and insecurity among the entire
population, to the point that the collective memory of what had happened in Hama would
serve as the state’s most reliable tool for social control for decades to come.
Meanwhile, Assad’s deepening ties with the Islamic Republic of Iran were set to give
new impetus to the civil war in Lebanon and to the Arab-Israeli conflict. Indeed, after Israel
intervened in Lebanon in 1982, in an effort to dislodge Yasser Arafat and the Palestinian
Liberation Organization from Beirut, Assad developed a covert program to sponsor guerrilla
actions against the Israeli Defense Forces, with the support of revolutionary Iran. Assad also
allowed Iranian Revolutionary Guards to set up a base in the Bekaa Valley, at the time under
Syrian occupation. There, the Iranian Pasdaran indoctrinated, trained, and equipped local
Shia militias and established the original nucleus of what would later become Hezbollah.
While Hezbollah did not officially exist until 1985, in previous years the same organization
operated under different names and allegedly carried out several major attacks, including
the 1982 and 1983 bombings of the Israeli military headquarters in Tyre; the bombings of
the Beirut barracks in 1983, targeting U.S. and French peacekeepers; and the bombing of
the U.S. embassy in Beirut in 1984.28 Guerrilla warfare proved effective, and in subsequent
years the Hezbollah-Syria-Iran axis would come to constitute the most redoubtable source
of opposition to Israel and the United States in the entire region. Just as the star of PanArabism dimmed, the partnership between Baathist Syria and the Islamic Republic of Iran
thus revived the Arab-Israeli conflict, this time through the vector of political Islam.
Assad’s populist statist model, meanwhile, began to show the first clear signs of
economic strain. In the 1980s, the Syrian budget was overstretched, largely as a result of high
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military expenditures and inefficient state-owned industries, and Syria was heavily dependent
on foreign aid and oil rents.29 At this time, the Soviet Union was already in difficulty, as the
costly war in Afghanistan and the expenses connected to the arms race with the United
States compounded the structural weaknesses of its state economy model. The drop in
global oil prices in 1986 then dealt a new blow to all state-dominated economies. Soviet aid
to revolutionary governments and movements dwindled, and so did the funds that oil-rich
Gulf monarchies accorded Syria and other resource-poor Arab states to buy influence. Syria’s
economy was hit particularly hard.

The Post-Cold War Surge of Political Islam
The fall of the Berlin Wall and the subsequent collapse of the Soviet Union further
complicated Assad’s already difficult position. As communist and socialist systems the world
over lost popular appeal, many authoritarian governments came under intense pressure to
undergo democratic transitions. But whereas in Eastern Europe, Latin America, and large
parts of Africa and Asia the struggles between those who supported capitalism and those
who wanted to resist it in the name of communism or socialism had receded, in the Arab
and Islamic worlds popular opposition to the United States coalesced around a broad set of
ideologies loosely based on one variety or another of political Islam.
The forces of political Islam emerged from the end of the Cold War seemingly
victorious.30 Iran had withstood the war with Iraq. Hezbollah had already established itself as
one of the most powerful actors on the Lebanese political scene, capable of providing social
services to the poor and of strong-arming the government into upholding the squatter rights
of internally displaced Shias. Its armed insurgency against Israel, in turn, had crossed sectarian
lines, galvanizing Palestinian Sunni Islamist movements such as Hamas and Islamic Jihad.
Significantly, Assad would once again seize the opportunity to leverage the forces of political
Islam against Israel, and to that end, he offered Syria’s support to Hamas, even though it was
an offshoot of the Palestinian branch of the Muslim Brotherhood. His explanation for this
seemingly incongruous policy was that “different forces… each with its own view… can be
friendly, and cooperation is possible, when there is something in common.”31 From Assad’s
standpoint, Hamas and Hezbollah—unlike the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood—were engaged
in a war against Israel and were worthy of Syria’s support.
Another strand of political Islam was meanwhile gaining prominence in the Arab
world. It was Salafi Islam, and it appeared to offer clear social benefits to its adherents,
including access to patronage networks linked to wealthy donors from the Gulf, greater
financial and material security, and for the most committed even the prospect of gaining
29

30
31

Raymond Hinnebusch, “The political economy of economic liberalization in Syria,” International Journal of
Middle East Studies 27, no. 3 (1995): 307–312.
See Gilles Kepel, Jihad. Expansion et déclin de l’islamisme (Paris: Gallimard, 2000).
Patrick Seale, “Interview with Syrian President Hafiz Al-Asad,” Journal of Palestine Studies 22, no. 4 (1993): 117.

Manfredi Firmian: Political Islam and the War in Syria

113

social status, as religious leaders and organizers.32 It should be noted that Salafi Islam, as a
form of religious revivalism seeking to bring Islam back to its most traditional form, may
be completely apolitical. And even in its political manifestations, Salafism is not necessarily
violent. Yet, a radical undercurrent within Salafi Islam was set to take center stage in the
politics of the Islamic world. Known as Salafi jihadism, it originally drew inspiration from
the example of the mujahedeen in Afghanistan—and from secretive networks such as Osama
Bin Laden’s Al-Qaeda. Salafi jihadi ideas spread rapidly in the 1990s, particularly in poor and
marginalized Sunni Arab communities where the homecoming of the veterans of the Afghan
jihad popularized Salafi social mores and militant worldviews.33 And slowly but steadily, Salafi
jihadi varieties of political Islam acquired momentum in the Islamic world’s opposition
movements.
In 2000, less than one month after Hezbollah’s tenacious insurgency against Israel
forced the latter to withdraw from southern Lebanon, the ailing Hafiz Al-Assad died. His
son Bashar succeeded him and in his first year in office, he presided over a limited political
opening, known as the Damascus Spring, which involved the release of numerous political
prisoners, including members of the Muslim Brotherhood. For the first time since the
coming to power of the Baath, Syrian authorities also appeared to become more tolerant of
political and social debate. Much has been said about the so-called Damascus Spring of 20002001 and whether it signaled a real intention to restore a measure of political freedom or
was just window-dressing, aimed at improving the Syrian president’s image in the context of
international trade negotiations with the West.34 In any case, the brief Damascus Spring came
to an abrupt end with 9/11. In the wake of Al-Qaeda’s attacks in New York and Washington,
Salafi jihadism made a forceful entry into media and popular discourse all over the world, and
the Bush administration adopted an uncompromising stance toward Syria and other states
known to support U.S. designated terrorist organizations. In response, the Syrian security
apparatus swiftly clamped down on all manifestations of political pluralism.
The 2003 U.S.-led invasion of Iraq provided yet another opening for Islamist forces.
Indeed, the collapse of the Iraqi state, and the power vacuum and political instability that
followed, provided the ideal conditions for the proliferation and growth of militant armed
groups of Islamist inspiration.35 Abu Musab Al-Zarqawi, a hardened Jordanian militant only
loosely associated with Bin Laden’s network, understood early on the potential for a new AlQaeda franchise in Iraq.36 Indeed, in a 2003 letter to Bin Laden, Al-Zarqawi described the
significance of Iraq in the following words: “God graced the Muslim nation with jihad in the
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land of Mesopotamia. You know that this battlefield is unlike any other. […] This is jihad
in the Arab heartland, a stone’s throw away from the lands of the two sanctuaries [i.e. Saudi
Arabia] and from Al-Aqsa [in Jerusalem].”37 Relying on his own ties with militant groups
in the Levant, Al-Zarqawi went on to orchestrate a vicious insurgency, recruiting foreign
suicide bombers and relentlessly targeting Shia civilians, to engulf Iraq in civil war, so that
widespread violence and societal breakdown would force its vulnerable Sunni communities
to accept jihadi rule.38 From Iraq, Al-Zarqawi then planned to expand the war to the Levant,
Arabia, and beyond.
The Sunni insurgency in Iraq diligently followed Al-Zarqawi’s lead and so did thousands
of foreign volunteers hailing from all over the Arab world. Iraq thus became the global
epicenter of Salafi jihadi violence. The war likewise inflamed an archipelago of Salafi jihadi
hotbeds across the Levant and North Africa, just as Al-Zarqawi had presciently predicted.
These islands of militancy were for the most part densely populated but socioeconomically
marginalized spaces across the region, such as the Ayn Al-Helweh and Nahr Al-Bared refugee
camps in Lebanon, the Yarmouk district in Damascus, Zarqa in Jordan, and Derna in Libya.39
Some notorious prisons likewise became crucibles of militancy: the Sednaya military prison
in Syria, Roumieh in Lebanon, Jwaideh and Swaqa in Jordan, and the U.S.-run Camp Bucca
detention center in Iraq. In some cases, a period of incarceration in a notorious detention
facility became a source of credibility and respect for released Salafi jihadi militants, as the
experience set them apart from less seasoned fighters and made them more apt to assume
command positions.40
A U.S. airstrike killed Al-Zarqawi in June 2006, in a rural area of the Diyala governorate
of Iraq. However, his organization survived him and under a new leadership adopted the
name of Islamic State in Iraq. Several years later, the very same organization would capitalize
on its networks across the Levant to open a new front in Syria and launch an ambitious bid
for statehood.
The Islamic Republic of Iran, for its part, outdid itself to make the U.S. presence in Iraq
exceedingly costly. To this end, it followed the same playbook it had employed in Lebanon
since the 1980s, that is it sought to advance its foreign policy agenda through the vector of
Shia political Islam, both in government, through political parties and elected officials, and in
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the streets, through charities providing services to the poor and militias recruiting local youth.
The Iranian Pasdaran thus indoctrinated, financed, trained, and armed Iraqi militias, to bleed
the United States and its allies, and to secure a measure of street power in the new political
order.41 These policies enabled the Islamic Republic to secure great political and military
clout in Iraq and represented yet another facet of how the rising tide of political Islam was
contributing to fuelling conflict across the Middle East.
Turkey was meanwhile experiencing the pull of yet another strand of political Islam,
which Recep Tayyip Erdoğan adroitly leveraged and developed in his stunning rise to power.
In his early years in politics, Erdoğan faced tremendous pushback, from traditional political
and military elites, as well as from social segments disdainful of his working-class origins
and Islamist leanings. But in time Erdoğan managed to forge a new model of political Islam,
seemingly distancing himself from the principles of Sayyid Qutb and other uncompromising
firebrands to embrace the “patriotic capitalism” of the religiously conservative provincial
bourgeoisie. Erdoğan’s party still employed classic Islamist strategies, such as distributing
free meals and offering services to the poor, and likewise condemned authoritarian rule and
extolled democracy, as Islamist movements often did for tactical purposes. But unlike the
Islamists of old, Erdoğan advocated at once conservative religious values and neoliberal
economic reforms. Following this unorthodox formula, Erdoğan established his own party
and from the early 2000s onward scored one electoral victory after another, slowly but surely
replacing the old Kemalist establishment with a new political and business elite of Islamist
orientation.
In foreign policy, Erdoğan went on to embrace the neo-Ottoman vision of his one-time
ally Ahmet Davutoğlu, further infusing it with Islamist ideas.42 In fact, Erdoğan came to believe
that Turkey should establish a vast sphere of political, economic, and cultural influence, in
former Ottoman domains and more broadly in all Muslim societies.43 On the basis of such
principles, relations between Ankara and Damascus at first improved. Bashar al-Assad even
visited Ankara in 2004, where he met Erdoğan, still prime minister at the time. It was the very
first official visit of a Syrian head of state to the Turkish capital and it heralded a period of
deepening economic integration. Cross-border trade flourished, and so did Turkey’s foreign
investment in Syria. Assad’s eagerness to pursue economic reforms that would not threaten
his power and Erdoğan’s quest for influence over neighboring countries, regardless of their
government’s faults, sustained for a time harmonious bilateral relations. However, a temporary
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alignment of interests ultimately could not reconcile profound ideological differences. Assad
was keen on remaining in power and forestalling possible Islamist challenges. Erdoğan’s
market-friendly Islamism drew inspiration from Hassan Al-Banna, founder of the Muslim
Brotherhood, and Abul Ala Al-Mawdudi, founder of Jamaat-e-Islami, further infusing their
ideas with imperial ambitions and re-packaging them in the politically correct discourse of
democratization and free markets. The belief systems of Assad and Erdoğan thus remained
fundamentally at odds—and their honeymoon could not last.
As Islamist forces continued to gain prominence in the first decade of the twenty-first
century, Syria experienced a powerful buildup of interrelated problems, stemming from poor
governance, excessively rapid demographic growth, and environmental challenges. The latter
included most notably three consecutive years of unprecedented droughts, which hit Syria
beginning in the winter of 2006-2007. As a result, about 1.3 million people living off of
agriculture suffered devastating losses, and of these more than 800,000 completely lost their
livelihoods, according to the United Nations.44 As entire agricultural communities collapsed,
hundreds of thousands abandoned the countryside to move to overcrowded urban slums.
Syria’s socioeconomic woes only deepened as a result, amid rapidly rising popular discontent
towards a regime that had failed to deliver on its promises of development.

How Rival Streaks of Political Islam Tore Apart Syria
When the Arab Spring protests swept through Syria in March 2011, Assad proved determined
to violently suppress them. The brutality of the Syrian security apparatus against unarmed
protestors, however, only inflamed Sunni Islamist militancy. Turkey soon threw its weight
behind the uprisings, considering that Assad’s downfall would have likely empowered
the Muslim Brotherhood or a like-minded organization. A Sunni Islamist government in
Damascus, in turn, would have regarded Erdoğan’s Turkey as its most natural ally and patron.
Following a new onslaught of Syrian military repression, which unfolded in June 2011 near
the Turkish border, Erdoğan thus accused the Syrian army of “savagery” and said Turkey
would keep its doors open to refugees.45 It soon became clear that Turkey’s doors were
wide open for Syrian rebels as well. In July 2011, Riad Al-Asaad, a Syrian colonel who had
defected to the opposition, announced the formation of the Free Syrian Army from the
safety of the Reyhanlı refugee camp, on Turkish territory, just opposite the Idlib governorate
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of Syria.46 Erdoğan’s government not only recognized the presence of the Free Syrian Army
in Reyhanlı but also deployed security forces to the area to ensure the safety of its leaders
and fighters.47 That Turkey would openly offer shelter and protection to an armed opposition
group bent on overthrowing the government of a neighboring country plainly revealed that
its government had embraced a policy of regime change in Syria.
Turkey would also become the host of another opposition organization, the Syrian
National Council (SNC). Founded in Istanbul in October 2011, the SNC was made up of
exiled Syrian dissidents, many of whom had not set foot in Syria in years. Its first president
was a professor of political science at the Sorbonne, Burhan Ghaliun, who advocated ending
Assad’s rule and establishing a democratic system of government in Syria. But several
members of the SNC were more or less openly affiliated with the Syrian branch of the
Muslim Brotherhood and the organization’s Islamist tendencies made it controversial from
the start, even among the supporters of the Syrian opposition.48 In any case, the SNC’s choice
of Istanbul as its headquarters once again showcased the extent of Turkey’s support for the
opposition.
The Syrian Muslim Brotherhood thus re-emerged as the single most influential political
organization in the fragmented circles of the Syrian opposition, at least in the early stages of
the war.49 After three decades in hiding, the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood and its supporters
managed to secure the largest number of seats in the Istanbul-based SNC and came to
control its most strategic body, the “Assistance Committee,” which was responsible for both
humanitarian aid and the funding of the armed opposition in Syria, including the Free Syrian
Army.50 It was a remarkable comeback for an organization that appeared all but annihilated
after the 1982 Hama massacre.
Salafi jihadi armed groups likewise flourished in the incipient civil war and became
heavily involved in weapon-smuggling operations from across Syria’s porous borders.51 In
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Iraq and Lebanon, in particular, well-established Salafi jihadi networks seized the opportunity
to launch a new war in the Levant. Jabhat Al-Nusra first emerged in this context and rapidly
spread throughout Syria. Unbeknown to most at the time, Jabhat Al-Nusra was actually a
front for the Islamic State, consisting of Syrian members of the organization tasked with
sowing the seeds of civil war in Syria and winning over vulnerable Sunni communities. With
its seasoned fighters and heavy weapons, Jabhat Al-Nusra soon established itself as one of
the most effective groups in the divided ranks of the Syrian insurgency. Opposition forces, in
turn, generally welcomed Jabhat Al-Nusra, just as they would later welcome the Islamic State,
at least for a time, for the simple reason that the fighters of these organizations were the most
proficient on the battlefield. The 2012-2013 siege of the Menagh airbase, in the governorate
of Aleppo, offers an example of this trend: it was a rebel coalition that encompassed the Free
Syrian Army, Ahrar Al-Sham, Jabhat Al-Nusra, and the Islamic State that eventually succeeded
in taking over the base in August 2013, underscoring unity of purpose and cooperation in the
rebel camp. Thus, as increasingly radical Islamist groups came to dominate the opposition,
much of Syria turned into the dystopian realm of Islamist armed groups, making it a magnet
for aspiring jihadists the world over.52
The Gulf states, most notably Saudi Arabia and Qatar, also supported Salafi jihadi
organizations in Syria, including Jaysh Al-Islam and Ahrar Al-Sham.53 Saudi Arabia supported
government change in Syria to limit the ideological influence of Iran. Qatar, on the other
hand, backed the Syrian opposition out of an unwavering commitment to all Islamist causes.54
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The Obama administration was well aware of these developments—and from 2012 onward
actually supported them, offering coordination and eventually training and arms to Islamist
opposition groups in Syria.55 This U.S. policy decision must be placed in the context of
concomitant post-Arab Spring developments in the region: between late 2011 and early 2012,
Ennahda and the Muslim Brotherhood had won elections in Tunisia and Egypt, respectively,
and the governments of the United States and its allies had, for the most part, come to terms
with them. In Libya, revolutionary forces had likewise seized power, Muammar Qaddafi had
been killed, and nationwide elections were in the works, with Islamists once again playing a
prominent role. Erdoğan’s Turkey meanwhile positioned itself as an interlocutor and advocate
for Islamist rule. Indeed, Erdoğan had long contended that political Islam, democracy, and
free markets were fully compatible and at this time many Western leaders still appeared to
believe his rhetoric.
In the Obama administration, the reasoning was that if the Syrian insurgency succeeded
in toppling Assad then moderate Islamist groups could be co-opted to support a democratic
transition, based on their desire to acquire funding from foreign governments and
international organizations and to consolidate their power in the new political order. In this
rather optimistic scenario, hardline Salafi jihadi factions were supposed to be sidelined in the
early stages of the democratization process. For years, such desultory assessments informed
U.S. policies such as Timber Sycamore and the Train and Equip Program, unwittingly fuelling
Islamist violence in Syria.56
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The Islamic Republic of Iran and Hezbollah, meanwhile, rallied to Assad’s defense, in
the belief that a Sunni Islamist takeover of Damascus would have impeded the use of Syria’s
territory for the purpose of smuggling weapons and other goods from Iran to Hezbollah,
severely weakening the latter’s capacity to wage war on Israel. Hezbollah’s involvement in the
war in Syria likely began early on, though its secretary general Hassan Nasrallah offered the
first hint about it only in October 2012, when battlefield losses in Syria became undeniable.57
In any case, Hezbollah’s role in Syria gradually intensified thereafter and a major offensive
involving Hezbollah and the Syrian military began in early 2013, in Qusayr and along the
Lebanese border. With the support of Hezbollah, the Syrian military managed to disrupt
most rebel supply lines stemming from Lebanon, securing both its hold on Damascus and
the south-north axis connecting the capital with the Mediterranean coastline, the mountains
of Latakia, and Aleppo.
Despite the military support of Hezbollah and Iran’s Revolutionary Guards, the Syrian
government lost vast territories to the opposition between 2013 and 2015, and for a time
Assad’s military forces teetered on the edge of collapse. The tide of the war only shifted
when Russia launched a direct intervention in Syria, in September 2015, based on Putin’s
resolve to counter U.S. foreign policy and uphold Russian interests in the Kremlin’s historical
sphere of influence. With the support of Russia, the Syrian military, Hezbollah, and Iranianled Shia militias hailing from as far as Iraq and Afghanistan ultimately retook much of Syria
from Sunni Islamist rebels, including Aleppo in 2016, Deir Al-Zor in 2017, and the suburbs
of Damascus and the south in 2018.58
Meanwhile, the United States gradually ended its support for armed opposition groups,
considering them both a lost cause, from a military standpoint, and a political embarrassment,
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due to the many atrocities perpetrated by the jihadis in their midst.59 The Gulf states likewise
concluded that the rebels would never manage to overthrow Assad, and gradually disengaged
from Syria. Concomitantly to these developments, the U.S. Department of Defense came to
understand that Kurdish fighters in Syria were closer to democratic values than any Islamist
group. The United States thus progressively increased its support for the People’s Defense
Units (Yekîneyên Parastina Gel, or YPG), the leading Syrian Kurdish force battling the Islamic
State. In 2015, the YPG then came to constitute the backbone of the Syrian Democratic
Forces, a broader multi-ethnic and cross-sectarian alliance that included Arab militias, as well
as Assyrian, Armenian, and Yezidi fighters. Between 2015 and 2019, U.S. support enabled
these forces to wrest large territories from the Islamic State, in grueling military campaigns
that cost thousands of lives. These developments enabled the growth and expansion of an
autonomous administration with proto-democratic institutions in north and east Syria.
That the United States would support the YPG was however a source of great
consternation for Erdoğan, who apparently had no problem with jihadis on Turkey’s southern
border but was greatly concerned about the YPG’s ties to the Worker’s Party of Kurdistan
(Partiya Karkerana Kurdistan, or PKK). Turkey thus took it upon itself to singlehandedly
revive the waning Islamist opposition. In the summer of 2016, Turkey formalized a rebel
coalition that included Ahrar Al-Sham, Nour Al-Din Al-Zenki, and various Islamist factions
affiliated with the Free Syrian Army, some close to the Muslim Brotherhood and others
espousing Salafi jihadi ideology.60 Their primary aim was not so much fighting the Syrian
government, the survival of which Erdoğan was already coming to terms with, but the U.S.aligned Syrian Democratic Forces. From late 2016 onward, Turkey-backed rebels, therefore,
began seizing territories along Syria’s northern border, establishing there a new type of
administration, formally under the control of Syrian opposition forces but de facto under
Turkish rule, with Turkish soldiers to boot. The presence of Turkish military personnel on
Syrian soil would henceforth fundamentally alter the conflict’s prevailing dynamics, for if the
Syrian government and Kurdish militias could recover territory from Islamist rebels, they
could do little against the far more powerful Turkish armed forces.
These developments resulted in a military stalemate in the second half of 2018 and, with
respect to territorial control, few major changes have occurred since. (One important change
was the Turkish takeover of the borderlands between Ras Al-Ayn and Tell Abyad, in October
2019, which followed a partial U.S. withdrawal from eastern Syria; another was the Syrian
59
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government’s recovery of the main highway connecting Aleppo to the rest of Syria, in early
2020). Yet, despite the progressive hardening of frontlines, many of which now constitute
de facto internal boundaries within a fragmented Syria, the conflict is unlikely to subside in
the near future. One major reason is that fundamental ideological struggles involving political
Islam still divide Syria, its people, and some of the most powerful foreign actors involved in
the conflict.
Turkey for one may have renounced its ambitions for regime change in Damascus, at
least in the short-term, but alongside its Islamist proxies it remains determined to maintain
control over a pseudo-republic of sorts in northern Syria, on the model of its long-term
occupation of Northern Cyprus. Moreover, Turkey is likely to employ both diplomatic and
military means to further enlarge the size of the Syrian territories under its sway, as the
October 2019 offensive against the Syrian Democratic Forces tragically showcased.
Control over large territories in northern Syria serves several of Erdoğan’s objectives.
It represents, first of all, a limited accomplishment in Turkey’s drive to bring about regime
change in Syria. Assad may still be in power in Damascus but at least some parts of Syria
are now under Sunni Islamist rule, and closely aligned with Ankara. These territories also
constitute a foothold within Syria from where Turkish forces and their Islamist allies can fight
the YPG and thwart the consolidation of Kurdish autonomy. They moreover represent a
readily accessible resettlement area for Syrian refugees, whom Erdoğan has long weaponized,
on multiple levels, including to extract concessions from a refugee-wary European Union, to
consolidate Turkey’s hegemony over northern Syria, and to dilute the Kurdish population in
strategic borderlands. Finally, from Erdoğan’s perspective, the parts of Syria under Turkish
control also offer a dependable source of mercenaries, to deploy as needed in support of
Islamist causes in Turkey’s would-be sphere of influence, including in Libya and NagornoKarabakh.61
Turkey’s support for Islamist rule in the parts of Syria under its control, however, has
already set the stage for long-term conflict. To start, Turkey is still struggling with unruly and
uncompromising jihadi elements, as well as with militia-linked criminal enterprises, dynamics
that in recent years have resulted in frequent bombings, shootings, and assassinations in AlBab, Jarablous, and other towns under the control of the Turkey-backed Syrian opposition.
The presence of militants and gangsters that do not wish to conform to Turkey’s directives is
likely to hamper the administration of these territories for years to come. Moreover, profound
demographic changes and the institutionalization of Islamist rule and social mores have
made the peaceful reintegration of these areas with the rest of Syria unlikely, to say the least.
For minorities and secular-minded Syrians, in particular, it is as if these areas were now under
the occupation of an oppressive foreign power. Nevertheless, the Syrian government will
continue to claim sovereignty over all of its national territory, and tensions with Turkey will
therefore remain high, making Turkish-controlled northern Syria an unmistakable flashpoint
61
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for future conflict.
In Idlib, the situation is even more ominous. Hay’at Tahrir Al-Sham, formerly known
as Jabhat Al-Nusra, remains the single most powerful actor.62 An organization that was once
part of the Islamic State and officially affiliated with Al-Qaeda will of course never manage
to achieve international recognition, no matter how many times it changes its name. For all
its attempts to rebrand itself as a moderate organization, Hay’at Tahrir Al-Sham essentially
remains an irreconcilable outfit of cutthroat Salafi jihadists. Moreover, it does not even enjoy
a monopoly of power in Idlib, as other even more fanatical factions like Hurras Al-Din
continue to hold some towns. Up to the time of writing, Erdoğan proved willing to defend
jihadi rule in Idlib, both diplomatically and militarily, whenever the Syrian government and
its allies launched a new offensive against it. But in the long run, even Erdoğan would much
rather bring Idlib under Turkish hegemony than leave it to independent jihadi groups he
cannot control. The violence and instability inherent in Salafi jihadi rule and competition
between the governments of Turkey and Syria thus render Idlib another major flashpoint
for conflict.
As for the areas of Syria that are under the control of the central government, as long
as the regime remains in power they will be subject to punishing sanctions and international
isolation. The crimes against humanity that the government of Syria and its allies perpetrated
in their suppression of the insurgency effectively preclude any possibility of rapprochement
with the West.63 Moreover, Syria’s government has become ever more dependent on the
Islamic Republic of Iran and Hezbollah, in a dynamic that locks it in hopelessly hostile
relations with Israel and the United States. Indeed, Assad and Syria’s military elites are not in
a position to renounce their most dependable allies, particularly since Western states are eager
to bring them to trial for war crimes and crimes against humanity. Government-controlled
Syria has thus become a new hermit state, mired in economic crisis, international isolation,
and post-conflict exhaustion.
The best hope for stability and a semblance of democratization in Syria is actually the
autonomous administration of north and east Syria, where a tenuous alliance between Kurdish
and Arab militias under the aegis of the Syrian Democratic Forces and the U.S. military has
enabled local elections to take place and led to significant improvements in the rights of
women and minorities.64 The example of this autonomous administration is also promising
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in that it showcases how large numbers of Syrian Muslims have no penchant for Islamist rule
and support instead the equal treatment of men and women, the protection of minorities,
and other democratic principles.65 Indeed, Arabs from across Syria are still joining the Syrian
Democratic Forces in large numbers and Arabs presently constitute a majority in the ranks
of the organization.66 However, these territories are wedged between the hammer and the
anvil—with Erdoğan’s Turkey and its jihadi proxies on one side, and Baathist Syria with its
Shia Islamist allies on the other. Turkey’s October 2019 takeover of the borderland territories
between Tell Abyad and Ras Al-Ayn most certainly dealt the autonomous administration
and the Syrian Democratic Forces a very heavy blow. According to the United Nations, the
Turkey-backed jihadi rebels have since “engaged in widespread and organized looting and
property appropriation” and subjected civilians to torture, sexual violence, and other war
crimes.67
Meanwhile, Assad and Putin gained new leverage in north and east Syria. Putin brokered
the terms of the October 2019 ceasefire with Erdoğan, and Russian military police and the
Syrian army have since patrolled important sections of the Turkey-Syria border, while the
Syrian Democratic Forces had to retreat further south to avert new military onslaughts. Putin
also repeatedly pressured the Syrian Democratic Forces to disband, give way to the Syrian
Arab Army, and join local police or paramilitary forces, so as to buttress Assad’s position
and limit U.S. influence in Syria. But for the time being, the Syrian Democratic Forces have
managed to maintain a cohesive command structure and a steadfast commitment to regional
autonomy. The United States and its allies, of course, could help the Syrian Democratic Forces
consolidate their hard-fought autonomy, through robust interaction with the autonomous
administration and clear statements of diplomatic support aimed at preventing new military
challenges. Yet, the U.S. government has thus far displayed limited and inconsistent political
will to commit adequate resources and manpower to protect its most dependable allies in
Syria, particularly in the face of Turkish pressure. The autonomous administration of north
and east Syria thus remains on a precarious footing and is highly vulnerable to setbacks.

Conclusions
As Erdogan’s Turkey, Hay’at Tahrir Al-Sham, Hezbollah, and the Islamic Republic of Iran
all continue to vie for a permanent foothold in Syria, power struggles involving rival streaks
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of political Islam continue to effectively preclude the end of the conflict. In this sense,
however, Syria’s predicament is not unique. Across the Asian and African continents, several
distinct varieties of political Islam contributed in recent years to ignite and fuel a number of
protracted civil wars, including in Afghanistan, Somalia, and Yemen, and more recently in
Libya, Mali, and much of the Sahel.
To put these developments in perspective, however, it is important to remember that just
one century ago political Islam did not play a prominent role in the politics of most Muslimmajority societies. Even in the years that followed World War II and decolonization, it was not
political Islam that captured the imagination of the masses in the Arab and Islamic worlds but
rather secular leftist ideologies, such as Pan-Arab nationalism or even communism, which for
a time enjoyed considerable support in Iran, Iraq, and Lebanon. It was only from the 1970s
onward that Islamist ideologies began to experience a surge in popularity. In the following
decades, the global rise of several distinct currents of political Islam has led to the emergence
of international and global networks devoted to promoting Islamist causes, including in
the context of armed struggles. Just like communist and socialist revolutionaries leveraged
the global popularity of their belief systems to secure financial and military support and
convince civilian populations to take up arms, Islamist movements have often managed to
internationalize their struggles and sustain asymmetrical war efforts for long periods of time.
Indeed, the scholarly literature has established that civil wars involving armed actors espousing
transnational ideologies—such as communism or political Islam—generally last longer and
are less likely to be solved through negotiation and peacekeeping.68 World history, however,
is replete with countless examples of shifts in belief systems and worldviews, including with
respect to political ideologies, religious fundamentalisms, and sectarian animosities.69 Such
shifts in belief systems are sometimes relatively rapid, as exemplified by the collapse of
the Soviet Union and the global demise of communism as an ideology. Other times, shifts
in beliefs unfold over decades—or even centuries. In time, even the tide of political Islam
is thus likely to recede, possibly providing some respite to the numerous nations mired in
extenuating struggles over the role of Islam in government and society.
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Introduction
Contemporary conceptions of new or revived Silk Roads have relatively short histories,
routed in the national ambitions of either the People’s Republic of China or, more
importantly for the journal this paper appears in, South Korea. There is something seemingly
intrinsically nationalistic to the efforts to conceptualize extensive trading and logistics routes
between East Asia and lands and nations to the west and the south. The Lee Myung-bak
administration in particular visualized an Iron Silk Road stretching from South Korea to
Europe, which would see Korean products and enterprises travel speedily from one side of
the planet to the other, connecting the Central Asian republics along the way, with Seoul as
its locus. The New Silk Road and China’s Belt and Road Initiative (which in many ways seems
a cooption of the Lee Myung-bak administration’s dreams of global reach (Kim and Blank,
2014)) are conceptualized in much the same way, as projections of soft or soft-hard power
through logistics and economic engagement through territories, which have, more often than
not, been overflown in recent decades as opposed to travelled through. Both are concrete
national products of modern manifestations of Korean and Chinese nationhood and rooted
in the post-1945/1948/1949 status quo in East Asia. It would seem a challenge to project
back historically into the past before the post-1945 reconfiguration of the region, prior to the
politics, ideology, and practices of sovereignty and society that have generated and sustained
both the People’s Republic of China and South Korea. But that is what the authors of this
paper and the project which it represents aim to do, to consider an earlier historical moment
through the contemporary framing of the notion of the New Silk Road.
The paper, co-authored by a Human Geographer whose specialism is Korean and East
Asian Geographies and a Historian of Chinse borderlands, incorporates the framework and
style of both disciplines. Human Geography privileges and, some would say, reifies the role
of work in the field and so historical exercises in the field for research are considered very
important. Historians equally privilege the role of the source and the original document
and, from this perspective, records recounting such fieldwork exchanges and exercises are
also vital. Neither discipline in their written output, in their British traditions at least, set
specific detailed research questions as may be familiar to other disciplines and traditions but
instead frame the geographic, conceptual, and temporal spaces of their interest. Therefore,
this paper extends from the period of the early, or functional, Silk Road to the late 1930s
and early 1940s when Imperial Japan sought to dominate East and Southeast Asia and the
Pacific and was coming into contact through conquest and annexation with territories earlier
conceptualized as being along or connected to the ancient Silk Road. This paper focuses on
the colonization of Mengjiang (now known as Inner Mongolia and now a province of the
People’s Republic of China) and the processes of Imperial Japanese knowledge making and
knowledge consolidation and their connections otherwise with cultural and historical legacies
of the Silk Road. The authors ultimately seek to shed light on the processes of knowledge and
space making in a newly conquered territory and whether these more ancient memories of
the Silk Road play a role in the presumptions of those tasked with making the area knowable.
The paper and its authors do this with a transnational perspective, with writing and
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theory from work on border spaces and cultural contact zones in mind, and is rooted in
a wider project of the authors, considering the connections between the Geographic and
Geopolitical theories of academics from Third Reich Germany, who had theorized the notion
of “lebensraum,” and Geographers of Imperial Japan and the impact of these connections
in colonies and territories of the Japanese Empire such as Chosen (Korea). Thus, the authors
situate their writing in this paper and their research as well as writing on the Silk Road,
as it is conceptualized in contemporary Korea, alongside writing on borders and contacts
zones generally, such as that of Mary Louise Pratt (2007), William van Schendel (2002), and
James Scott (2009) (the latter in their writing and analysis on “Zomia” and ungoverned or
ungovernable spaces) and more specifically in the writing of Nianshen Song on bordering
in the 19th century and early 20th century on the Chinese/Korean peripheries (2018).
In relation to the processes of colonization and assimilation as experienced by Japanese
Imperial territories, the authors draw on the work of Todd Henry (2016) and Mark Caprio
(2011) and on that of Yuka Kishida for her work on Higher Education in colonized spaces
(2019). Finally, at the intersections of Japanese Imperial power and notions of transnational
fascism, the authors utilize the analysis of Bauerkämper and Rossoliński-Liebe (2017) and,
more specifically in relation to connections between the Japanese and German academies, the
writing of Christian Spang is also invaluable (2006 and 2013).
With the paper’s aims and area of interest outlined as well as the conceptual and
disciplinary areas from which the authors draw their research and writing, and the wider
academic and empirical context in which this work situates itself, finally in this introductory
section, we aim to give a more detailed sense of its structure. Firstly, we detail how the notion
of the ancient Silk Road was received by the developing powers in Asia in the mid-to-late 19th
century, namely Imperial Russia and post-Meiji Japan. In this, we recount the importance of
work in the field by Japanese diplomats and information gatherers in areas connected to the
ancient Silk Road, but whose importance had been reactivated by the Great Game between
the great powers of the age. Secondly, we explore the connections between a rising Japan
and a powerful German state and those intellectuals who would drive its understanding of
geography, particularly those who would articulate the theory of geopolitics and its utility in
the hands of a developing nation requiring “lebensraum,” and those who make connections in
East Asia, specifically in Korea. The paper then considers the collaborations and exchanges in
colonized spaces in the Japanese Empire between academics working on geographic matters
and, particularly, recounts the experience of Tada Fumio. Having done so, the paper then
moves to Mengjiang and fieldwork done by Tada Fumio and colleagues from Keijo Imperial
University, which sought to begin to make a space considered to be on or of the Silk Road
knowable to Japanese modernity before concluding with a review of the ground travelled by
the paper, its context within our wider research project, and the directions it will take in the
future.
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Returning to the Silk Road(s)
When the original manifestation of the Silk Road finally collapsed in the 1720s due to
the disintegration of the Safavid Empire, after a long period of disruption following the
collapse of the Mongol Empire and its long-standing and deep connections with territories
and powers of Europe and what is now considered the Middle East, relations and trade
connections between East Asia, Europe, and the wider world were temporarily lost after
nearly two millennia of interaction. However, this disconnection lasted a comparatively short
time, as within a century, driven by the energies of the Imperialist, expansionist sensibility
so key to concepts of European nationhood at the time, what became known as the Great
Game between powers such as Britain, France, and Russia, reached Central Asia and East
Asia.
Russia had been in the process of expanding eastwards since its defeat in 1577 of
the Siberian Khanate. With the Khanate removed, Russian adventurers, trappers, hunters,
and explorers headed north and east. Thus, Ivan Moskvitin and a group of hired Cossacks
finally reached the Pacific coast and the Sea of Okhotsk in 1639 (Gibson 1970). Russia
would expand throughout the Far East until checked by resistance from Qing China and the
Treaty of Nerchinsk in 1679, the hostile Chukchi of the Chukchi Peninsula, and Koryaks
of Kamchatka (both peoples Imperial Russia would later try to exterminate) (Forsyth 1994).
The United Kingdom had long been concerned about Russian infiltration into Afghanistan
and the sub-continent as well as its potential future interests in a declining Qing Empire.
French, German, and other interests were also at play in the east, seeking opportunities
(Volodarsky 1984). All of these European and Russian interests leveraged memories of the
ancient Silk Road and the possibilities of trans-continental trade and exchange as legitimation
for their ambitions (Akiner 2011).
Alongside the familiar powers, another nation was becoming involved, especially in the
territories of the weakening Qing. Following its unwanted opening of Japan to foreign trade
and interests in 1853/1854, the numerous “unequal treaties” signed with European powers
and the United States, and the Meiji Restoration in 1868, which ended the Boshin War and
the Tokugawa shogunate and restored Imperial power, (the newly renamed) Tokyo sought
rather than to resist western models of governance and geopolitical interests, to learn, adopt,
and utilize them itself (Jansen 2015). While the most famous of these efforts initially were
the early embassies of Japan to the United States in 1860, 1862, and 1863, the most influential
and long-lasting in its impact globally was the Iwakura Mission (岩倉使節団), which travelled
between 1871 and 1873 (Nish 2008). Iwakura Tomomi and colleagues absorbed much about
European and American educational, industrial, agricultural, and government processes and
structures during their travels, knowledge that would heavily influence the development of
the Meiji state in years to come.
It was not simply the structures and processes of statecraft, society, and economics
within powerful nations that Japan was interested in but also, apparently, the spaces and
territories they sought to explore and colonize themselves. Count Ōtani Kōzui 大谷光瑞, an
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important religious figure as the abbot of Jōdo Shinshū (浄土真宗 True Pure Land Buddhism),
ostensibly on the grounds of exploring ancient Buddhist sites, co-funded a number of
extensive field trips to western China, what is today the troubled Xinjiang province (Galambos
2010). These became known as the Ōtani expeditions and were profoundly troubling to both
the British and Russian governments (and the adventurers and local consular officials from
both countries). Tachibana Zuichō 橘瑞超 and Nomura Eizaburō 野村栄三郎’s activities in
Kashgar (now close to the Xinjiang and the border with Kazakhstan and the site of much
recent destruction of religious architecture and Uyghur culture by the People’s Republic of
China’s policies in the region) in 1908 and 1909 warranted concern in the British diplomatic
service that they might be spies for Japan (Ibid). Regardless of whether Ōtani, Tachibana,
or Nomura were actually doing anything else other than exploring Buddhist archaeology and
history, their activities at the turn of the century inspired great interest in Japan on the ancient
Silk Road and, more relevantly for a developing military and colonial power, what value might
be had in contemporary times of holding or controlling the territories along or in the vicinity
of the Silk Road for the Japanese Empire (Esenbel 2017).
This paper, as suggested in the introduction, reaches forward in time to the late 1930s
and early 1940s when the Japanese Empire was at its height and maximum power. Japan
had long ago colonized Korea and Taiwan and had made inroads into China itself, annexing
northeast China as the puppet state of Manchukuo. While much of Japanese interests lay in
the northeast and along the coast of the failing Qing state, the imperatives and drivers of
Imperial conquest meant that its forces reached inland and began to connect with territories
that had once been adjuncts of and influenced by the Silk Road, if they were not directly
on them. In this paper then, the authors focus on the processes of colonization around
Mengjiang, what is now the Chinese province of Inner Mongolia, for a short period between
1939 and 1944 at the frontier of the Japanese Empire. This was an exotic territory for Japan,
with cultural and socio-economic practices both unfamiliar to Tokyo, and reminiscent of the
spaces encountered by Ōtani Kōzui and his colleagues some thirty years previously. However,
while previous writing on the spaces of the Silk Road and similar territories had been, in
part, adventure writing, often told second or third hand, it was necessary for the Japanese
Empire in 1939 for its knowledge of a place to be more scientific, more empirical, and
certainly firsthand. This paper explores an example of knowledge-making and knowledge
construction in the Japanese Empire, in the guise of a particular series of field trips and
research expeditions to Mengjiang, which were both highly unusual for the time and very
much a product of them. Scholars in these expeditions from Higher Education institutions
of both the Imperial metropole and colonial periphery collaborated together on the making
knowable of a place present in the histories of the Silk Road and ancient China/Mongolia,
yet in their own time was unknown. These collaboration partners had themselves been deeply
influenced by another transnational enterprise, the Geographic and Geopolitical theories
espoused by academic Geographers from what was then Third Reich Germany, itself seeking
to colonize and appropriate new territory for its own “lebensraum” and to dominate the
European end of the ancient Silk Road.
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Germany and Geography
Germany, far away from Meiji Japan and the Silk Road, was also a state in flux at the beginning
of the 19th century. The collapse of the feudal remains of the Holy Roman Empire led to a
complete reconfiguration of the patchwork of German-speaking nations and principalities
that spread across central Europe in the remains of the old empire (Confino 1993). The
German Federation of 1815-1866, under pressure from Austria and Prussia, was finally
reorganized into the German Empire in 1871 but its states had themselves been deeply
impacted by the European enlightenment of the late 18th century (Reill 1975). Developments
in bureaucratic, political, and economic organization were matched by changes in artistic,
cultural, and scientific sensibilities (Reill 1994). These included the work of Christian
Wolff and Immanuel Kant, thinking and writing that put empirical enquiry and ideas of
objective research firmly at the heart of a German notion of development (Senn 1997). At
the same time, the artistic writing of Goethe, Schiller, and many others sparked, what has
been termed elsewhere, German Romanticism (Wetzels 1971). This intellectual sensibility
gazed backwards into history for the powerful, mystical connections with Germany’s past to
articulate narratives of greatness and national superiority onto the nation of the present as
well as historical mythologies about European connections to the Orient through the ancient
Silk Road. These narratives would be heard in the music of Richard Wagner but also in the
efforts of German science and technology, which would underpin the new power of the
German Empire (Streb, Baten, and Yin 2006).
Just as Japan would, a unified Germany sought out its new place in the world and to be
the equal of nations such as Britain, France, the United States of America, and the Russian
Empire. This Germany would need power and capability. It would need a large army and
navy and it would need colonies through which it would express and project its power on
the global stage and from which it would extract the materials and resources necessary to
become a global player, capable of taking on both old and new foes. This Germany would
soon develop a navy, which was the envy of the world, and become a technological and
engineering powerhouse. It would also claim colonies in Asia and the Pacific (Knoll and
Hiery 2010).
Japan’s connection to the complicated fabric of German nationalism following its
unification was as complicated as that unification. Originally, Prussia had been one of the
European nations which forced Japan at its opening to sign an unequal treaty of “amity and
commerce.” Prussia, then the North German Confederation, and finally the German Empire
(from 1871) continued to maintain a legation in Japan (Spang and Wippich 2006). The German
model appeared a particularly interesting example for Japan to follow, having recently been
through its own tumultuous revolutionary moment in 1868. German unification in 1871
produced a centralized bureaucracy, military power, and global trading enterprise (Confino
1993). Given this, Japan recruited a number of what were called “hired foreigners” (お雇い
外国人) from Germany to help with the redevelopment and reorganization of bureaucracies
and institutional structures (Jones 1980).
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German-Japanese relations, however, would not run smoothly. Germany’s developing
colonial energies meant that it would impinge on what Japan felt was its home territory and
sphere of influence, so much so that Japan was an ally of the United Kingdom during the
First World War (Dickinson 2013). The fact that Japan received Germany’s former Pacific and
Asian colonial possessions from the League of Nations following Germany’s defeat in 1918
was highly problematic for any resumption of relations between the two nations. However,
the memory of German power, energy, and the ideas of a cohesive ethnic nationalism drove
Japanese Imperial ambitions themselves. Those former German colonies in the South Pacific
were a perfect first testing ground for Japan’s ambitions and the weakened states of both
Russia following 1917 and China in the 1930s were too much to resist. The rise of German
nationalism and new energy for exploration and intellectual conquest (as well as later practical
conquest) from Berlin would see Japan connect with its old ally once again (Spang and
Wippich 2006).
This reconnection would see German intellectuals again head for Asia, this time to
interact with a new Japan, now in possession of colonial territories with new philosophical
frameworks, but also with the memories of ancient Oriental places and distant journeys
in mind. In this regard, Karl Haushofer is surely the most famous and certainly the most
infamous. The son of an economics Professor from Munich, Haushofer joined the Bavarian
Army, later transferred to the Imperial German Army, and became an instructor at the Bavarian
Army War Academy in 1899. In 1908, the Imperial German Army sent Haushofer to Tokyo
to serve as an artillery instructor for the Japanese Army and to report back to Germany
on military developments there (Spang 2013). Haushofer met Emperor Meiji and the elite
of the Japanese army, bureaucracy, and government. In the autumn of 1909, Haushofer
and his wife travelled throughout Korea to see developments in railway construction
before travelling back to Europe via the Trans-Siberian railway (Ibid). Between 1911 and
1913, Haushofer completed a doctorate inspired by his experience of Japanese politics and
military development, finally completed as Dai Nihon, Betrachtungen über Groß-Japans Wehrkraft,
Weltstellung und Zukunft (“Reflections on Greater Japan’s Military Strength, World Position,
and Future”) (Ibid). His academic career was interrupted by the trauma of the First World
War, though he rose to the rank of General and commanded on the Western Front as well as
meeting Rudolf Hess for the first time, someone who would become enormously important
to the spread of Haushofer’s ideas on geopolitics (Ibid).
Haushofer was deeply marked and influenced by the disaster that befell Germany because
of the war, the post-war dismemberment of its territory, and the reparations demanded
of it. Haushofer was concerned with matters of Geography and geopolitics and felt that
Germany had failed during the war because of a lack of understanding of its geography and
a problematic geopolitical position (Ibid). Returning to the University of Munich, Haushofer
developed his ideas on the role of Geography and geopolitics and their intersections with
political science and national organization. He founded an institute for Geopolitics in 1922
and the Zeitschrift für Geopolitik journal in 1924. Building on the work of Karl Ritter, Freidrich
Ratzel, and Rudolf Kjellen, Haushofer elaborated on notions of the state as an organic entity,
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which depended on self-sufficiency and centralized power for its health (Ibid). This sort of
state would require as much space and as many resources as possible to grow and develop
in modernity. States which were small or underdeveloped could not possibly attain this level
of autarky and Haushofer saw many of these in Europe (Ibid). However, he would also see
many such underdeveloped and underpowered states in Asia. Great powers would require
the territory of smaller states for what he termed “lebensraum,” which would allow the
organic state to grow and flourish (Herwig 1999). Haushofer’s concepts were also scaled to a
global level and his vision of geopolitics saw the world divided into the spheres of influence
of the primary powers (Wolkersdorfer 1999). Such thinking had a huge impact on the later
ideologies of the Nazi party and the Third Reich but they were also entirely applicable to
other states with colonial ambitions. Colleagues of Haushofer interested in Asia could not
help but see these concepts work themselves out in the context of Asia and the spaces of the
ancient Silk Road, with China as a power on decline, Korea as one of the small nations, and
Japan as a developing global organic power with a requirement for lebensraum.
The Geographer Gustav Fochler-Hauke, Karl Haushofer’s mentee and colleague who
did the most to build on the specifically Asian aspect of Haushofer’s work and the practical
geographical strand of that work, was born in 1908. A Sudetenland German, Fochler-Hauke
worked as a bookseller and as a young man visited Asia a number of times, first in 1927-1928
as a 20-year-old. He visited Korea and Manchuria in 1932-1933 for the first time and then
while undertaking his Ph.D. with mentor Haushofer and supervisor Erich von Drygalski
undertook further fieldwork in Manchukuo (Manchuria). Fochler-Hauke’s work on the
geopolitics and geographies of Asia and Asian colonialism was published in Zeitschrift für
Geopolitik and a series of other publications before his 1941 Die Mandschurei (Fochler-Hauke
1933 and 1934).1 Both Fochler-Hauke and Hermann Lautensach, a fellow geographer and
co-editor, along with Haushofer, of Zeitschrift für Geopolitik saw Asia as a geopolitical space
of ancient roots and importance but which was now in motion and in play in the service of
Japanese colonial power. Lautensach, specifically in his Geographic work, focused on the
Korean peninsula following an eight-month visit to the nation in 1933 and saw Korea through
this lens and the frame of Haushoferan geopolitics, a small unsuccessful nation, ripe for
conversion into Japanese lebensraum to serve a greater good in the colonial developmental
process (Lautensach 2012). Only through the occupation and assimilation of territories,
both familiar through ancient stories of the Silk Road and now exposed by contemporary
geopolitics, like Korea and Manchuria, could Japan gain and secure the resources which
would serve to underpin its place on the world stage in the 20th century.

1

Gustav Fochler-Hauke completed his Ph.D. at the University of Munich, where he worked under the formal
supervision of Erich Dagobert von Drygalski, the famous and rather aged polar explorer; Fochler-Hauke
would later take up a teaching post at the same university from 1954 until his retirement in 1971
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Collaborations in Korea
Given the huge importance of history and its rewriting, theory and philosophy, and their
reconfigurations to the Imperial project of Japan, education and academic research were vital
to the developing structures of the Empire. Japan had adopted a new model of education
after the Meiji restoration, with different categories of schools and a Higher Education
system in common with European states and America. Between 1886 and 1939, a system
of nine Imperial Universities (帝国大学), were established, through which research and
analysis were conducted to support the development of the Empire and dissemination of its
militarist nationalist ideology. Keijo Imperial University was one in the network of Imperial
universities, but unlike those on the Japanese mainland or Taihoku Imperial University (臺北帝國
大學) in Formosa (Taiwan), now known as Taiwan National University, Keijo was not under
the direct control of Tokyo’s Ministry of Education but instead funded and managed by the
Government General of Chosen (Korea), in Keijo (Seoul) itself. Keijo was a very important
institution for psychiatric surgical research and medical anthropology and was particularly
focused on physiological and anatomical differences between Korean and Japanese bodies
(Nakao 2005). Keijo Imperial University also taught courses and engaged in research in
literature, philosophy, economics, and history, often attempting to bend conceptually from
Korean traditional approaches to Imperial subjectivities and to focus on Japanese historical
perspectives, including ancient Asian and Silk Road histories.
The education system of colonial Korea also served ethnic Koreans and Japanese
citizens differently. Korean education was reorganized after 1910 along Japanese hierarchical
lines, with elementary, middle, and high schools feeding into technical colleges and, for the
absolute elite, Keijo Imperial University. Education received by Koreans followed a hybrid
Japanese/Korean model for most of the colonial period, which taught Korean culture and
social matters in Korean but History, which was mainly Japanese history, and language in
Japanese. Elementary schools were even called kungminhakkyo (국민학교); kokumin gakkō
(国民学校) or “National Schools,” as their primary aim was to produce citizens/subjects of
the Japanese Empire (Tsurumi 2020). As was the case elsewhere in the colony, much greater
resources were directed at Japanese settlers and citizens on the peninsula when it came to
facilities and provision for education than were directed at ethnic Koreans. Access to higher
quality institutions and, indeed, access to Higher Education was also restricted for Korean
citizens, only one quarter to one-third of students at Keijo Imperial University could be
ethnic Koreans and the majority of students (and the vast majority of staff) were Japanese
(Lee 2002).
However, though it was difficult for non-Japanese to become students or faculty they
were not entirely excluded. A number of Koreans would study and teach at these institutions,
some of whom would later teach at institutions in other parts of the globe. David Fedman,
for instance, has identified Chŏng T’ae hyŏn, a forestry researcher, who alongside Japanese
colleagues and with Government General Forestry Bureau funding set up a research
laboratory and field station, which supported the embedding of traditional soil management
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within colonial forestry efforts (Fedman 2021). There was also Hyŏn Sin-kyu, a graduate
of one of the Government General’s technical schools, Suwŏn College of Agriculture and
Forestry, who was able to study for postgraduate qualifications at Kyushu Imperial University
(the first-ever Korean to join its Forestry School) and after 1945 became hugely influential to
South Korean forest research (Ibid). There are even Koreans who studied at Keijo Imperial
University and its almost sister institution to the north, Kenkoku University, “Manchukuo’s
National Foundation University,” who would go on to study in the United States and gain
faculty positions in disciplines such as Mathematics and Anthropology (Kishida 2019).
Analysis of the Seoul National University Special Collections archives (where Keijo
Imperial University’s archives are now held) by the authors of this paper reveals an interesting
set of curricula and advertorial statements from visiting scholars and Professors who made
temporary engagements with Keijo Imperial University that cover aspects of university-level
teaching, which the university itself did not permanently have. These were in part to attract
potential student and professional viewers to these series of lectures and curricula in the
contemporary sense, so that students or anyone auditing such lecture series could have an
expectation of what was involved, the expertise or background of the lecturer, and any
pre-reading they might have to do to get the most out of the course. A particular example
of this tendency at Keijo can be found in documents relating to the 1938 visit to Keijo
Imperial University by the University of Tokyo’s Tada Fumio 多田文男 (Keijo Imperial
University, 1938). Fumio was a Natural Geographer from Tokyo, born in 1900, who worked
into the 1950s and 1960s, and is particularly known after the war for his parsing of Japanese
Geography through aerial photography as well as an account of a 1930 research visit to the
newly conquered Jehol region and a 1933 field trip to Manchukuo (Fumio 1937).
Tada was one of Japan’s most successful academic geographers of the prior two decades
and his work had engaged in a sustained way with continental Asia, particularly Korea. In
1945, Tada also managed to preserve more than a decade’s work in the form of his research
notebooks from the interior of China and places along the ancient Silk Road as well as
Korean field research.2 Tada Fumio would escape postwar purges and investigation and the
maps that he gathered and his many notebooks would escape the gaze of US occupation
forces. At a time when Japan’s colonial research products were absorbed haphazardly and, in
some cases, burned altogether, Tada’s materials were preserved yet would await more than
fifty years for their rediscovery (Hironobu 2000). He was able to continue his influential
role in the development of postwar geography at the University of Tokyo and Komazawa
University until his retirement in 1978 but certain aspects of his influence in the field during
the war years were overlooked, forgotten, or actively repressed. Like the maps, which he
secreted away, Tada’s work in colonial Korea and elsewhere in Central Asia and near the
ancient Silk Road would be more or less forgotten in the sands of time. Only recently have
Japanese researchers begun to reassess his career and his broader interactions with Japan’s
2

Tada Fumio, Notebooks no. 2,3, 21-24, 26, 28-31, 40-46, in Tada Fumio Papers, in Museum of Zen Culture
and History, Komazawa University (駒澤大学禅文化歴史博物館), Tokyo. For a catalog of notebook contents, see
Tada Fumio Collection Catalog (Tada Fumio 多田文男コレクション目録).
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empire in the first half of the 20th century (Takeuchi 2000). In this work, Tada’s role in the
building of the geographical academic capacity in Korea and his fieldwork there have been
left unexamined.

Mengjiang
Tada’s fieldwork and his collaboration with Korean researchers in territories conceivably
regarded as on, or adjacent to, the ancient Silk Road, involves spaces that the Japanese Empire
sought to conquer in order to diminish Qing China still further. In April 1933, Japan, using
proxy armies, invaded the Inner Mongolian provinces of Chahar and Suiyuan and, in 1936,
utilizing Prince Demchugdongrub, a member of one of the Mongolian Imperial clans, as its
head, organized these newly conquered lands into, firstly, the Mongol United Autonomous
Government and then, in September 1939, Mengjiang (the Mengjiang United Autonomous
Government 蒙疆聯合自治政府) (Boyd 2002). As had been the case with Manchukuo,
Mengjiang was not colonized simply for political reasons, to fragment the Republic of China,
and to counter any threat from the Mongolian People’s Republic (which was allied to the
Soviet Union) since its territory contained substantial mineral resources such as Iron Ore
and Coal (Ibid). Just as had been the case when the Korean peninsula was colonized in 1910,
while these territories were familiar from the ancient stories of the Mongol Empire and the
Silk Road (and closer to Kashgar and Xinjang, which had been visited by Ōtani Kōzui and his
expeditions), it would be necessary for a proper set of surveys to be undertaken in Mengjiang
so that its landscape and resources could become more coherently knowable by contemporary
Imperial institutions. It appears that in 1939, soon after the declaration of its new name and
format of government, scholars and researchers from Keijo Imperial University and Tada
Fumio travelled to Mengjiang and engaged in a fieldwork exercise surveying, analyzing, and
considering the new landscapes the Imperial writ would run over.
This field trip has been encountered by the author of this paper during archival field
research in the Academy of Korean Studies’ Jangseogak archive in Seongnam, South Korea.
The Jangseogak’s collection includes the report from Keijo Imperial University and Tada
Fumio, which has a distinct social and cultural geographic approach and that does not
simply record the spaces of mineral extraction and industry along with the infrastructures
needed for logistics and the transport of those materials (Fumio, 1940). Instead, Tada Fumio
and his fellow surveyors and researchers also consider the historical and social landscapes
of Mengjiang, both those of its indigenous Mongolian residents and also the places and
journeys of settlers encouraged into the territory by Imperial authorities in a similar fashion
as was happening on the Korean Peninsula. The report begins with a statement of Imperial
intent, describing the history of Inner Mongolia in relation to the ancient stories of the Silk
Road, its place in the Mongol Empire, and its relationship to Qing China. This statement also
details the Japanese claim to Mengjiang and the aim of the researchers to scientificize and
understand this formerly unknowable (in contemporary terms) territory.
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The researchers firstly demonstrate their placement within the colonial project, using
a photograph of the team surrounded by Imperial Japanese Army soldiers and the security
guards or police tasked with the protection of the researchers, flying the Kyokujitsu-ki
(旭日旗) “Rising Sun Flag” (Fumio, 1940, 46). There is another photograph immediately
afterwards of the research team themselves, dressed in desert khaki and colonial-era hats,
positive and ready to engage in empirical work, next to what looks to be a Buddhist marker
cairn (Fumio, 1940, 45). A very substantial element of the report focuses on the agricultural
and nomadic landscapes of Mengjiang and the report is seemingly quite concerned with the
social and human geography of this new territory and its relationship with the historical past
and the connections made by past political entities in the region. The researchers’ first place
of encounter during the fieldwork was a fortified market surrounded by nomadic Mongol
families and their yurts (Fumio, 1940, 3). Outside the fortified market is a collection of mudbrick ovens, perhaps for baking flatbreads. The researchers then explore the landscape of
the yurts and the temporary stockades behind them in which the nomadic families keep their
sheep and goats (Fumio, 1940, 5). The researchers pay particular attention in this section of
the report to the potential economics of the trade in sheep and the organization of such
market spaces in conjunction with the temporary settlements that surround them (Fumio,
1940, 2). Interestingly, there is also a series of photographs and writings on the transportation
of materials and caravans of both Mongolian families on the move and Han Chinese as
well as Japanese settlers who are on the move elsewhere nearby the market along with its
Mongolian nomads and sellers (Fumio, 1940, 7).
While this report is not a work of medical anthropology, the researchers make sure to
take photographs of Mongolian families (mothers and fathers in particular), who pass by,
passing a scientific eye over such families to see how they might fit into this new colonial
territory (Fumio 1940).The Keijo research team then moves on from the agricultural
territory and the temporary markets to examine religious spaces, both in the wild (small
memorial spaces to family and communities, replete with skulls scattered liberally next to
prayer flags) and in the much more formal architectures of worship (Fumio, 1940, 12). The
report examines temporal technology, such as sundials, and more esoteric technology, such
as dharma wheels (Fumio, 1940, 22). The researchers visit a temple, along with its dramatic
Mongolian architecture, but particularly focus on religious practices and a group of Dragon
dancers who have assembled for some form of Dragon festival, which resembles, from our
perspective, a collision of Chinese, Mongolian, and Buddhist traditions (Fumio, 1940, 23).
Following this anthropological moment, the researchers move on to Mengjiang’s secondlargest urban space, Hohhot (known as 呼和浩特 in Chinese), still famous for the Dazhao
Temple (大召寺 whose 10 foot tall silver Buddha statue had been consecrated by the 3rd
Dalai Lama of Tibetan Buddhism, Sonam Gyatso in 1586), and the White Pagoda (白塔)
built during the reign of Emperor Daozong of Liao 遼道宗, 1055-1110), both structures
mentioned in earlier writing on the area, which harks back to its Silk Road connections. The
researchers do not include a photo of that famous pagoda, though one large Pagoda is visible
in the report, but they do spend some time analyzing what they conceive to be the backward
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and, decidedly, unmodern nature of Hohhot as it appeared at the time (Fumio, 1940, 38).
Hohhot, if Imperial Japan had survived longer than 1945 or if Japan had been a victor
in the Pacific War, would have been an important border or near border town close to the
Soviet-influenced People’s Republic of Mongolia, therefore it would have been important for
Japanese infrastructural and security planners to develop the area, at least to make it easier
to support the logistics and supply of the Imperial Japanese Army. Whether Mengjiang’s
incorporation into the Japanese Empire had already begun this process of development and
logistical change, it is not at all apparent from the photographs in the report of Hohhot,
which looks quite authentically unmodern. Finally, the report engages with the natural
landscapes of Mengjiang at its boundaries and peripheries, in a way that Geographers would
understand in the twenty-first century. The mountains and high places of Mengjiang, such
as the Helan Mountains (贺兰山), are presented as both a natural barrier with a protective
element and a potential problem for future development and access to the central Tibetan
plateau (Fumio, 1940, 37). If there were any Koreans involved in this research expedition and
fieldwork among the researchers and academics from Keijo Imperial University, they might
have recognized something of the Kumgang Mountains in the shape and form of the Helan
Mountains, though dry and arid instead of green and forest-covered Korean wilderness
landscapes. Ultimately, the report is a fascinating opportunity to encounter empirical work
conducted by Koreans or a Korean institution during the Japanese Empire. It is particularly
interesting in its subject and approach, of being part of the construction of new Imperial
spaces and territories, and for the connections included with earlier conceptions of places
and routes on the more ancient Silk Road.

Conclusion
The ancient Silk Road and its more modern re-imaginings as the New Silk Road (or even
the People’s Republic of China’s Belt and Road Initiative) are certainly some distance from
Mengjiang and the Japanese and Koreans whom this paper recounts exploring Hohhot and its
surroundings in 1939/1940. The shipping of silk via Samarkand, Baghdad, and Byzantium,
and even the act of medieval espionage that resulted in the smuggling of silkworms into
Europe and the establishing of a Byzantine Silk industry (the silkworm larvae were smuggled
into Europe by two monks acting on behalf of the Byzantine Emperor Justinian 1st between
552-563) are surely not in the minds of Tada Fumio and his research assistants. However, in
their encounters with Inner Mongolia/Mengjiang, the collaborating researchers this paper has
recounted draw on not only conceptions of academic Geography and Geopolitics sourced
from relationships of academic exchange between Japan and Germany of the time but also
revivified connections with imagined places of the Silk Road, such as Kashgar in western
China/Turkestan/Xinjiang encountered by Ōtani Kōzui and his colleagues in the early 20th
century as well as European analysts of the time, and the memories of the actual ancient Silk
Road captured by creative and historical literature, travelling writing, and mythologies of the
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period.
So much of the writing on South Korean perceptions of the New Silk Road, and its
Chinese counterpart the Belt and Road Initiative, ultimately while couched in language
harking back to the extraordinary journeys and exchanges between the 6th and 17th centuries,
are located in the geopolitics and philosophical constructs of the post-1945/1948/1949
status quo and project notions of statehood, social interest, and economic engagement from
the present back into the deep past. The research encounters and output focused on by this
paper reaches back to before the rupture of the Pacific War to a moment when, driven by
19th century romanticism and earlier efforts to reimagine an Asian state through the lens of
Imperial modernity, Japan sought to connect with an imagined version of the Silk Road at
the same time as seeking to co-opt and appropriate territories which it perceived might have
been part of it. In the research effort encountered by the authors of this paper, Japanese
and colonial Koreans together seek to make knowable such lost and imagined spaces at the
same time considering ways of making them more tangibly part of the Japanese Imperial
project and connecting the spaces of a past Silk Road directly to the Japanese mainland.
The authors of the paper hope to have shed a little light on the process of knowledge and
space making in a newly conquered territory, such as Mengjiang, and to have done so from
a transnational perspective in which scholars of Imperial Japan, and its colonized territories
Chosen (Korea), explore what borderlands research might categorize as a contact zone,
utilizing theory, conceptualizations, and methodologies drawn from contact and engagement
with the academic Geography of post-Weimar-Republic and Third-Reich Germany.
This paper and the writing and research behind it are necessarily partial at this stage,
given the paucity of material and gaps in archival documents available. It is also partial as it
is part of a wider project and, at this stage, is still provisional and in progress. The authors
intend to further develop their work on this topic and delve further into the details of the
report on the Mengjiang fieldwork from Tada Fumio and colleagues and other documents
held at the Academy of Korean Studies, Seongnam libraries and archive, and explore other
material held by institutions on the Japanese mainland, such as the collection of Tada Fumio’s
notebooks held at Komazawa University in Tokyo. However, as partial and provisional as
it is, the authors hope the writing and research within this paper have value, given the rare
glimpses the material and its analysis provide into the focus and practices of colonial-era
fieldwork in Mengjiang, the empirical processes of making unknown space knowable in the
Japanese Empire, and the Imperial perception of the spaces and places of the Silk Road,
both ancient and modern.
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US Policies in Central Asia: Democracy, Energy and the War on Terror. By Ilya Levine. New York:
Routledge, 2019. 256 pp. doi: 10.22679/avs.2022.7.1.007
The Central Asian region receives interest mostly when it is related to global powers. It is
usually regarded as a ‘strategic backyard’ or ‘soft belly’ of powers such as Russia, China,
and sometimes even India. Ilya Levine’s US Policies in Central Asia: Democracy, Energy and the
War on Terror focuses on the Bush administration’s controversial efforts to engage with and
confront five Central Asian countries – Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan,
and Turkmenistan. Mostly based on the author’s Ph.D. research in 2009-2013, the book
offers a detailed analysis of how the Bush administration ‘understood and balanced its most
controversial interests – democracy, energy, and the war on terror – in an ‘important but
under-examined part of the world’ (p.3). While many factors shaped the US policies in
Central Asia – the region got special attention with the start of the Afghanistan war as
Washington saw a strategic partner in once a ‘neglected part of the world’ – main elements
that influenced the US strategies were ‘complex interdependence between the US and the
region; Central Asia’s neglected status in Washington; and beliefs about overlaps between US
interests’ (pp. 3-5).
The book has four main parts. Part one is dedicated to examining the US’s democracy
promotion in Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan. Washington had ‘relatively high hopes for successful
liberalisation’ for Kyrgyzstan due to the latter’s vibrant political dynamics and active civil society
(p. 50). It allocated $109.87 million for ‘Governing Justly & Democratically’ programmes in
Kyrgyzstan between 2001 and 2008 (p. 50). Levine looks at the Tulip revolution of 2005 and
the overthrow of President Akaev as a major event to measure US influence. While western
media and NGOs saw foreign assistance (including US support) to democracy promoting
programmes in Kyrgyzstan ‘as a ground for popular uprising,’ the scholarship gives attention
to shared grievances over corrupt government, ‘unemployment, inequality, and the unfair
redistribution of economic,’ and the role of patronage networks as a mobilizing force for the
Kyrgyz people (p. 52).
The Bush administration employed a quiet but continued engagement policy towards
Tajikistan preferring it to an open confrontation. Levine observes a few reasons. For one,
democratization is a lengthy process and open confrontation would not give a long-term
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result. Besides, Russia’s influence in Tajikistan only left room for Washington to cooperate
with Dushanbe in terms of ‘counternarcotics, border management, and, increasingly,
economic reform’ (p.73). Lastly, because president Rahmon built a ‘highly centralised system
of patronage’ where the political elite would only benefit as long as they retain their position,
there were ‘no powerful local players for Washington to align with’ (p.75)
In part two, Levine studies Washington’s engagement with Uzbekistan in its War on
Terror despite the latter’s negative human rights record. Uzbekistan, due to its geolocation
at the heart of Central Asia sharing a border with all other countries in the region and with
Afghanistan, was a strategic partner for the US. Although engagement with Tashkent began
before the Bush administration, improved strategic cooperation ‘allowed Uzbekistan to play
a significant but ultimately replaceable role in the war on terror’ (p. 101). Between 2001 and
2005, Washington used Uzbekistan’s Karshi-Khanabad airbase ‘for special operations, combat
search and rescue, theatre lift, and intelligence functions’ (p. 101). Against Washington’s
hope, that a counterterrorism partnership would bring some democratization to the country,
Tashkent showed ‘uneven levels of commitment to strategic cooperation and liberal reform’
allowing the engagement to slowly deteriorate (p. 103). As the Bush administration could not
turn a blind eye to the Andijan crackdown of 2005, coupled with Karimov’s suspicion of
NGO and foreign aid’s role in the Tulip Revolution in Kyrgyzstan, the Washington-Tashkent
partnership collapsed. With China and Russia’s support, Karimov asked the US to vacate
the Uzbek airbase within five months, marking ‘the first failure of American superpower in
Central Asia’ (p.109).
Part three discusses American interests in Turkmenistan and Kazakhstan centered around
energy, security, and democracy. The most isolated Central Asian country, Turkmenistan
is rich in gas reserves, ranking sixth in the world. Because of Russia’s ‘near monopoly’
over Ashgabat’s gas exports, Bush’s policies encouraged diversifying the gas exports of
Turkmenistan via ‘new, non-Russian routes’ to undermine Moscow’s anti-democratic influence
in the region (p. 142). Similarly, Kazakhstan’s oil ‘used to be sent via the Russian distribution
network through the Atyrau–Samara pipeline’ and Washington sought for ‘diversification
(preferably by American companies) of the production and export of Kazakhstan’s oil’ (pp.
159-60). Ultimately, China’s investment in the region’s energy undermined Russia’s role but ‘it
came at a possible cost to America’s strategic leverage over China’ (p.163). America’s energy
interests in the region, however, conflicted with its other agendas, such as its war on terror
and democracy building. Although both Ashgabat and Astana (now Nur-Sultan) were eager
to receive support from the US for energy and security development, they were reluctant in
political reforms, preferring to secure their respective regimes. To end the book, part four
gives an overall assessment of Bush’s Central Asian policies and the factors Obama inherited
that had him have a similar approach to the region.
US Policies in Central Asia: Democracy, Energy and the War on Terror is a very detailed book.
However, readers who are not familiar with the region and its context might find it hard to
keep up with the storylines. Given the book develops an extensive debate around America’s
rivalry with Russia, China, and Iran over their influence in Central Asia, giving more space
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for a discussion on the region’s relationship with them and the factors that formed those
relationships is needed. Despite these, I strongly recommend the book as a must-read for
those interested in US foreign policy in general and for students and scholars of Central
Asian studies.
Niginakhon Uralova,
University of Glasgow, UK

Russia’s Muslim Heartlands. By Rubin, Dominic. London: Hurst & Company, 2018. 352 pp.
(ISBN-13: 978-1-84904-896-5) doi: 10.22679/avs.2022.7.1.008
The author of this book, Dominic Rubin, is a British philosopher and cultural historian who
has spent many years in Russia and has become fluent in the language. He is a professor
of philosophy at the Higher School of Economics (HSE), a university in Moscow and St.
Petersburg modeled after Western universities. He has been able to catch the nuances of the
lives of people in post-Soviet space, some of which might be of interest to both Western
and Russian readers.
Book as a Source about Russian Muslims
The book is loosely organized yet it has several well-defined large parts. Each deals with
a particular region of the USSR. The first parts deals with Moscow Muslims, both native
Muscovites as well as numerous newcomers, mostly from the Caucasus and Central Asia.
The author shows how the collapse of the USSR and sociopolitical and ideological systems
of the past had led to confusion among many Muscovite Muslims, both native to the city and
newcomers. The second big chapter deals with Central Asia, mostly with Uzbekistan. Rubin
visited the country several years ago and, at that time, Uzbekistan was ruled by the harsh
Karimov regime. Islam hardly fit into the nationalistic ideology of Karimov’s Uzbekistan,
where Timur, the brutal medieval ruler who created an enormous empire with its center
in Samarkand, was proclaimed the forefather of the country. Consequently, Karimov’s
Uzbekistan and Islam were at loggerheads and the local population tried to downplay their
interest in Islam.
Another chapter deals with Tatarstan. Here, the author deals with local Tatar interlocutors
who make it clear that Islam was not actually essential for Tatar identity and that Volga
Bulgars, Tatar ancestors, flourished long before the appearance of Islam in the region. It was
the national or ethnic identity that was much more important than the Islamic identity. Other
chapters deal with Chechnya and, in the view of the reviewer, is one of the more interesting
parts of the book, for it provides insight and facts which might not be known to either
Western or Russian observers. The author provides a brief, but useful for the non-specialist,
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recent history of Chechnya and, particularly, Ramzan Kadyrov’s clan relationship with
Moscow and its transformation from the enemy of the Kremlin to its alleged alliance with
the Kremlin. Rubin notes here the peculiar and convoluted relationship between Kadyrov,
the Russian state, and the Chechen population.
He presents Kadyrov as a shrewd politician who has aptly taken advantage of the
Kremlin’s fear of new waves of violence. It is clear from the narrative that Chechnya has
received an enormous amount of money from Moscow, which made it possible for Kadyrov
to spread funds among his protégés and loyalists in the form of almost institutionalized
corruption. This system has worked and many former fighters were eagerly engaged in shady
deals and seem to have lost interest in the struggle for Chechnya’s formal independence.
According to Rubin, Kadyrov’s relationship with Islamists was not one-dimensional. On one
hand, Kadyrov deals with Islamists from the “Emirate,” which is why Putin provided such
extraordinary concessions to Kadyrov’s Chechnya. At the same time, Rubin implies, Kadyrov
clearly flirted with Islamists as well as Chechen nationalists and that it could easily unleash
both of them against Moscow in the case of excessive pressure or, plainly, Moscow’s attempt
to remove him.
The most interesting and engaging part of the book is the last one. It deals with the
leading – or at least the most exotic – Muslim intellectuals in Russia. As with most of the
other chapters of the book, this part of the book lacks cohesive analysis. Still, it could be
quite interesting for both Russian and Western readers, for it provides information about
Russian Islamic leaders about whom one cannot easily find information. Some of them are
really fascinating individuals. For example, Rubin deals with Sergei Marcus, a man with Jewish
blood who, after a convoluted intellectual journey, converted to Islam, seeing in it a guiding
light for salvation, both for him and for the entire world. Even more interesting is Rubin’s
interview with the late Geidar Dzhemal’, the most elaborate and “politically incorrect” Islamic
intellectual in Russia. The very fact that Dzhemal’ was an ideologist of violent Islamism – he
openly supported ISIS as a revolutionary state despite its shortcomings – precludes Western
and even Russian readers from knowing much about him. Rubin’s extensive interview with
Dzhemal’ is a fascinating window into the mind of Russian and, in a way, global Islamists.
To sum up, Rubin’s travelogue does not provide much analysis of the Islamic umma in
the former USSR. The lack of a framework and explanation of crucial terms would clearly
complicate the reading of the book by those in the West who have only the most general
knowledge of Islam and post-Soviet realities. Still, some of the segments of the narrative
are quite informative and insightful and this makes the book useful to the specialist in postSoviet studies.
Dmitry Shlapentokh
Indiana University South Bend, USA
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A History of the Tajiks: Iranians of the East. By Richard Foltz. London: I.B. Tauris. 2019. 256.
pp. doi: 10.22679/avs.2022.7.1.009
Richard Foltz in his A History of Tajiks: Iranians of the East looks at the long history of today’s
Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, and Afghanistan. Political, cultural-historical, linguistic, and religious
narratives are intricately interwoven in his monograph, which complements Richard Frye’s
invaluable Bukhara: The Medieval Achievement. The author draws upon his profound expertise in
a variety of disciplines, but the linguistic aspect comes to the fore and functions as the main
organizing principle. The most important contribution of the work is to put the history of
the Tajiks into a broader Iranian cultural-historical and linguistic context. In the absence of a
comprehensive work on this vast topic, scholars needed to obtain historical knowledge about
the Tajiks piecemeal. This niche is filled by this synthesis, which blends diverse linguistic
and methodological approaches. Foltz brings considerable clarity to his discussions making
it an ideal introductory work for undergraduates and for general readers. The author’s vivid
experiences scattered throughout the work make the reading experience more captivating
and informative. The monograph is divided into the following broad, inter-related units: preIslamic history, Islamic period, and Soviet era.
The first chapter surveys the pre-historic cultures of the region and focuses on the
Sintashta culture and on the Bactria-Margiana Archeological Complex (BMAC). Today’s
Chelyabinsk Oblast in Russia was home to the Sintashta culture characterized by two
technological advantages: the domestication of horses and metallurgy. The examination of
BMAC is rather religion oriented and it mentions that 19th-century Parsi-European scholarly
discussions were crucial in the reshaping of Zoroastrianism as a monotheistic religion.
However, the statement that Zarathustra’s “hymns were not originally understood as Divine
Revelation” engages with Marin Haug’s 19th century Urtext-driven philological perspective
(p. 27). This approach fails to consider the significance of post-Islamic Persian and Gujarati
compositions on Zarathustra’s miracles (muʿjizāt) that were regarded as proofs of his
prophethood. The same chapter treats the fertility and vegetation goddess of BMAC whose
“later Sogdian incarnation was Nanai”, which allows the author to bridge BMAC with his
following chapter on the history of Sogdians. (p. 24). Before and during the early Islamic period
the stereotypically shrewd and cunning middle-men of Silk Road trade were the Sogdians.
This religiously and culturally diverse Eastern Iranian-speaking group maintained lucrative
relations with China, the Byzantine Empire, and the Arabs. The Abbasids increasingly relied
on Sogdian guards, which foreshadowed the subsequent employment of Turkic soldiers, such
as the Ghaznavids, who eventually carved out their independent empire. During the early
Islamic period, the intermediary position of the Sogdians was absorbed by the Tajiks whose
culture was progressively Islamicized.
The second thematic unit is also divided into two parts. Chapter III focuses on the
history of the Samanids, while chapter IV charts the history of the Tajiks from the Ghaznavid
period up until the October Revolution. The 10-11th century Persian revival during which a
number of poets and historians burgeoned serves as the narrative framework for discussing
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the history of the Samanids who came to play a prominent role in 20th and 21st-century
Central Asian cultural and memory politics. In comparison with other works on the period,
this monograph provides a coherent and readable, although at times schematic overview.
Chapter IV, which draws from the author’s 1998 Mughal India and Central Asia, discusses the
symbiotic relationship between Turks and Tajiks. Due to the tremendous chronological scope
of the chapter (c. 1000-1918), it is the most cumbersome part of the book. The historically
fluid notion of Sart, designating 18th century Central Asians bilingual in Turki and Tajik,
only appears once in this chapter (p. 106). Elucidating the different interpretations of this
notion in the context of the 1897 Russian and 1926 Soviet censuses would have afforded an
opportunity to continue the integration of Tajiks into an Iranian cultural-historical framework
and to link chapter IV with the next one.
The final unit of the work tracks the Soviet and Post-Soviet history of Tajiks, while
Chapter VII concentrates on their co-ethnics living in today’s Afghanistan, Uzbekistan,
China, and Russia. Chapter V contrasts the diverse pre-Soviet Central Asian religion, location,
and profession-based modes of identification with the language-oriented Stalinist national
delimitation strategy, which aimed at maximizing linguistic differences to create separate
ethnic categories (p. 116-7). The creation of Soviet Tajikistan without the culturally pivotal
cities of Samarkand and Bukhara and the Uzbek re-appropriation of polymaths such as
Bīrūnī or Khwārazmī are also discussed in this chapter (p. 144). The history of the Republic
of Tajikistan (Chapter VI) with its focus on the rehabilitation of the sway of Samanids
for crafting a new national identity under the presidentship of Emomali Rahmon is highly
thought-provoking. It connects Chapter III and VI and highlights the implicit geopolitical
significance of the evocation of the sprawling Samanid empire, which encompassed the
current Uzbek cities of Samarkand and Bukhara. Finally, the book examines the extended
application of the term Tajik to the mostly Wakhi and Sarikoli-speaking residents of China’s
Tashkurgan Tajik Autonomous County. This also draws a full circle between the introductory
conceptual discussion on the term Tajik and its contemporary usage.
Foltz’s monograph on the history of the Tajiks against the backdrop of Iranian cultural
history fills an important gap. It traverses chronological and area studies boundaries and
connects Chinese, South Asian, Central Asian, and Soviet histories, similar to his masterful The
Religions of the Silk Road. However, the blending of Afghan and Transoxianan histories deserves
to be further elaborated. Additional maps could greatly enhance the intelligibility of certain
parts. A detailed study on the impact of Soviet cultural dynamics and textual production on
Tajik cultural history, which is only briefly discussed, greatly deserves to be brought to light.
In the past years, we have witnessed a renewed interest in the field of Persianate studies and
this work is a vitally important contribution to this growing body of literature. This protean
book reorients the predominantly Iran-focused discussions and will stimulate further dialogue
between scholars of Central Asia, Iranian, Persianate and Soviet Studies.
Kristóf Szitár
Université de Lausanne, Suisse
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Geocultural Power: China’s Quest to Revive the Silk Roads for the Twenty-First Century. By Winter,
Tim. Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 2019. 304 pp. doi: 10.22679/
avs.2022.7.1.010
With much fanfare and applaud, China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) was launched in 2013,
which aims to enhance China’s links with Asia, Europe, and Africa through a network of
overland and maritime trade routes historically known as the Silk Roads. In the following
years, the world has witnessed China’s investment of trillions of dollars in Asia and Africa’s
infrastructures. While most existing studies have discussed the BRI in geopolitical or
geoeconomic terms, in his new book Geocultural Power: China’s Quest to Revive the Silk Roads
for the Twenty-First Century, Tim Winter delves into the history of the Silk Roads to view the
BRI as ‘a site of cultural production and cultural politics’ (p. xii). In doing so, he strives to
reveal how the notion of the Silk Roads is used as ‘a strategic attempt to soften and alter
the nature of China’s engagement’ in world economics and politics (p. 17). By reestablishing
and reshaping history, as Winter forcefully argues, China is actively adopting the past as a
mechanism of heritage policy, emphasising the idea that societies in different parts of the
world have been historically connected and culturally entangled. Because Chinese civilisation
has historically played a central role in such a network, the Silk Roads thus provide China with
a new form of geocultural power.
Instead of trying to delineate a full-scale story of this process, Winter chooses to explain
how the BRI, as a political project of historical reimagination, highlights connections, trends,
and assemblages. After an introduction to the conceptual framework in Chapter 1, the following
six chapters map out the interconnected pathways of how China attempts to engineer the
past in present-day international politics. Chapter 2 offers a brief biography of the Silk Road
concept, revealing that its history since the nineteenth century has been understood within
the politics of nation-building and international conflicts. Chapter 3 identifies the historical
concepts of the Silk Roads—harmony, friendship, cooperation, connection—as to how
they have been used in the discourse of government to nurture international relationships.
Chapter 4 examines a series of infrastructure investments trumpeted as outcomes of the
BRI. Analysing items that have been traded along the Silk Roads, including silk textiles,
metalware, porcelain, and ceramics, Chapter 5 illustrates how the BRI imbues objects with
particular values and structures maritime heritage policy, a strategy embraced not only by
China but also by Southeast Asian countries. Outlining recent research on Central Asia and
the Indian Ocean, Chapter 6 turns to consider how the renewed interest in the Silk Roads,
facilitated by the BRI, provides new ways to write world history and to narrate identities of
nations and cities. The final chapter reflects on these developments at a more conceptual level
by contrasting processes of smoothing to Anna Tsing’s notion of friction.
Throughout the volume, Winter successfully presents how the Silk Roads are established
as a geocultural imaginary and thus function as a form of geocultural power. With the
announcement of the BRI, China artfully uses history and heritage to obtain a unique
platform to exercise its geocultural advantage. In this way, two spatial arcs converge—the
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Silk Roads of the past and the BRI of the twenty-first century, both of which are ‘constituted
by indeterminate networks of connectivity’ (p. 193). While countries across Central and
Southeast Asia have utilised history for the purpose of their nation-building, the notion of
the Silk Roads signals a new era of multilateral heritage making. Whereas religion and heritage
continue to be a source of conflict and dispute, the Silk Roads, with denoted emphasis on
exchange and integration, doubtlessly represent a new mechanism through which more
dialogue and cooperation can be advanced. Certainly, because the Silk Roads serve as a
historical foundation for the diplomacy of the BRI, the past is being designedly rewritten and
the discourses are being purposely reshaped. As Winter persuasively demonstrates through
his narrative, histories and cultural artefacts are not necessarily recounted in accordance with
historical reality, as in the case of the voyages led by Zheng He (1371–1433). Rather, they
are symbolically coded and repackaged in ways that ‘help ensure cities and entire countries
are tied into the new networks of trade being established under Belt and Road’ (p. 24). In
order to form a grand political narrative, the history of the Silk Road comes to be revived
by the bundling up of both material objects from the past but also of current political and
economic forces.
One of the most important contributions in this book is its emphasis on the Maritime
Silk Road, which has long been neglected by both historians and scholars of political sciences.
While the Silk Roads are conventionally understood as the overland networks of trading
routes, the BRI brings the cultural history of the sea into focus. Encompassing Southeast
Asia and the Indian Ocean, the BRI, with its contention of the Maritime Silk Road, is creating
new ways of seeing Eurasian and world history. Stimulated by the BRI, heritage as a concept
is being reimagined to provide new means to ‘appropriate history for their own ends’ (p.
32). For instance, museums, archaeological sites, artefacts of trade, and fragmented histories
are put together by different countries to form an integrated story of a shared past. Not
surprisingly, this past is overwhelmingly China-centric.
Much of Winter’s discussion is fascinating and convincing, yet on some occasions,
one may have a feeling that the author is somehow overstressing the geocultural power.
The strategy of making use of the historical resonance of the Silk Roads for contemporary
international relations, for instance, is not an invention of China. Some may recall that in
July 2011, the US Secretary of the State Hilary Clinton, when delivering a speech in Chennai,
announced the launch of the New Silk Road Initiative, noting that ‘historically, the nations
of South and Central Asia were connected to each other and the rest of continent by a
sprawling trading network called the Silk Road.’1 As for the reason why this project failed to
achieve its goals, Winter argues that it ‘lacked [...] an understanding of how their new Silk
Road mapped onto a narrative of history being propelled forward by rapid changes in the
region’ (p. 79). However, readers versed in international politics would note the failure of
the US version of the Belt and Road is mostly to be attributed to the fact that this project
1

Quoted in James Millward, The Silk Road: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford and New York: Oxford University
Press, 2013), 118.
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was underfunded and under-resourced. Moreover, because this project focuses on a much
more limited ‘southern corridor’, it also lacked the Pacific-to-Atlantic scope that would have
attracted more international support. While history and culture play a significant role in
international relations, their importance should not be exaggerated.
This minor quibble should by no means detract from this volume’s remarkable merit as
a compelling study of how objects and discourses about past events and people are being
mobilised as part of the wider diplomatic relations and cooperation structures of the Belt
and Road. Covering a panoramic scope of issues, Geocultural Power is well-suited for both
introductory overview and scholarly reading. As China’s economy continues to grow and the
BRI is in high gear, it is bound to inspire future studies on this highly interesting topic.
Hang Lin
Hangzhou Normal University, China

From Conflict to Autonomy in the Caucasus: The Soviet Union and the Making of Abkhazia, South
Ossetia and Nagorno Karabakh. By Arsène Saparov. New York: Routledge, 2017. 200 pp. ISBN:
978-0-415-65802-7. doi: 10.22679/avs.2022.7.1.011
The South Caucasus has come to the fore of international society and grabbed both
policymakers’ and academics’ attention, firstly, following the skirmishes in Georgia in 2008
and then during the 2020 Nagorno Karabakh War. Numerous observers have explained the
causes of the ongoing conflicts by focusing on the historical and political legacy of the policies
and their implementation during czarist Russia and the Soviet era. In contrast, relatively few
studies have given priority to the effects of the creation of autonomies in the region and
their status. In a similar vein, in From Conflict to Autonomy in the Caucasus, Saparov presents a
valuable analysis of the historical record of the frozen conflicts in Abkhazia, South Ossetia,
and Nagorno Karabakh, emphasizing the ramifications of the political status of these areas
throughout both the Russian Empire and the Soviet era. Drawing on comprehensive archival
research, mainly through Russian and partly Armenian sources, the author elaborates on the
underlying motives and the process of the establishment of autonomous political entities
and institutions in the Caucasus and the effects of these mechanisms on both past and recent
conflicts in the region.
The first chapter of the book briefly surveys the expansion of the Russian Empire
towards the Caucasus from the beginning of the nineteenth century to 1918. The author
asserts that dissimilar to the Ottoman and Iranian empires, Russian rule aimed at the political,
social, and identity transformation of the region by imposing its power via transferring and
incorporating administrative structures, despite the resistance of local elites (p. 20-21). The
next three chapters examine the logic behind Soviet rule as it granted autonomy to Abkhazia,
South Ossetia, and Nagorno Karabakh following the Russian Civil War. These chapters further
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delve into the developments in the area and reactions from the newly established Caucasian
states, namely Georgia, Azerbaijan, and Armenia, to the autonomies granted by Soviet rule.
According to Saparov, contrary to what most observers argue, that the construction of these
autonomies was a product of political manipulation and a divide-and-rule approach by the
Bolsheviks, these implementations were mainly responses to the immediate needs for conflict
resolution, the outcomes of the confrontations with local elites, and the realities on the
ground due to the weak capacity of the Soviet regime during the early 1920s (p. 87).
The second chapter of the book coherently argues that the contradictions of Abkhazia’s
legal and political status, which was termed as a “treaty republic,” led to the ethnic conflict
with Georgia (p. 54-58), while the third chapter analyses how the early rebellions in South
Ossetia evolved into a long-term conflict with the effects of autonomy along with its
perceptions by the conflicting parts (p. 87). In the fourth chapter, Saparov interprets the
Kavburo decision of July 4, 1921, which preserved Azerbaijani rule over Karabakh due to
the complete Bolshevik conquest of Zangezur from the Armenian resistance rather than
Stalin’s influence over central authorities (p. 111-114). Additionally, the presence and policies
of the great powers, such as Great Britain and newly-established Turkey, further boosted
the Bolsheviks to formulate temporary solutions to the regional conflicts in the Caucasus (p.
122-123).
On the other hand, throughout the fifth and sixth chapters, Saparov asserts that the
experiences of political-administrative autonomy and the Bolsheviks’ supplementary policies,
which bolstered the linguistic liberation and cultural empowerment of ethnic groups from
the 1950s, paved the ground for the confrontations between the autonomies and their central
states following the collapse of the USSR in the 1990s . As the seventh chapter of the book
examines in length, in the aftermath of the Stalinist era, minority cultures were spurred
for decades. Combined with the experience of autonomous administrative institutions,
cultural development, discourse, and historical narratives evolved into the main pillars of the
sovereignty campaigns against the host republics following the demise of the Soviet regime
(p. 158).
The concluding chapter provides an integrative combination of the arguments laid
throughout the book and briefly analyses the repercussions of the short-term solutions and
contradictory policies of Soviet rule to the present conflicts in the Caucasus. Saparov contends
that granting autonomy to Abkhazia, South Ossetia, and Nagorno Karabakh and following
Soviet policies, including removing these autonomous structures, resulted from shortterm goals rather than any long-term goals planning. Additionally, these implementations
conflicted with the interests of the host republics and undermined the groups’ demands
populating the region.
Overall, From Conflict to Autonomy in the Caucasus is a significant contribution both to
the historiography of the Caucasus and peace studies as the book provides an insightful
and relatively nascent analysis by drawing on the history of the autonomous regions of
Abkhazia, South Ossetia, and Nagorno Karabakh rather than the pervasive explanations that
put the policies of the host republics of Georgia, Azerbaijan, Armenia and also the Soviet
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regime to the fore. Saparov coherently articulates his arguments and concurrently manages
to interrelate them by offering extensive research mainly through Russian and Armenian
archives. Furthermore, translations of the original concepts and idioms are brilliantly made;
another feature that allows the reader to follow the text and clearly conveys the author’s
narrative and the context. However, it should be noted that the numerous grammatical and
spelling errors that run throughout the book bear the risk of distracting the readers. All
in all, From Conflict to Autonomy in the Caucasus is a valuable resource not only for political
and historical studies researchers but also for those interested in seeking alternative ways of
reading and understanding the history of the Caucasus.
Onur Ağkaya,
Bilecik Şeyh Edebali University, Bilecik, Turkey

Christ Came Forth from India: Georgian Astrological Texts of the 17th, 18th and 19th Centuries. By
Timothy Paul Grove. Leiden: Brill, 2021. 463 pages. doi: 10.22679/avs.2022.7.1.012
The Caucasus is often overlooked by scholars engaged in tracing the dissemination of ancient
knowledge from East to West. Yet an abundance of materials attests to the centrality of the
Caucasus as a crossroads for the texts and traditions of many different civilizations, from
South Asia to Africa. Among the materials that bear witness to this legacy is the anonymous
Balavariani, a Georgian rendering of an Arabic work entitled Bilauhar u Buddsaf, which was
itself a translation of a Pahlavi text that gathered together legends relating to the life of
the Buddha.2 Although this work does not correspond to a specific extant Sanskrit text,
it is clearly indebted to the Indic hagiography of the life of Gautama Buddha. Georgian
specialist David Marshall Lang introduced this neglected work to the Anglophone world with
his translation in 1966. In the magisterial study that is the subject of this review, Timothy Paul
Grove performs a similar feat by introducing us to the richness of the Georgian astrological
tradition during the early modern period, a time when Georgia served as a crossroads for the
transmission of scientific learning from the Muslim world into European languages.
Grove’s book opens with an overview of astrology across multiple civilizations, all of
which were in one form or another transmitted to the Caucasus: Babylonian, Hellenistic,
Indian, Persian, Harranian (Sabian), Byzantine, Arabian, Medieval European, and Far Eastern.
These sections place the discussion of Georgian astrology within a comparative framework
and attest to the author’s wide-ranging erudition. We then turn to early modern Georgia, an
epoch that Grove refers to as Georgia’s “Silver Age” while also calling it Georgia’s “Late
Mediaeval Period” (p. 24). This terminology seems rather idiosyncratic, given that during
2

David Marshall Lang, The Balavariani (Barlaam and Josaphat): A Tale from the Christian East, translated from the Old
Georgian (London: George Allen & Unwin, 1966).
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the period under discussion—1600-1810—Georgia was wholly part of the modern world
and very much under the influence of European and Russian literary and learned traditions
that would not generally be classified as medieval. This idiosyncratic periodization doesn’t
however harm Grove’s analysis overall.
Although the book’s primary focus is on Georgian astrology, Grove also gives serious
consideration to other astrological traditions of the Caucasus, including Abkhazian,
Circassian, Vainakh (Chechen and Ingush), Daghestani, Ossetian, Armenian, Kalmyk, and
Islamic. He also considers Georgian astrology in light of multiple disciplines, including pagan
and Christian theology, archaeology, the decorative arts, and literature. Mention is made of
the role of astrology in major works of Georgian literature, including Shota Rustaveli’s 12thcentury epic, The Knight in the Panther’s Skin (VepxisT’q’aosani). One work that is not mentioned,
even though it belongs to the period which is the primary temporal focus of the book, is
Nodar Cicishvili’s Seven Planets (shvidi mt’iebi), a Georgian romance written in the medieval
Persian tradition, which borrowed many of its narrative tropes from a previous version of
the story of Sassanian king Bahram Gur (406-438, r. 420-438) by the Central Asian poet
Nawa’i in Chaghatay Turkish.3
Among the most engaging chapters of the book are those which chronicle the writings
and achievements of King Vakht’ang VI of Kartli (1675-1737; r. 1716-1724) and his uncle
Sulkhan-Saba Orbeliani (1658-1725). The latter is well-known to students of early modern
Georgian literature, primarily due to works such as The Wisdom of Deception (sibrdzne sicruisa),
which is the first extant Georgian work written in the mirrors-for-princes genre. Sulkhan-Saba
is also well known for his diplomatic efforts to obtain support for Georgia from European
monarchs through the mediation of the Catholic church. Grove introduces a new aspect
of Sulkhan-Saba’s legacy, which until this point has not been well known to scholarship:
Sulkhan-Saba as an astronomer. Sulkhan-Saba was also King Vakht’ang’s teacher and it is in
the context of learning about the former’s achievements that we are also introduced to the
intellectual contributions King Vakht’ang made to the science of astronomy.
Grove discusses a range of texts by the prodigious Vakht’ang that have rarely been
treated in scholarship, namely the Book of the Knowledge of Creation (Kmnulebis Codnis C’igni),
the king’s alchemical and astrological manuscripts, and his adaptations of eastern texts. Like
other astrological texts written under the influence of Christian theology, Vakht’ang’s Book
of the Knowledge of Creation attempts to justify the science of astrology by engaging with the
Biblical tradition. In the preface to this work, Vakht’ang frames the prophet David as a
defender of the science of the stars. Vakht’ang’s preface is a literary feat in its own right and
is admirably translated for the first time into English by Grove. Vakht’ang states in this text
that because “Georgia has been ravaged” many times by enemies, the “study of philosophical
learning in the Georgian language” has not had a chance to flourish and Georgians have been
“ridiculed” by speakers of other languages (p. 341). Passages like these provide important
3

Nodar Cicishvili, Shvidi Mt’iebi - Baram-Guri, ed. K. Ḳeḳelidze (Kʻartʻuli cigni: Tbilisi: 1930). A Russian translation
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insights into the self-perceptions of Georgian intellectuals during the early modern period
and their motivations for seeking cultural transformation.
Although it lacks an argument that might change our understanding of the material
he investigates, Grove’s detailed study is valuable for a number of other reasons. It gives
us a wide-ranging introduction not just to Georgian astrology, but more generally to early
modern Georgian scientific learning. As such, it is clearly a precursor to future, perhaps more
conceptually oriented, work. By assembling together these materials from a range of different
archives, Grove reminds us of the role of astrology in premodern cultures as a mediator
among different kinds of knowledge. Although he does not explicitly make this claim, the
material Grove assembles suggests that astrology’s role in the early modern Caucasus was
analogous to the role played by critical theory in the humanities today: it brings different
disciplines into dialogue with each other and thereby proposes new relations between
humanity and creation.
Rebecca Ruth Gould
University of Birmingham, Birmingham, United Kingdom

China’s Maritime Silk Road Initiative, Africa, and the Middle East: Feats, Freezes, and Failures.
Edited by Jean-Marc F. Blanchard. Singapore: Palgrave Macmillan, 2021. 291 pp. (ISBN:
9789813340121) doi: 10.22679/avs.2022.7.1.013
While the recent years have witnessed a surge of literature on China’s Belt and Road Initiative
(BRI), only little attention has been given to analyzing the Maritime Silk Road Initiative (MSRI).
Covering vast regions stretching from East Asia to Europe, the MSRI involves dozens of
countries and concerns hundreds of billions of dollars in trade. Jean-Marc F. Blanchard’s
latest edited volume China’s Maritime Silk Road Initiative, Africa, and the Middle East: Feats, Freezes,
and Failures aims to discuss the actual processes and the multi-dimensional consequences of
the MSRI in Africa, the Middle East, and North Africa (MENA). With in-depth case studies,
the contributors focus on selected countries within Africa and MENA to examine “how
politics and economics interact to shape participant country attitudes towards the MSRI, its
implementation, and its political and economic effects” (p. 3).
The volume opens with Blanchard’s comprehensive introduction that briefly outlines the
background of the MSRI and traces the history of Africa-China and MENA-China ties and
their drivers from 1949 through the present. The eight core chapters can be geographically
divided into two groups that are devoted to the African and MENA countries, respectively.
The first group, comprising chapters 2 to 5, focuses on MSRI projects in Africa. As the
chapters collectively reveal, the most important feature of the MSRI in Africa consists of
seaport projects, ranging from Lamu in Kenya, Bagamoyo and Dar el Salam in Tanzania,
and the Doraleh Multipurpose Port in Djibouti as well as various seaports in Madagascar,
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Mozambique, and Senegal. Following the seaport projects are airports, railway projects,
highways, power generation and distribution projects, oil and water pipelines, and industrial
parks. Involving numerous Chinese firms, these projects open up new opportunities for
greater trade with and inside Africa. Moreover, the chapters demonstrate that along with
“the MSRI’s promise to boost connectivity at the regional and continental level”, the projects
are still confronting “headwinds linked to poor logistics and policy coordination, security
challenges, debt sustainability, and project viability” (p. 55). The authors remind us that we
should not intuitively assume that “a country’s domestic or foreign policies are hostage to
economic links with China”, but be aware that “diverse variables are operative” and “African
states are not as weak as is commonly assumed depending upon the context and the nature
of their economic relationships with China” (pp. 83-84). Certainly, close diplomatic ties and
MSRI projects may promise economic benefits, as in the case of MSRI projects in Tanzania,
but more often “politics and individual personality surpass economics as drivers of project
initiation and implementation” (p. 139).
To a great extent, MENA countries play a significant role in China’s MSRI because
of the region’s importance for China’s oil and gas supplies. MSRI projects in the region,
similar to those in Africa, also focus on transportation infrastructure. But due to China’s
voracious energy appetite, more attention has been paid to energy infrastructure including
oil pipelines, coal-fired power generation plants, refineries, petrochemical plants, and power
distribution facilities. For China, MSRI projects in MENA enhance China’s economic interest
in the region and these projects stand as a way to improve China’s position vis-à-vis the US
while helping to combat extremism, terrorism, and separatism. For MENA countries, the
MSRI promises secure and increased access to their biggest market in terms of oil and gas
and brings Chinese investment, loans, and infrastructure construction capabilities. Although
both China and MENA are optimistic about the potential of China’s scheme, its realization
depends on many factors. While China enjoys a strong base for cooperation in MENA,
some countries, such as Iran, see “certain negatives to a continuing one-sided and expanded
economic relationship with China and faces constraints on what it can finance” (p. 183).
Other countries, like Egypt, are moving closer to China, yet it is too definitive to conclude
that these countries “ha[ve] bound [themselves] exclusively to China or that China or Chinese
companies will recklessly throw resources at the MSRI” (p. 269).
With systematic studies of the net benefits of MSRI projects in different countries,
the case studies analyze the implementation and/or failure of MSRI projects to evaluate
the drivers of a particular country’s policies and to unpack the factors driving its domestic
and foreign policy decisions. Throughout the volume, the contributors invite readers to
delve into various projects and decision-making processes to reconsider the MSRI. Next to
economic links, other issues are also relevant in explaining the stance of particular countries
toward the MSRI, including “domestic political needs and national interest perceptions
of leaders, internal security imperatives, development ideologies, external security threats,
China’s interests and situation, and the availability (or not) of appealing alternatives such as
international financial institutions (IFIs) or the United States (US)” (p. 3). Some of these

Book Reviews

163

points, as argued by David M. Lampton et. al. in their analysis of China’s Pan-Asia Railway
project in Southeast Asia, are also adopted by Southeast Asian countries to maximize their
interests in dealing with China.4
Much of the discussion is convincing and stimulating, yet as most case studies concentrate
on policy-making and the implementation of infrastructure projects, critical readers may
wonder how history and culture are involved in the process, though this point has been
occasionally touched upon in Conrad John Masabo’s chapter on Tanzania in China’s MSRI.
As Tim Winter recently points out, China is actively adopting the past as a mechanism of
heritage policy and artfully uses history and heritage to exercise its geocultural advantage.5
Because the MSRI and its broader version, the BRI, are firmly based upon the history of
the ancient Silk Road, the importance of the historical and cultural aspects shall not be
overlooked.
Clearly structured and fluently written, this volume stands as a pioneering work on
China’s MSRI in Africa and MENA. The contributors acknowledge the promises and
benefits of the MSRI for African and MENA countries, yet they also keenly remind us that
the MSRI is under pressure and new actions need to be taken. The detailed examinations of
MSRI projects are well-suited for introductory overview while they also include direct policy
implications that will certainly inspire observers and decision-makers.
Hang Lin
Hangzhou Normal University, China
Pious Peripheries: Runaway Women in Post-Taliban Afghanistan. By Sonia Ahsan-Tirmizi. Stanford,
CA: Stanford University Press, 2021. 239 pp. (ISBN: 9781503614710). doi: 10.22679/
avs.2022.7.1.014
Pious Peripheries examines the dialectic of construction, resistance, and lived experience among
marginalized Afghan women. Ahsan-Tirmizi draws on rich ethnographic research to study
the marginalization of women and the evolvement of gender politics since the last Taliban
regime (1996–2001). Her insider status and linguistic ability enable her to collect many firsthand accounts, often told in the words of runaway women, of the disciplining of their
everyday life in abusive relationships. The timing of this publication is significant as the world
is pondering the future of women’s rights after the fall of Kabul to Taliban forces in August
2021.
In eight concise and highly readable chapters, Ahsan-Tirmizi contextualizes the
struggles of runaway women within the fields of feminism, gender studies, and politics of
4
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resistance. The introductory chapter problematizes the conventional binary framings of
women’s identity that have obscured our understanding of the complicated relationship
between Islam and women’s empowerment. These binaries often divide women into the
opposing categories: “Muslim/traditional/submissive” and “secular/modern/subversive.”
Such constructs emerged in specific junctures of Afghan society and are shaped by the larger
shifts in domestic and global politics.
Chapter one looks at the paradoxical role of shelter (khana-ti aman) for runaway women.
Proclaiming to offer refuge, the shelter often places vulnerable women “at the mercy of the
state without family safeguards” and exposes them to “rape and other violence at the hands
of the officials in charge of protecting them” (24). The shelter only permits “transitory
bonds to form between marginalized runaway women” (37), even though its “emancipatory
potential” is “deeply implicated within the disciplinary mechanisms” of a patriarchal state.
The next chapter revisits many draconian measures that the Taliban implemented to
regulate women’s public behaviors. Despite the US overthrow of the Taliban in 2001, many
of the women’s shelters still internalize the disciplinary values and norms against female
bodies. One notorious practice is the enforcement of virginity tests that “distinguish chaste
bodies from promiscuous ones” (67), but the categorization of virgins and non-virgins among
shelter residents led to more harassments and abuses by local gangs and police officers.
Chapter 3 analyzes the transmission of submissive ideology in many Persian and Pashtun
poems and songs that are popular among shelter women. These verses of love and honor
serve as a double-edged sword. While glorifying the image of virtuous womanhood, the
verses inspire some women to “navigate their worlds in far more complex ways than singing
their suffering or killing themselves” (79). The poetic mode of expression is a dialogical
and reflective process that helps women “to risk openly expressing a sexually promiscuous
self ” (77). The heart of the matter is the resolve to embrace “the risk of being different”
against the external moral code (77). Evidently, the Pashtun women subalterns are not
passive recipients of a theocratic, patriarchal order that the Taliban imposed on them. They
are capable of utilizing poems to seek intimacy and protection through “anonymous and
collective narration” and to reflect on “the hardship inherent in conforming to honor ideals”
(98).
Chapter 4 reveals that the Taliban was not the first state to make piety mandatory in
Afghanistan but its governance structure has politicized the scope of private and public
piety on an unprecedented scale. Consequently, Afghan women have to appeal to Islam
to circumvent the “old-fashioned, totalitarian public shaped by the Taliban” and to assert
their limited agency in a hostile environment. Along the same reasoning, chapter 5 looks
at a variety of pedagogical materials on Islamic womanhood. The Taliban movement was a
reaction to the perceived “fear of Westernization” through “the threat of Soviet secularism”
in the decade-long war against the Soviet Union (1979–1989) (143). The Islamization of
homeland and family has given rise to a pan-Islamic imagination of female chastity and
honor as essential pillars of modern Afghanistan.
Chapter 6 evaluates the impacts of wars. Decades of violent conflicts have destroyed social
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trust, but the longstanding values of hospitality, refuge, and generosity that define Pashtun
culture still hold the society together and prevent it from falling apart. The shelter women
delve into these traditional norms to construct a humane vision of Islam against the Taliban
discourse of pious and obedient womanhood. Thus, the politics of gender engagement span
a wide spectrum, ranging from extremely conflictual to relatively cooperative, and the picture
that arises is one of such variations that it is hard to generalize.
The conclusion pulls all the conceptual and empirical issues together and discusses the
official failure to safeguard women’s rights in the post-Taliban state. Nonetheless, all is not
lost for the women because “the process that makes difference visible” in the shelter is bound
to continue (202). “The politics itself is chaotic, immature, and incomplete. Allowing radical
difference to thrive is fundamental to the survival of the shelter. The transitory friendships
and alliances that develop inside the shelter are a microcosm of solidarities that are now
emerging in Afghanistan.” (202) How “these fragmentary solidarities, which allow for a
multiplicity of radically different subject positions to coexist alongside with each other” in an
increasingly dictatorial context remains to be seen.
Methodologically, Ahsan-Tirmizi coalesces granular, well-researched ethnographic data
into a fresh take on the agential role of Afghan runaway women. Their stories are both local
and global, particular and general. Runaway wives of early-20th-century Beijing, for instance,
found in modern transportation, especially passenger trains, reliable ways to escape abuses.6
The Afghan women are following in the same footsteps to start and end relationships on
the margins of society. These familiar survival tactics create an autonomous sphere and a
moral conviction that empowers women in their negotiations within the state’s rhetorical and
disciplinary framework.
Pious Peripheries is the model of engaged scholarship based on ethnographic research
among marginalized groups. Compared with Sally L. Kitch’s work on the personal and
professional lives of Afghan women elites and Torunn Wimpelmann’s reflections on Afghan
activists’ efforts to fight for women’s rights, Ahsan-Tirmizi shifts the analytical focus to the
recipients of gender violence who use the shelter system as a transitional space to escape
abuses and rebuild their lives.7 The diverse experiences of these runaway women reveal the
confluence of concerns about subtle feminist and religious expressions and their yearning to
reinvent a new sense of belonging inside the shelter system. It is in this dynamic process that
a variety of identities have emerged, juxtaposing tradition and modernity, local and global
forces, and religious heritage and feminism. The most effective way to exercise individual
agency is to carve out personal space without subverting the hegemonic regime. The scope
of agency for Afghan women today may be restricted because of the unfavorable set of
circumstances, but their determination to reinvent themselves and rework their situations
6
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embodies a certain degree of agency in challenging the hegemon. One can only hope that
Afghanistan would soon be stable enough to welcome Ahsan-Tirmizi and others to return
and conduct further research on women’s lived experiences in times of rapid changes.
Joseph Tse-Hei Lee
Pace University, New York City, USA

