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INTRODUCTION
Acta Via Serica is an international, peer reviewed, multi-disciplinary journal published in English by
the Center for Silk Road and Central Asia (CenSCA), Keimyung University, Daegu, S. Korea. The
journal was established in 2016 for the purpose of promoting new research on the Silk Road and
Central Asia in all academic disciplines within the arts and humanities and social sciences. It is published biannually and accepts submissions of papers throughout the year. Before being accepted for
publication, all manuscripts are carefully evaluated and refereed by an international editorial board
composed of leading scholars in their respective fields.
Acta Via Serica also covers a number of peripheral countries/regions in relation to their links/
policies vis-à-vis the historical Silk Road. In those historical terms, the Silk Road is defined as the
epicenter of one of the first waves of globalization connecting Eastern and Western markets, intermixing cultural and religious traditions.
Consequently, the central aims of Acta Via Serica are to:
• Reflect and promote advances in area-based scholarship in the humanities and social sciences
• Enhance understanding of processes of local and regional change that make the Silk Road countries
an area of significant contemporary interest
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A STUDY OF AN UNKNOWN PRIMARY
DOCUMENT ON THE FALL OF
ABBASID BAGHDAD TO THE MONGOLS
(WRITTEN BY THE DEFEATED SIDE)
By ALI BAHRANI POUR*

The present study aims to do a documental study of the Mongol invasion and the
fall of Baghdad (the capital of the Abbasid Caliphate) in 1258 CE. It is a case study
on a document and two comments on it, which were originally recovered from the
burial shroud of a person killed during Hülegü’s conquest of Baghdad. This document was later inserted by someone (possibly by one of its two commentators) in
a section of a primary manuscript of Kitab al-Wara’a (written in 1147 CE). Then
Os̤ man ibn Ġānim al-Hiti and Ṭahir ibn ‘Abd-Allāh ibn Ibrahim ibn Aḥmad, as
commentators, wrote their comments about the document. Although these documents are in the form of fragmentary notes, they are rare primary sources that
depict the events and the conditions of the siege, the conquest of Baghdad and the
collapse of Abbasid Caliphate. This article, while providing images, revised texts,
and translations1 of the documents, aims to introduce them and to explore the civil
factors contributing to the fall of Baghdad.
Keywords: the fall of Baghdad, the Mongols, the Abbasid Caliphate
* ALI BBAHRANI POUR is an associate professor at Shahid Chamran University of Ahvaz.
1

I should thank my cousin Mr. Javad Bahrani-pour for his help in translating the document and
Mokhtaral-din Ahmad’s article on that into Persian.

8

Acta Via Serica, Vol. 2, No. 2, December 2017

INTRODUCTION
Although the literature on the fall of Baghdad is relatively rich, there have been few
archival document-based studies, to date. In 1900, Le Strange made a good research
namely “The Story of the Death of the Last Abbasid Caliph, from the Vatican MS.
of Ibn-al-Furāt.”2 This was the start of a chain of research on the collapse of Abbasid Baghdad. In a more detailed study, Joseph de Somogyi in 1933 regarded the
Arabic poetry sources and introduced “A Qasida on the Destruction of Baghdad by
the Mongols”3, in which he reflexed the formal echelon of Abbasid court about its
collapse. This poem is similar to a qasida about the same subject from Sa’di of Shiraz
4
(1210-1291 CE). He was the outstanding Persian poet of early Mongol period. The
next research is a book entitled Zeitscrift der Deutschen Morgenl Gezellschaft by Berthold
Spuler5, who in 1938 discussed the political and economic consequences of the event.
He also studied Mongolian formal titles and letter writing styles, which can be compared with the late Abbasid style of the documents introduced in the current article.
In 1978 Burchard Brentjes made an art history survey entitled “The Fall of Baghdad
and the Caliph Al-Musta’sim in a Tabrīz Miniature”6, which completed the above
research from the aspect of illustrated Persian manuscripts of 13-14 centuries. Then
in 19857, David Morgan, in his comprehensive book entitled The Mongols8, studied
the causes of the collapse of the Abbasid caliphate. Later in 1991, Širin Bayāni in
her voluminous book Din wa Dawlat dar Iran-i ‘Ahd-i Moġul (Religion et Government en
Iran au Temps des Mongols)9, discussed the regional political and legal consequences of

2

Le Strange, G, “The Story of the Death of the Last Abbasid Caliph, from the Vatican MS. of Ibn-alFurāt.” Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society, 32, no. 2 (April 1900): 293-300.

3

De Somogyi, Joseph, “A Qasida on the destruction of Baghdad by the Mongols,” Bulletin of the School
of Oriental Studies, vol. 7, no. 1, 1933, pp. 41-48.

4

Saadi of Shiraz, Saadi: The Divan, revised trans. Paul Smith (New Humanity Books, 2014).

5

Spuler. Berthold, “Quellenkritik Zur Mongolengechihichte Irns,” in Zeitscrift der Deutschen Morgenl.
Gezellschaft, Jg. 92 (1938): 219-243.

6

Burchard Brentjes, “The Fall of Baghdad and the Caliph Al-Musta’sim in a Tabrīz Miniature,” East
and West, vol. 28, no. 1/4, December 1978: 151-154.

7

i.e., the first edition.

8 David Morgan, The Mongols, 2nd edition, (New Jersey: Wiley-Blackwell, 2007).
9

Širin Bayāni, Din wa Dawlat dar Iran-i ‘Ahd-i Moġul (Religion et Government en Iran au Temps des Mongols).
(Tehran: Makaz-e Našr-e Danešgāhi, 1991).
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the fall of Baghdad in detail. A few years later, Painan Rašid-wu10, in his doctoral dissertation entitled “The Fall of Baghdad,” made a comprehensive study based on the
Chinese, Arabic, Persian and Mongolian sources. This is regarded as one of the most
relevant studies in the literature on the present subject. In her article entitled “AlḤawādiț Al-Gāmi’a: Contemporary Account of the Mongol Conquest of Baghdad:
656/1258”, Hend Gilli-Elewy11 portrayed the dramatic psychological atmosphere of
Baghdad during its fall to the Mongols. 12 Possibly the most recent work on the subject is Michal Biran’s article “Music in the Conquest of Baghdad: Ṣafī al-Dīn Urmawī
and the Ilkhanid Circle of Musicians.”13 She researched how Ṣafī al-Dīn, by securing
a post in the Ilkhanid regime in Baghdad, “saved himself and his neighborhood” and
transferred the Abbasid music culture to the Ilkhanid era.14
The present study follows this trend of researches, but like Ibn-al-Furāt’s manuscript, it is based on the documents written by the defeated side.

HISTORICAL AND GEOGRAPHICAL BACKGROUND
OF THE MATERIAL IN THE DOCUMENTS
ON THE FALL OF BAGHDAD
The Socio-economic Landscape of Baghdad
Baghdad replaced the ancient Babylon and Ctesiphon in the Islamic era, and to date
has maintained its centrality in Iraq (‘Irāq-i ‘Arab). There are many reasons for this.
The first is that, geographically, it is located where the major rivers, the Tigris and
the Euphrates, come closest to each other. Thus, given Baghdad’s population, the
Painan Rashid-wu. Soqut-e Baġdād va ḥokmravā’ei-e Moġolān dar ‘Arāq (طوقس
دادغب
ییاورمکح و
مغوالن در
حکمروایی
نالوغمبغداد و
سقوط
‘ ع ردThe Collapse of Baghdad and Mongol Rule in Iraq’), Persian translation by Asadullāh Āzād,
عراق
Mašhad, Āstān-e Qods Razavi, 1997.

10

11

Hend Gilli-Elewy, “Al-Ḥawādiț Al-Gāmi’a: Contemporary Account of the Mongol Conquest of
Baghdad, 656/1258”, Arabica 58, (2011): 353-371.

12

About the people of Baghdad during the conquest of the Mongols, she writes: “Their color had changed,
their minds shocked by the sight of horrors that no words can describe. They were like dead emerging
from their graves on the day of resurrection fearful, hungry and cold.” Op. cit., pp. 367-368.

13

Michal Biran, “Music in the Conquest of Baghdad: Ṣafī al-Dīn Urmawī and the Ilkhanid Circle of
Musicians,” in The Mongols’ Middle East: Continuity and Transformation in Ilkhanid Iran, ed. Bruno De
Nicola and Charles Melville, 133-154. Leiden: Brill, 2016.

14

Op. cit., 133.

10

Acta Via Serica, Vol. 2, No. 2, December 2017

extent of demand and supply, and as caravans needed to cross through Baghdad,
many bridges were constructed by boats over the rivers. These were connected by
chains and then covered and leveled using soil and brushwood, thereby linking the
two quarters of the city with the roads coming from the four cardinal directions. Another reason for Baghdad’s centrality was its moderate climate in comparison to other
regions in Iraq. Both cold climate and tropical fruits could grow side by side. These
included some species of date palms like maḫtoom and ḥastāwi, pomegranates and
grapes along with rice, corn, cotton and beans. Such a climate attracted skilled and rich
people from everywhere. The people of Baghdad, even in Chinese trade guidebooks,
were famous for commerce and craftsmanship, cloth weaving such as silk weaving15
and palm growing. Also, ranchers and possibly some Mongolian and Turk tribes were
interested in the surrounding grazing lands. Ḥamdollah Mostawfi (1281-1349 CE)
described the abundance in Baghdad, during the Abbasid caliphate, to the extent that
prices were generally cheap and famine was rare.16 However due to a vast massacre of
the populace and the destruction of the areas surrounding Baghdad during the Mongol conquest,17Al-Qalqašandi (1356-1418 CE) wrote that grain was scarce in Iraqi cities, except in “Nil” in the south, which was fertile in terms of grain yield. 18
The circumference of the Baghdad ramparts was about 18 thousand feet and
included the neighborhoods of the Wadi Al-Salām یداو
مالسلاالسالم,
 وادیthe Shiite quarter
of Karḫ خرک,
 کرخRoṣafa هفاصر,
 رصافهal-Šarqiyyah هیقرشلا
( ا لشر قیهor the Eastern Quarter on the
Tigris, as a religious endowment from the caliphate for religious scholars to settle),
Jāneb al-Ṭāq بناج
قاطلا الطاق
( جانبthe main bazaar area) and al- Ḥarīm میرحلا
( الحریمthe enclosed
security zone for the palaces of the Abbasid Caliphate). Nizamiye Bazaar رازاب
یماظن نظامیه
بازار,
Suq at-Tamr التمر
سوق قوس
( تلاthe bazaar of date wholesalers), a weekly fair named Suq alṬholas̤ā’ قوس
ثلا الثلثاء
( سوقthe Tuesday Market) which later developed into Bazār-e Bazzāzān
ّ
رازاب
ّزب
ا
(زMercer
Bazaar) which is perhaps the same as Niẓamiyye Bazaar mentioned
بازار بزازان
above, Bazaar-e R’as al-Ṭāq رازاب
سوق قوس
(سلاKing’s Baسار الطاق
قاطلا راس
 بازارand Suq al-Sultan السلطان
19
zaar) were among the famous markets of Baghdad.
The gates of Baghdad were as follows: Bāb Ṭariq Ḫorāsān ( خراسان
قيرط ب
نارخطريق,
اب
15

Chau ju-kua, 1965, pp. 102-110.

16

Mostawfi, 2003, pp. 74-73.

17

For a detailed report about the destruction, see: al-Ġassani, 1975, pp. 6, 17, 30, 41, 45, 78, 289, 337,
338, 382, 401, 425, 453, 500, 626.

18

Al-Qalqašandi, 2002, vol. 4, p. 48.

19

Ibn Battuta, 1971, vol. 1, p. 242; Mustawfi, 2002, pp. 73-74.
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i.e. the gate toward the Road of Ḫorāsān20), Bāb Ḫalaj ( خلج
جلخ با
 بابthe gate of the Turkic tribe Ḫalaj), Bāb al-Ḥelbah ( الحلبه
حلا با
سوققوس با
اطلسلا,
) باب, Bāb Suq al-Sulṭan ( السلطان
 بابi.e.
the gate near the bazaar of the Sultan), Bāb al-Ġorbah ( الغربه
رغلا با
,
i.e.
the
gate of
باب
refugees) located on the banks of the Tigris toward India and China via the Persian
Gulf and the Indian Ocean, Bāb Suq at-Tamr ( سوق االتمر
 باب قو, i.e. the gate near the bazaar of date wholesalers), Bāb al-Badriyyeh ( باّه
ردبلا
اعلا با
البدري
) باب, Bāb al-‘Āmmah ( العامه
 باب,
i.e. people’s gate) or Bāb ‘Amūriyyah ( عموريه
رومع با
,
i.e.
the
gate
toward
the
‘Amūriyyah
باب
region in Syria) in the east, Bāb al-Bostān ( البستان
سبلا با
 باب, i.e. Gate toward the Garden21),
Bāb al-Baṣrah ( البصره
صبلا ب
 باب, i.e. the gate toward Basra) in the south, and Bāb al-Marātib
( المراتب
تارملا با
 باب, the gate for official appointments), which showed the extensive international connections of this city. The markets were also located near these gates.22 This
highlighted the importance of exports and imports in Baghdad. The major trading
centers were usually caravansaries near the gates of the city, many of which were
administered by endowment income of the kings and the rich. Baghdadi as well as
Baghdad-based foreign traders are named in some sources, suggesting that Baghdad
was prosperous even after the fall of Baghdad.23 Ibn Baṭṭuta, who visited Baghdad
around 728 AH/1378 CE, wrote: “Today’s Baghdad, compared with the past when it
had not sustained injuries, is for the most part in ruins.” However, around 1339 CE,
the sum of its tax (Tamγā) amounted to 800,000 dinars.24 The above-mentioned situation illustrates a city intoxicated with wealth, abundance and prosperity, thus making
it attractive enough to be attacked and invaded by the Mongols.

Historical background to the fall of Baghdad: The Mongol invasion
Halfway along the Silk Road, in 655 AH/1257 CE the Mongols invaded Iraq, looting
Aqaba, Ḥolwan and around Baghdad. However, this resulted in the Mongols being

20

Some Iranian scholars like Manucherhr Sotudeh, believed that this was the start for the Jāddat Ṭariq
Ḥoraāsān خراسان
قیرط هداج
‘ خGreat Road of Khorasan’ as original and historical name of the Silk
جاده طریق
Road.

21

Possibly it was a royal garden for Abbasid caliphs.

22

Mustawfi, 2002, pp. 73-74; Al-Qalqašandi, 2002, vol. 4, p. 47; Abu-al-Feda, 1971, pp. 330-332.

23

Ibn al-Najjar al-Baġdādi, undated, pp. 8, 90, 329, 235; Ibn al-Demiāṭi, undated, pp. 27, 167, 235, 153, 261.

24

Mustawfi, 2003, p. 75: Ibn Battuta, 1971, vol. 1, p. 240.
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repelled by the Caliph al-Mustanṣir’s forces.25 Coming from Karakorum and Almaliɤ,
Hülegü’s26 invasion path was parallel to the Silk Road caravan routes in Persia which
included the following cities, Saraḥs, Tūn-Ḫāf-Toos-Rādkān-Ḫabušān (Quchān),
Astu, Ḫaraqān, Qasrān, Šah-Diž, Abbās-Ābād, and Rey, and the Ismaili castles of Biskala Diž, Jamal-abad, Qazvin, Alamut, Meymūn-Diž, Gird-Kuh, Deylamān, Aškevar,
Ṭārom, Ḫarkām, Rud-bār, Lamsar, and Šahrak (in Roudbār). Then he hit the Ḫorasan
road to Hamadān-Kermānšāhān-Ḥolwān-Baghdad, and Levant (Šām, i.e. Syria). According to Jovani’s accounts of Hülegü’s expedition, in order to pass the waterways,
roads were built and cleared, bridges were constructed, and ships were prepared.27
Moreover, some Iranian local governors like the Qara-Khitai king of Kerman,
Sultan Muḥammad ibn Ḫemitebur Tayingu (1252-1258), assisted Hülegü in the conquest of Quhistan castles on the Alborz ranges and Baghdad.28

The Tigris River dividing Baghdad into western and eastern quarters, and the roads going in all
directions (“Baghdad” in Encyclopedia Encarta, 2009)

25
26

27
28

Juzjāni, 2004, vol. 2, p. 158.
Hülegü was a Mongol prince, a brother of Möngke Qaan a grandson of Ghengiz-khan, who got the
commission from his brother to continue the Mongol conquests in western Asia. After conquering
Iran and Iraq and Anatolia, he founded the Ilkhanid dynasty as Mongol rulers of this realm. For more
details, see the table in the main text of the current issue.
Jovaīnī, 2004, vol. 3, pp. 10-90, 102-300; Juzjāni, 2004, vol. 2, p. 158.
Monši Kermāni (B), 1986, pp. 100-101; Šabānkāre’i, 1998, p. 197; Naṭanzi, 2004, p. 27; Monši
Kermāni (A), 1984, p. 9-37.
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Table of events leading to the fall of Baghdad
Date

Event

Source

655 AH/1257 CE

Hülegü marches toward his camp in Hamadan and
blames Al-Musta’sim because he did not help the
Mongols against the Ismailis (Assassins). (Quoted
from the Fatḥ Nameh “victory report”, a work by
Ḫwāje Naṣir al-Din Ṭoosi).

The month of
Šawwāl, 655 AH/
1257 CE

Hülegü marches from Hamadan via Kermanšah
and Holwan to Baghdad. He also sends Baiju and
Suγunjāγ along the northern road (Kurdistan) via
Šare-zur, Daqūqā, and sends Kitu-Buγā and Ankia
from the Koreyt and Yabāt, to surround Baghdad.

1257 CE

Dawāt-dār, the Abbasid general, defeats Suγunjāγ in
Al-Anbār, but is defeated by Baiju and flees back to
Baghdad

Mid-Muḥarram
656 AH/1258 CE

After reaching Baghdad and besieging it, the MonJovaīnī, 2004, vol.
gols construct a wooden wall (čapar) around the city 3, p. 286-287
and install catapults. The caliph sends his finance
minister Ibn Darboos with some presents to Hülegü
to negotiate a peace treaty.

22-26 Muḥarram
656 AH/1258 CE

The opening of Hülegü’s six-day war during the
Jovaīnī, 2004, vol.
siege of Baghdad. The ‘Ajam towers fall. The
3, p. 288-290
Mongols capture the Baghdad walls and assisted by
the people of Baghdad destroy it. Dawāt-dār, and
Soleymān-šah surrender to the Mongols. The people
of the city plead for their lives, mediated by Šaraf
al-din Marāġi and Šahab al-Din Zangāni.

4 Ṣafar 656 AH/
258 CE

Caliph al-Musta’sim surrenders to Hülegü. Baghdad
is looted for a week after Al-Musta’sim’s surrender.
Hülegü leaves Baghdad with the caliph (14 Safar)
and kills him in the village of Waqf. Ibn-al-‘Alqami
is reinstated as vizier in Baghdad, Faḫr-al-din
Dāmġāni is appointed finance minister, IbnDarboos chief of the craftsmen, and Astu-Baγatür
Šaḥne نحش
“ شحنهthe tyrant” of Baghdad. Hülegü
orders the reconstruction of the bazaars and the
entire city.

14 Ṣafar 1258
AH/1258 CE

Jovaīnī, 2004, vol.
3, p. 280

Jovaīnī, 2004, vol.
3, p. 382-383

Juzjāni,2004, vol.
2, p.158; Jovaīnī,
2004, vol. 3, p. 285

Jovaīnī, 2004, vol.
3, p. 290-292

Jovaīnī, 2004, vol.
3, p. 290-292
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THE MANUSCRIPT OF KITĀB AL-WARA’A
In April 1979, Dr. Moḫtār al-din Aḥmad ( احمد
الدینراتخ
نیدلا
) ا, an Indian professor of
مختار
Aligarh Usniversity, found a manuscript of a religious book entitled Kitāb al-Wara’a
( بات
 ولBook of Devoutness)29 in a manuscript exhibition in the University of
کتاب الورع
Ḥalab (Aleppo)30. The manuscript, compiled in 545 AH (1150 CE), belonged to Sa’ad
Zaġlul al-Kawākebi ( الکواکبی
لولغز دع
اوکلا
زغلول
) سعد.31 In this book which was rewritten in later
times (after the fall of Baghdad), there was inserted a will-letter of a Baghdadi scholar
killed during the collapse of the Abbasid caliphate in Baghdad. Furthermore, there
are two marginal inscriptions from later readers of the book and the mentioned willletter. It seems that the unknown rewriter of the manuscript or one of the writers of
inscriptions inserted the will-letter among the book’s pages. That is why the manuscript published in 1150 CE contains these documents from the 13th century about
the Mongol invasion. Here, these three documents (the will-letter and the two marginal inscriptions) will be studied.
The first document is from an eyewitness reporter who wrote about the Mongol
conquest of Baghdad in the year 1258 CE. This manuscript is a historical document
on the Mongol conquest of Baghdad and the heinous crimes, murder and bloodshed
they committed. The author wrote about everything he saw and heard about the fall
29

Aḥmad, Moḫtār al-din, “Was̤igha ‘Elmiyya Tariḫiyya” ( ‘ وثیقه علمیه تاریخیهA Scholarly Historical
Document’) The Journal of Indian Academy, vol. 8, no. 1-2 (1983), Aligarh Muslim University, pp.
219 b-215a.

30

Dr. Moḫtār al-Din Ahmad writes on the circumstances of the discovery of these documents: “I attended the Second International Symposium for History of Arabic Science, Aleppo, April 1979, at the
invitation of Professor Doctor Ahmad Yousef Al Hassan, the President of the University of Aleppo.
There was a scientific-historical fair with a section devoted to rare Arabic manuscripts where I found a
number of important manuscripts including Rowż al-Athmār fi Ma’āni al- S̤ amār ضور
راهزالا
ناعم
معانی الثمار
یف فی
االزهار
 روض,
a work by Mohammad ibn Hasan al-Tawāji (d. 1406 CE/809 AH) derived from al-Anṭāki’s book entitled
Ẕaḥirah and another manuscript Toḥfat al-Mojāhedin fi al-‘Amal li-al-Mayādin ( للميادين
هفحت مان
نيدهاجملا
فی العمل
) نام تحفه المجاهدين
written by Lajin al-Hesami known as Trabulsi from the Ahmadiya Library in Aleppo. I liked the two manuscripts. Another interesting thing to note was the manuscript of the book Kitab al-Wara’a belonging
to Professor Sa’ad Zaġlul Kawakebi, President of the Al-‘adyāt Society and Court of Appeal advisor in
Aleppo, Halab Šahba. He is among the notables of the Levant, and a supporter of science and scientists.
I was fortunate enough to meet him, and I found him to be so generous and good-natured. He honored
me. May God preserve him! He provided me with a copy of this useful scientific document. I express my
sincerest gratitude to him. I present this document to the readers. I hope it will be read and commented
on by scientists and researchers. May God help us to regenerate Arab- Islamic cultural heritage! God is
all-powerful.”

31

Aḥmad, 1983, pp. 215-216.
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of the city and the Mongol conquest, so the manuscript is not only a historical document on the destruction of Baghdad but also has useful information such as the exact
dates of events and the fall of Baghdad neighborhoods (quarters) to the Mongols not
to be found in any official history book by the Mongols like Tariḫ-e Jahān-gošā ( تاریخ
هج
).) جهانگشا. It is, therefore, a primary source on the events mentioned above.
Dr. Moḫtār al-Din Aḥmad ( احمد
الدینراتخ
نیدلا
 ) حاmight have been unable to read cerمختار
tain words in the documents due to the low quality of the black and white paper copy
he had made. Some of the words have been rewritten in his article, yet some others
remain unintelligible for him.

TRANSLATION OF THE DOCUMENTS
Document 1: The report of Yusof ibn M’aāli about the fall of Baghdad
The first document is a short but important and detailed report on the fall of the
quarters of Baghdad, written by Yusof ibn M’aāli ibn Ša’abān al-Mo’addab in an
Arabic calligraphy ( نسخ
 خسNasḫ style) which was a common style during late Abbasid
caliphate. This document reads:
1. The Mongol legions increased at the gates of Baghdad on Thursday night,
the tenth of Muharram2
‘Ašura day in the year six hundred and fifty six, when Ibn al-Kor (?) 32
2. and other emirs (commanders) were killed in the event [battle] and the battle
took place in the upper [part of the quarter of] Al-Šarqiyya
3. and spread toward the shore, to the river Dojail (Tigris), and to Bašir stream.
Baghdad was besieged

4. on Tuesday in Muḥarram on the twenty-ninth day and, [in the margin: on the

32

The word Dr. Moḫtār al-Din Ahmad ( راتخ
نیدلا
 ) محاwas not able to read; was the name of one
الدین احمد
مختار
of the army commanders of the Abbasid caliph written something like “Ibn al-Kor” or “Ibn Kor”.
While searching through books and sources of that time, especially “Tariḫ-i Waṣṣāf ”, the name of Fath
al-din ibn al-Kor was found close to “Mujahd al-din Ibak Dawat Dar”, the commander-in-chief of the
Abbasid caliph Al-Musta’sim Billah. (Waṣṣāf al-Hazra Širazi, Tariḫ-i Waṣṣāf al-Hazra, ed. Mohammad
Mehdi Esfahani, Tehran, Ibn Sina & Jafari Tabrizi Publications, 1960, p. 33). For details about the
Baghdad conquest, see Painan Rašid-wu, The Fall of Baghdad and the Mongol Rule in Iraq, trans. AsadAllah Azad, Mašhad, Astan Quds Razavi, 1990.
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morning of the thirtieth] of Muḥarram, they [Mongols] entered Baghdad, and
5. on Wednesday 9th of Ṣafar33 killed all the dwellers of Baghdād, except those
whose hour (of death) had not yet come.
6. They also burnt the other streets. Their stay
7. around Baghdad lasted for forty days.
8. Yusof ibn M’aāli ibn Ša’abān al-Mo’addab,
A weak servant of Allah, has written this
9. who hopes for mercy of God. God may bless him and his parents and everyone
who prays for him
10. to reunite with his family and children before his death.
11. In the name of the Prophet Muhammad and his descendants, peace be upon
him and his descendants
12. [In the margin] on the thirtieth day.
Document 2: Os̤mān ibn Ġānem al-Hītī’s will
The second script is in bold, semi-legible handwriting in Arabic Ta’aliq تعلیق
 عتcalligraphic style with some missing words. It is by the hand of Os̤mān ibn Ġānem al-Hītī,
who after reading the above-mentioned document in the book Kitab al-Wara’a wrote a
comment on it, which reads as follows:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
5.

33

Has taken a look in this book [sic],
Os̤mān ibn Ġānem al-Hītī, may God forgive him and his parents
and all the Muslims and whoever reads this writing; and al-Muzawwer34 said
[One line is missing]35
… one sheet [of this document] is in my burial shroud on my chest,
I hope the holy and the most high God may forgive me and [may He] forgive36
me my sins. [The narrator] Said

In the Iraqi and Arabic-speaking population of Khuzestan, people still consider Wednesdays and the
month of Ṣafar as inauspicious.

34

Possibly, it is a personal name or a title.

35

It possibly happened when Sa’ad Zaġlul was copying it for Dr. Ahmad.

36

Dr. Moḫtār al-Din Ahmad read the word as “ دمی
( ” یمدmy blood) while the writer combines it with the
preceding word and reads it as رفغی
(forgive
me my sins).
یغفر لی
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6. When the man stopped crying, and passed away, a man, his neighbor, came in
and asked for that sheet of paper
7. from the dead person’s little daughter. Then he put it on his chest in the burial
shroud.
8. Then (?) when the neighbor slept that night, saw him [the dead person] in a
dream
9. as he was in the paradise (?). So asked him what did your god do with you [?] he
said [the dead answered] He forgave and blessed me
10. and carried me into Paradise [three illegible words] about the forgiveness by god
the most pure, the highest. The story has ended. Peace be upon the prophet of
God and his pure descendants.

Document 3: Ṭahir ibn ‘Abd-Allāh ibn Ibrahim ibn Aḥmad al-Ḥarrāni’s annotation on Os̤ mān ibn Ġānem al-Hītī’s will
Ṭahir ibn ‘Abd-Allāh ibn Ibrahim ibn Aḥmad al-Ḥarrāni, after reading the will of
Os̤mān ibn Ġānem al-Hītī, wrote a comment on it. This comment reads as follows:
1. Having read all this [above manuscript] and understood some of it, the poor
before God the most high, as the weakest servant of God, I Ṭahir ibn ‘Abd-Allāh
2. ibn Ibrahim ibn Aḥmad al-Ḥarrāni, In the month of Ramamḍān in the year
eight(?) hundred and fifty(?) and seven,37
3. may God forgive me and my parents and all the Muslims [two illegible words] He
is the forgiving and the merciful.
4. I appeal to your kindness; Oh, the Kindest! Oh, the most Merciful! Whoever asks
you for safety, make him dwell in safety.
5. Oh Allah, send your infinite peace and blessings upon our master and lord,
Muhammad and his pure descendants, and tell [our] superabundant regards [to
him and them], and all praise is due to Allah, the Lord of the worlds.

37

-AH 857/1453 AD
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ANALYSIS OF THE SOCIAL ATMOSPHERE
OF THE FALL OF BAGHDAD
ILLUSTRATED BY THE ABOVE DOCUMENTS
As the authors of the first two documents were witness to the social and psychological atmosphere brought about by the fall of Baghdad, from a formal analysis of the
text content (surface hermeneutics) by considering the high frequency of words like
Muḥarram (3 times), Ṣafar and ‘Ašura (2 times in the forms ‘Ašur and ‘Ašura) in such
short texts, as well as a particular reference to the Ašhor al-Ḥarām ( الحرام
مارحلا رُه
‘ اشهُرwarforbidden months’), it can be inferred that the Mongol conquests were considered
anti-Islamic, similar to crusades. Moreover, these dates (the months of Muḥarram
and Ṣafar) refer to the anniversaries of two tragic events in the history of Islam: the
martyrdom of Imam Hussein in Karbala in 10 Muḥarram AH 61/10 October 680
CE, and the death of the Prophet Muhammad in 28 Ṣafar AH 11/8 June 632 CE on a
certain “Yaum al-Ḫamis” ( الخمیس
سیمخلا م
‘ یومthe gloomy Thursday’). This “Yaum al-Ḫamis”
is so intertwined with Layla al-Ḫamis mentioned in the present documents that one
can deduce that the authors have likened the collapse of the Abbasid Caliphate in
Baghdad to those tragic events in early Islamic history. All these possibly were under
the influence of the authors’ religious education, of which reading the Kitab al-Wara’a
is an actual example.
On the one hand, it is not improbable that Yusof ibn M’aāli ibn Ša’abān alMo’addab38 had a formal post in the court of the caliph, just like many other Shiites
such as Ibn al-‘Alqami, the vizier.
On the other hand, the historian’s scrutinizing of the time of these events in the
Islamic calendar indicates his knowledge of astrological horoscopy and the effects
of the planets and signs upon nations and human affairs. This can be interpreted as
explaining away the collapse of the Abbasid Caliphate, instead of focusing on the real
causes like the chaotic court of the caliph and his feeble army. This is a further proof
of a belief in determinism and fatalism and the prevalence of superstition at a time
when events were usually attributed to divine providence and retribution.39
38

Yusof ibn M’aāli ibn Ša’abān al-Mo’addab who wrote his will (document 1) and was killed during the
fall of Baghdad.

39

As Waṣṣāf al-Hazra writes in the same vein: “During the Banu ‘Abbas (Abbasid) caliphate, Madinat
as-Salam (the city of peace) has always been in the sanctuary of safety…and its houses intimately connected to the heavenly ether”. The Mongols also believed in the influence of stars and planets on the
destinies of individuals, so they asked Ḫajeh Nasir al-din Tusi to determine a good omen time (sa’ad),
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The high frequency of words like “Muḥarram,” “’Ašura,” “qatl,” (killing), “alwaq’ah” (the event), “’al-maṣāf ’” (battle) as well as a reference to the number “forty”40
is meaningful. In Shi’ite folklore, the number forty is a symbolic number of gradual
and long-term of perfection process, and it also symbolizes the forty days during
which the shadow of death or the spirit remains with the family of the deceased. As
this number is equal to the days the Mongols stayed in Baghdad during the conquest,
it can imply the long41 and gradual process of the massacre in Baghdad and liken it
to the above mentioned process of death. In other words, it is a reminiscence of
“The 40th day after death ceremony”–traditional memorial service–and epitomizes
the atmosphere of death in Baghdad. The context of documents 1 and 2 is similar
to a contemporary source, i.e., Ibn Abi’l-Hadid in his commentary on Nahjul Balaġa
(compiled between 1246 and 1251 CE) offered to Ibn-al-’Alqamī, the Shi’ite vizier of
the caliph. With his interpretative religious approach, Ibn Abi’l-Hadid considers the
fall of Baghdad a resurrection and apocalypse and the Mongol invasion an invasion
by Gog and Magog.42 Jean-Pierre Fuiliu collected the signs of the end of the world or
apocalypse from Islamic traditions. As he writes: “the Beast will then crawl out of the
earth, followed by Gog and Magog, who will break through the wall that isolated them
from the civilized world and run wild.”43 In another place he describes their invasion:
“the greatest catastrophe…will be the rupture of the barrier that holds back Gog and
Magog. These accursed peoples will rush forth and break like waves over the wretched
Arabs who face annihilation despite the virtue of faithful in their midst, for the iniqui-

based on astronomical calculations, to invade Baghdad. There is a statement in Waṣṣāf suggesting that
the Mongols were sent by God as a punishment against those who disobey him: “Those are my horsemen; through them shall I avenge me on those that rebelled against me.” (Waṣṣāf, 1960, p. 25, 30, 33)
40

As Waṣṣāf al-Hazra writes in the same vein: “During the Banu ‘Abbas (Abbasid) caliphate, Madinat
as-Salām (the city of peace) has always been in the sanctuary of safety…and its houses intimately connected to the heavenly ether”. The Mongols also believed in the influence of stars and planets on the
destinies of individuals, so they asked Ḫajeh Nasir al-din Tusi to determine a good omen time (sa’ad),
based on astronomical calculations, to invade Baghdad. There is a statement in Waṣṣāf suggesting that
the Mongols were sent by God as a punishment against those who disobey him: “Those are my horsemen; through them shall I avenge me on those that rebelled against me.” (Waṣṣāf, 1960, pp. 25, 30, 33)

41

In secure circumstances, 40 days is not such a long time, but when Hulegu let his army commit massacres in Baghdad for 40 days, psychologically it was felt by the Baghdadi people to be a very long time.

42

Ibn Abi’l-Hadid, Sharḥ Nahjul Balaġa ( حر
نهججهن
هغالبلا
البالغه
 شرحThe Commentary on Nahjul Balaġa) ed. Mohammad Abulfazl Ibrahim, Qairo: 1964, vol. 8, 240-243.

43

Jean-Pierre Fuiliu, Apocalypse in Islam, trans. M.B. DeBevoise, London: University of California press
(2011), p. 15.

20

Acta Via Serica, Vol. 2, No. 2, December 2017

ties will have become too many”.44 These signs were likened by Ibn Abi’l-Hadid to
the Mongol invasion of the caliphate’s realm (the borders of Khwarizm-Shah45) two
years before the fall of Baghdad. Therefore, the Abbasid bureaucrats like the authors
of documents 1 and 2 possibly acknowledged the predictions of this book.
Semantic analysis of the texts reveals an atmosphere of crisis as we find frequent
use of such terms as “the weak servant [of God]” signifying despair and a desperate
desire to “reunite with his family” and to be saved from possible imprisonment. In
addition to the weakness of the army and the corruption in the caliphate’s court, such
an atmosphere forced the majority of the population of Baghdad, including this Diwan Salar (bureaucrat), to submit to their destiny. Regardless of caliphate propaganda,
the general tone of the text of document 1, especially the author’s abundant greetings
to the prophet and his descendants “Al-e Muhammad” ( محمد
آلمحم ل, actually the Shiite
imams), reveals how he (Yusof ibn Ša’bān) relates the fall of the caliphate to religious
considerations. A subtle attempt to remember the events of Karbala and the way he
lays great emphasis on greeting the prophet makes the reader feel that the author was
influenced by Shiite propaganda, reinforced by Ibn ‘Alqami’s activities, on the eve
of the fall of the caliphate. With his emphasis on “Al-eMuhammad” while reciting
salavats (greetings to the prophet and his descendants) at the end of the text, he tends
more toward Shiite rituals of worship.
The story of Os̤mān ibn Ġānem’s will and the dream46 of his daughter illustrate
the trust in dream interpretation47 and intensified superstition in the distraught atmosphere of Baghdad.
Yusof ibn M’aāli’s annotations filled with salavats to the prophet’s descendants
signifies the Shiite tendencies of one of the residents of Baghdad who makes no effort to show his sorrow for the fall of the Sunni caliphate. Instead, in the first line of
the text, he slightly blames the (incompetent) caliphate army for the defeat.
44

Ibid.

45

Jalal al-Din Khwarazm-Shah (the king of Persia and Central Asia) alerted that he is the Alexander’s
dam which holds back Gog and Magog (the Mongols) from the caliphate’s realm.

46

Jung believes that dreams originates from the impact of impressive events on the collective unconscious. Carl Gostav Jung and Marie-Louise von Franz, Man and His Symbols, trans. and ed. John Freeman, New York: Dell, 1968, p. 42; C.G. Jung, The Archetypes and the Collective Unconscious, trans. R.F.C.
Hull, London: Routledge, 1959. pp. 214-217.

47

For more theoretical details about the relationship of dreams to waking life and its interpretation see:
Sigmund Freud, The Interpretation of Dreams, trans. and ed. James Strachey, New York: Basic Books,
1955. pp. 41-44.
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It seems that these documents, especially the one by Os̤mān ibn Ġānem al-Hītī’,
were written in the Ruṣāfa quarter (al-Šarqiyyah) because, as can be understood from
the style of text, the writers (authors) of the two first texts had religious, bureaucratic
upbringings, and these kinds of people typically lived in Ruṣāfa.

CONCLUSION
Historically speaking, the documents under study are valuable as two of them (documents 1 and 2) are written by the defeated side in Baghdad. Most documents and
historical sources on the fall of Baghdad are written by either those who were in the
Mongol army; or people such as Juvaini, who quotes in his Jahāngoša certain administrative authorities (such as Nasir-al-din Toosi) as well as Mongol commanders and
army officers. Thus, the documents are similar to other sources like in Ibn-al-Forāt’s
manuscript, the mentioned Qasida studid by Gilli-Elewy, and Ibn Abi’l-Hadid’s commentary on Nahjul Balaġa. The authors of the first two documents, however, were
in the midst of events and witnessed the terror, bloodshed, and violence that ensued.
They therefore provide a more realistic, objective, unbiased view of the fall of the
Abbasids and the fall of its populous capital, Baghdad, thereby making them unique
first-hand documents. Even the place where the dead’s will (document 1) was found,
i.e., in the author’s own burial shroud, which then was inserted in the manuscript of
the book of al-Wara’, is of archaeological significance. In addition, the content of the
will, from a historical psychology perspective, represents human desire for immortality (eternity) in the lethal atmosphere of the Mongol era. Documents 1 and 2 also
show the authors’ desire to broadcast news (history) even surrounded by crisis, saving
their memory and showing awareness of the practical and objective benefits of news
dissemination.
The evidence presented in the documents under study (especially 1 and 2) and
other primary sources of the Mongol period demonstrates the psychological factors
which led to the fall of Baghdad. The prevalence of death and the spirit of fear
and frustration caused by the siege of Baghdad forced people to believe in fatalism
and pessimistic determinism, and even intensified superstitious belief in star reading,
mystic predictions by abjad numerals and even dream interpretation. This led to a psychological atmosphere culminating in a loss of motivation to defend Baghdad, and
ultimately the fall of the city.
The question of whether these psychological factors were causes or effects of the
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fall of Baghdad is a problem still open for more studies in the future.

DOCUMENT IMAGES
Document 1: the original document of an eyewitness to the Mongol invasion
of Baghdad
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Rewrite:
كثر [كسر] عسكر بغداد في ليله الخميس عاشر محرم و هو يوم عاشور سنه سته و خمسين و ست مئه ،و قتل ابن الکر
و سائر االمراء في تلك الوقعه ،و كان المصاف فوق الشرقيه الي الشط الي دجيل مع نهر بشير(؟) و حاصروا بغداد يوم
الثالثاء من محرّم و دخلوا بغداد تاسع عشرين محرم .و في يوم االربعاء تاسع صفر قتل كل من في بغداد االّ من طال
اجله ،و حرقوا سائر الدروب ،و كان مده مقامهم حول بغداد اربعين يوما.
و كتب العبد الضعيف يوسف بن معالي بن شعبان المؤدب،الراجي رحمه ربه تعالي ،غفر هللا له و لوالديه ،و لمن
دعا له بجمع شمله مع اوالده قبل مماته،بمحمد النبي و اله ،و صلواته علي سيدنا محمد النبي و آله
{حاشیه }:بكره ثالثين ».

Document 2:

Rewrite:
«نظر في هذا الكتاب المبارك عثمان بن غانم الهيتي غفر هللا تعالي له و لوالديه و لكافه جماعه
المسلمين غفرهللا تعالي لمن قراه و قال المزور(؟) ... ... ...الورقه في كفني علي صدري ...عسي
هللا سبحانه تعالي ان يرحمني و  ...دمي .قال فلما قضي الرجل نحبه ،و لحق ربه ،حضر الرجل
جاره و طلب تلك الورقه من ابنة كانت له ،ثم وضعها علي صدره داخل  ...و  ...الرجل فبات جاره
تلك الليله فراه في المنام لذلك الرجل(؟) و هو في الجنه(؟) فقال له  :ما فعل هللا بك؟ قال :عفي
(غفر؟) و رحمني و ادخلني الجنه و  ...یحدث عن كرم هللا سبحانه تعالي .تمت الحكايه و
صلوه(؟)علی رسول هللا(؟) و اله الطاهرين(؟)»
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Document 3 (the second commentary by Ṭahir ibn ‘Abd-Allāh ibn Ibrahim ibn
)Aḥmad on document 1

Rewrite:
قراه جميعه و فهم بعضه الفقير الي هللا تعالي اضعف عباد هللا طاهر بن عبدهللا بن ابراهيم بن احمد
الحراني(؟) في شهر رمضان من سنه سبع و خمسین(؟) و ثمان(؟)مائه  ...غفر هللا تعالي له و لوالديه و
لجميع المسلمين  ...هو الغفور الرحيم برحمتك يا ارحم الراحمين و اكرم االكرمين هب(؟) علی من
رجوک امن(؟) و صلي هللا علي سيدنا محمد و علي اله الطيب[ـين] الطاهرين و سلم تسليما كثيرا و
الحمدهلل رب العالمين».
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COMPARATIVE LITERATURE AND
CONTEMPORARY CHINESE LITERATURE
IN THE CONTEXT OF BELT AND ROAD
By NING WANG*

Chinese literature once had its splendid era in the Tang and Song Dynasties culminating in Tang poetry and influencing the literatures of its neighboring countries.
However, during the past centuries, it has largely been “marginalized” on the map of
world literature. On the one hand, large numbers of foreign literary works, especially those from Western countries, have been translated into Chinese, exerting a huge
influence on the formation of a sort of modern Chinese literary tradition. On the
other hand, few contemporary Chinese literary works have been translated into the
major foreign languages. With the help of the rise and flourishing of comparative
literature, contemporary Chinese literature has been moving toward the world and
had its own Nobel laureate. The author, after analyzing the reasons why Chinese literature has been “marginalized,” argues that Chinese literature will develop steadily
in the age of globalization. Globalization in China has undergone three steps: first,
it has made China passively involved in this irresistible trend; second, the country
has then quickly adapted itself to this trend; and third, China has started to play an
increasingly leading role in the first decade of the present century. In this way, contemporary Chinese literature and comparative literature studies will steadily develop
with the help of the “Belt and Road” initiative.
* NING WANG is a distinguished professor of English and Comparative Literature at Tsinghua University
and Zhiyuan Chair of Humanities at Shanghai Jiao Tong University in China.
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INTRODUCTION
We usually hold that comparative literature was introduced to China from the West
as a “traveling discipline.” In the process of its traveling it has been combined with
Chinese literature studies, especially the study of modern Chinese literature. Modern
Chinese literature formed its unique tradition under Western influence. However, in
recent years, along with the “Belt and Road” initiative proposed by Chinese leader
Xi Jinping, comparative literature studies, with regard to modern Chinese literature,
has undergone a sort of shift from a focus on how modern Chinese literature has
developed under Western influence to how contemporary Chinese literature has been
moving toward the world in an attempt to be part of world literature. This is undoubtedly stimulated by the initiative of the “Belt and Road,” and this shift has much to
do with translation and the advent of globalization. As such, the present essay starts
with a global perspective from which I will deal with both comparative literature and
contemporary Chinese literature in the context of Belt and Road.

COMPARATIVE LITERATURE IN CHINA TODAY:
A “GLOCAL” PERSPECTIVE
The issue of globalization has been discussed in the Chinese context for over 20 years.
It is true that globalization is no longer regarded as merely an economic phenomenon, for it has had a tremendous influence on Chinese literature and culture studies,
especially on comparative literature studies, as this discipline is best known for its
cross-cultural and international characteristics. Doing comparative literature studies
involves translation, especially in the Chinese context, since comparative literature as
a globalized discipline is characterized by dealing with two or more literatures crossing
the border of languages and cultural traditions. Thus, we cannot do comparative studies of different literatures without the help of translation. As scholars largely agree
that there are different types of translation, translation studies can be observed on
different levels. From the perspective of comparative literature, we usually pay more
attention to the critical and creative reception of one literature in another language
or cultural environment and the consequence of such influence, reception and even
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metamorphosis. As an example, I will explore further the reception of Western literature in China by illustrating how a large-scale translation in the twentieth century has
helped form a modern Chinese literary tradition which is not only different from its
Western counterpart but also from its ancient tradition. Thus, conducting comparative studies of literature, crossing the border of languages and cultural environments,
is also a “glocalized” practice in the Chinese context. As comparative literature in the
age of globalization is increasingly characterized by world literature, I will deal with
this issue as it has a close relationship with Chinese literature. In addition, as a “glocalized” or “sinicized” practice, world literature also has its Chinese version, or a sort of
“glocalized” version of Chinese characteristics.
As I have indicated above, doing comparative studies of different national literatures is to some extent synonymous with translation studies from a comparative and
intercultural perspective. In the past thirty years, comparative literature has largely
been impacted by the rise of cultural studies. Due to this sort of impact, comparative
studies of literature have more or less been merged with cultural studies and translation studies. Therefore, they should be viewed as one important area under the broad
umbrella of cultural studies. Some comparatists who are also involved in translation
practice and studies, especially Susan Bassnett and André Lefevere,1 have even called
for a “cultural turn” in translation studies and a “translation turn” in cultural studies,
for to them, in the age of globalization, translation should continue to occupy an important place in human knowledge and play a vital role in “locating” and “relocating”
global cultures.2
In the age of globalization, tremendous changes have taken place in comparative
literature studies, with world literature becoming an increasingly attractive cuttingedge theoretical topic among both comparatists and translation scholars. However,
globalization usually travels in two directions: its effect travels from the West to the
East and from the East to the West. In this global era, since “all identities are irreducibly hybrid, inevitably instituted by the representation of performance as statement,”3
conducting East-West comparative studies of literature is even more challenging as
there is a huge difference between these two big cultural traditions and literary en1

In this respect, especially cf. Susan Bassnett and André Lefevere, Constructing Cultures: Essays on Literary
Translation, Clevedon: Multilingual Matters, 2000.

2

Cf. Ning Wang, “Translation and the Relocation of Global Cultures: Mainly a Chinese Perspective,”
Asia Pacific Translation and Intercultural Studies 2, 1(2015): 4-14.

3

Gayatri Chakrovorty Spivak, A Critique of Postcolonial Reason: Toward a History of the Vanishing Present,
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1999, 155.
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vironments. In this respect, translation may well have much to contribute to reconstructing national cultural and literary identity and re-mapping world literature. It has
gone far beyond the superficial level of linguistic rendition, reaching the level of cultural interaction and relocation. Therefore, it is quite natural, especially for comparatists, that research on translation should attach more importance to its cultural aspects.
In calling for the independence of translation studies from comparative literature,
Susan Bassnett once affirmed:
Comparative literature as a discipline has had its day. Cross-cultural work in women’s
studies, in post-colonial theory, in cultural studies has changed the face of literary
studies generally. We should look upon Translation Studies as the principal discipline
from now on, with comparative literature as a valued but subsidiary subject area.4

Although her view is somewhat radical, she has at least warned us comparatists of the
internal crisis within our field. It is true to some extent that during the past decades or
more, remarkable achievements have been made in contemporary translation studies
after its “cultural turn.” Thus, I would argue that translation has in the past decades
played an important role in the reconstruction of world literature in different cultural
environments, which in turn has more or less helped comparative literature studies
step out of its crisis.
No doubt comparative literature studies in the age of globalization have culminated in world literature. We know that in canonizing world literature, the most
powerful institutional authority in the twentieth century to manipulate the fame of a
writer is the Swedish Academy which awards the Nobel Prize in Literature. This prize
may well make an unknown writer world-renowned and canonize his/her work within
a short period of time. It is especially true in China, where millions of people bought
books by Mo Yan immediately after he won the prize in October 2012. Even so, according to Horace Engdahl, former permanent secretary of the Swedish Academy:
[canonicity] is a function of forces that cannot be controlled and do not form a
closed and identifiable system. Cultural authority is only one of these forces and
perhaps not the strongest. The symbolic power that the Nobel Prize has accumulated
over a hundred years is demonstrably insufficient to make an author canonical, but

4

Susan Bassnett, Comparative Literature: A Critical Introduction, Oxford: Blackwell, 1993, 161.
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sufficient to arouse the curiosity of posterity.5

This point has proved particularly true today: winning the prize enables an author
to be recognized worldwide and his/her work to become part of world literature. In
the Chinese context, Mo Yan’s prize winning has indeed helped the ever-shrinking
contemporary Chinese literature step out its crisis and made more young people interested in literature. In this respect, translation plays a very valuable role. Gao Xingjian’s
prize-winning work Soul Mountain had an excellent English translator in Mabel Lee,
while many of his diaspora Chinese peers have not yet met such excellent translators.
Similarly, Mo Yan’s prize winning is even truer in this. Without the superb English
translation produced by Howard Goldblatt, who in a dynamic way represented Mo
Yan’s works in idiomatic English, Mo Yan’s prize winning would have been delayed,
or he would most probably have missed this great honor.6 In this way, we can affirm
that to move effectively toward the world, one should first of all move toward the
English speaking world.
Discussing the issue of world literature in China today is even more significant.
In the old society, when China was poor and Chinese culture and literature had no
place in world literature, its writers simply called for translating foreign literary works
into Chinese so that modern Chinese literature could move from periphery to center
and finally toward the world. Today, with the rapid development of Chinese economic
and political strength, the initiative of “One Belt and One Road” has been effectively
practiced in the past few years. Thus, it is more urgent for current literary scholars to
relocate Chinese literature on the map of world literature.
Frankly speaking, to move toward the world and make Chinese literature part of
world literature has long been an aspiration of Chinese writers and literary scholars
from the beginning of the New Culture Movement (1915-1923), which indeed played
an important role in pushing China toward the world. However, if we re-examine the
positive and negative consequences of this movement from today’s point of view, we
may surprisingly find that in bringing various Western literary and cultural trends and
academic theories to China, those Chinese writers and intellectuals involved in the
5

Horace Engdahl, “Canonization and World Literature: The Nobel Experience,” in World Literature.
World Culture, Karen-Margrethe Simonsen and Jakob Stougaard-Nielsen (eds), Aarhus: Aarhus University Press, 2008, 210.
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IN: Purdue University Press, 2014, 167-81.
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New Culture Movement did overlook the potential for introducing Chinese culture
and literature to the outside world. Similarly, in destroying the Confucian temples,
they also eliminated the positive elements of Confucianism, thereby precipitating the
“crisis of belief ” in contemporary China. Now it is high time to revive some of the
Confucian humanistic ideas in a selective and dynamic way and endow them with
fresh content and the new spirit of the present time.

CHINESE LITERARY SITUATION
IN THE CONTEXT OF “BELT AND ROAD”
In contemporary China, the concept of “Belt and Road” or “One Belt and One
Road” has become a heatedly discussed topic as it has helped and will continue to
help China’s economic development and cultural production move toward the world.
It has not only stimulated Chinese writers’ creative desire, but also attracted the attention of major international media and mainstream academia. The “Belt and Road”
initiative, namely, “the Silk Road Economic Belt and the 21st-Century Maritime Silk
Road,” is usually regarded as a political and economic strategy adopted by the Chinese
Party and government for its current and future economic development. If we think
that globalization is a sort of process largely from the West to the East, then the “Belt
and Road” initiative should be regarded as another type of globalization: from East to
West, or more exactly, from China to the world. Since the Chinese economy has become the second largest world economic entity and will hopefully surpass the United
States in the years to come, it has undoubtedly contributed a great deal to the world
economy. However, culturally and literarily speaking, it is far from satisfactory. There
is actually a big imbalance between the impacts of the Chinese economy and Chinese
culture. The “Belt and Road” initiative will also be proved significant and valid along
with its practice at present and in the near future, for it not only appeals to economic
development, but also to cultural development. In literary terms, it has already stimulated Chinese writers and humanities scholars not only to write for domestic readers,
but also to write for an international audience so that Chinese literature and humanities will be known far and wide in the world. It will certainly help Chinese literature to
be part of world literature and China’s humanities scholarship to be more influential
in international academic circles. However, the present reality is not so exciting.
The current discussion and debate on the issue of world literature largely started
from Goethe’s conjecture of Weltliteratur, which was first conceptualized although not
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necessarily first used by this German thinker and writer under the inspiration of oriental literature, including Chinese, Indian and Persian literature. It is undoubtedly true
that Chinese literature once had its splendid era culminating in Tang poetry and influencing the literatures of its neighboring countries. Unfortunately, during the past two
or three centuries, largely due to its backward economy and inefficient government as
well as political turmoil, Chinese literature has largely been marginalized on the map
of world literature. With the help of the rise and flourishing of comparative literature
in China, modern Chinese literature has established its own canon and had its own
Nobel laureate in Mo Yan. In this way, in the age of globalization, Chinese literature
has been experiencing a sort of “demarginalization” and “recentralization,” moving
toward the world in an attempt to be part of world literature. In the process of globalization, China has certainly benefited a great deal in an overall way. Judging by its “glocalized” practice in the country, I think that globalization has actually undergone three
stages: first, it made China passively involved in this irresistible trend; second, China
has in the shortest possible time adapted itself to the trend of globalization; and third,
China has been playing an increasingly leading role in the process of globalization.7
With the United States seemingly a less directing hand in terms of globalization since
the beginning of the Trump presidency, China has been shouldering an increasingly
heavy task, not only economically and politically, but also culturally. That is, China
ought to make greater contributions to both the global economy and international
relations as well as to the formation of the new framework of global culture. Hence,
it is contemporary Chinese literature in the context of the “Belt and Road” which will
develop and be among the forest of world literature in such a context.
Ancient China developed so fast that in the Tang dynasty (618-907), it became
one of the most powerful and prosperous countries in the world, not only politically
and economically but also culturally. It is not surprising that Chinese people at the
time viewed their country as the “Middle Kingdom,” and China was also called a
kingdom of poetry, as Tang poetry flourished, while in Europe, it was still the “dark”
Middle Ages. However, due to later rulers’ inability to govern the country well and
corruption, it was not long after that China became a second-class feudal and totalitarian country with Europe and America developing rapidly and soon occupying the
center of the world. The past “Middle Kingdom” had unavoidably become a secondclass weak country with a vast territory but hundreds of millions of poor people.
7

Cf. Ning Wang, “Globalisation as Glocalisation in China: A New Perspective,” Third World Quarterly,
Vol. 36, No. 11 (2015), 2059–2074.
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In order to change this situation and bring China closer to the world, Chinese
intellectuals once launched large-scale translations of Western cultural and literary
works into Chinese, viewing it as the only way of identifying China with the world.
Due to this overall Westernization, literary translation in China is indeed rather imbalanced. Numerous Western literary works are available in Chinese, while very few
excellent Chinese works have been translated into other languages, partly due to the
absence of excellent translation and partly due to the bias of Orientalism prevailing
in Western literary scholarship as well as the mass media. In the age of globalization,
Chinese literature, like literature elsewhere, is severely challenged by the rise of global
popular culture and consumer culture. Serious literature and elite literary studies could
not but be on the decline, especially when the Internet dominates and today’s young
people would rather read online than go to the library. In order for Chinese literature
to be part of world literature in the shortest possible time, some Chinese scholars
and translators, including myself, once thought it merely a matter of translation. That
is, we have seldom translated our own literature into the major world languages, especially English. Sometimes, even though we have produced translations of Chinese
literary works, the quality of the translated versions and their readability are far from
satisfactory. This is perhaps part of the reason for the current relatively marginal position of Chinese literature in the world.
There is another important reason for this. That is marketing in the age of globalization. Along with the rapid development of high technology and the Internet,
the print book market is increasingly shrinking. From an international and comparative point of view, the current situation of the book market is much worse, with
numerous physical bookstores closing daily not only in China but also elsewhere. If
we go to any British or American book store, we can hardly find many books written
by Chinese writers even in English translation, let alone those written directly in the
Chinese language. In sharp contrast, if you go to any book store in China, you may
easily find numerous foreign literary works translated into Chinese. However, books
of similar titles authored by Chinese scholars hardly circulate so well, sometimes even
domestically.
People might well think that efficient translation is needed. It is true to some
extent, but it cannot account for this. Classical Chinese literary works of high aesthetic quality are far from the reality of the current consumer society; they may not
be attractive to contemporary readers even if English translations are available. As far
as modern Chinese literature is concerned, since it has largely been developed under
Western influence, it can hardly be compared to its Western counterpart even when

Wang: Comparative Literature and Contemporary Chinese Literature in the Context of Belt and Road

37

translated into English or other major foreign languages, for many modern Chinese
writers just imitated their Western masters in their writing. As for translating Chinese
literature into foreign languages, we should wait for foreign language native speakers
to do the job. However, what if they do not want to do it? We can do nothing but
wait for a sort of “Godot” who will most probably never come. Thus, the current
unbalanced situation of translation appears in China’s literary and critical circles. If we
do not solve the problem, we cannot expect the real age of world literature to come.

PRESENT-DAY CHINESE FICTION
AND WORLD LITERATURE
Although China was once a “kingdom of poetry,” in the contemporary Chinese literary field, fiction has no doubt always been the most popular since the beginning of
the 20th century, and it has the biggest market compared with the other genres of literary production. In discussing contemporary Chinese fiction in the context of world
literature, we should first of all redefine contemporary Chinese literature. Unlike most
of my Chinese colleagues, I always think that contemporary Chinese literature should
start from the end of the Cultural Revolution in 1976, because modern Chinese literature, especially fiction writing, formed largely under Western influence. We usually
say that there was an “overall Westernization” in the early 20th century until the 1920s.
Then, after 1976, especially after 1978 when Deng Xiaoping became the leader of
China’s Party and state and started the economic reform and opening up to the outside world, there appeared a second high tide of “overall Westernization,” in which
Chinese literature has been more and more open to the world in an attempt to move
toward the world and become part of world literature. Mo Yan’s Nobel prize marks
the real beginning of contemporary Chinese literature’s moving toward the world
and becoming part of world literature. However, Mo Yan is only one of the many
eminent Chinese novelists whose literary achievements can be viewed as important.
Since I have discussed Mo Yan elsewhere,8 I will, in this section, just briefly discuss
several other well-known Chinese novelists who have a wide international reputation
and who are most promising to become future Nobel laureates.
8

Cf. Wang Ning, “A Reflection on Postmodernist Fiction in China: Avant-Garde Narrative Experimentation,” Narrative, Vol. 21, No. 3 (2013): 326-338; Ning Wang, “Cosmopolitanism and the
Internationalization of Chinese Literature,” in Angelica Duran and Yuhan Huang eds.,
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Yan Lianke (1958-), Franz Kafka Prize winner and a finalist for the Man Booker
International Prize, is one of the best known contemporary Chinese novelists after
Mo Yan, and is also regarded as a most promising candidate for the Nobel Prize in
Literature largely due to his wide international reputation and influence among both
domestic and overseas scholars and critics. His works have so far been translated into
more than twenty languages. Among his best-known works are Riguang Liunian (Time
Fying), Shou Huo (Living with Sufferings), Dingzhuang Meng (Dream of Dingzhuang Village),
Fengya Song (Song of Elegance), and Si Shu (Four Books).
Although Yan has won lots of domestic literary prizes, since the early 21st century,
he has been increasingly well known internationally. Also like Mo Yan, Yan has not
been influenced much by modern Chinese literature but more profoundly influenced
by modern and postmodern Western literature. However, unlike Mo Yan, Yan has a
stronger consciousness of theory with a burning interest in and profound attainment
to Western literature and literary theory. He once said very frankly that he likes such
Western literary masters as Kafka, Faulkner and Garcia Marquez so much so that he
especially appreciates their masterpieces like “The Metamorphosis,” The Castle, The
Sound and the Fury and One Hundred Years of Solitude. Thus, he deals with fundamental
issues concerning all the people in the world. In this way, he has produced excellent
works of allegorical significance and eternal value. Although he is regarded by critical circles as a “master of the absurd realism,” he does not care for this designation.
To my mind, it is correct that contemporary Chinese critical circles usually think that
Yan is particularly good at creating various absurd and even surrealist stories. These
stories usually have absurd plots and comic characters full of parodic and black humor colors. Readers can laugh at their absurd behaviors but express implicit sympathy
toward them, for they are nothing but victims of society. Since he admires Kafka so
much so that he imitates his style in a creative way, he has finally won the Kafka Prize
as a reward. In response to the critical view that Yan Lianke’s works are full of absurd
and unbelievable plots, he says, “It is not that my works are absurd but life proper is
full of absurdity.” Western readers and literary critics cannot but think of how Samuel
Beckett responded to his French readers on a similar occasion. However, Yan echoed
his French master in the Chinese context, which indicates how closely his works are
related to Western and world literature.
Yu Hua (1960-) is probably the most influential and best known contemporary
Chinese novelist, next only to Mo Yan, or as well known as Mo Yan from an international point of view, with almost all his important works translated into English,
French, German, Russian, Italian, Dutch, Norwegian, Korean and Japanese. His writ-
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ing has also long attracted critical and scholarly attention, especially from overseas
sinologists. In the mid-1990s, I was invited by the international journal of postmodern studies Boundary 2 to write an introductory article for its special issue on postmodernism and China. I, in discussing the metamorphosed version of Chinese postmodernity, spent some space discussing Yu Hua although he was at the time a rising
Chinese avant-garde novelist of postmodern tendencies.9 Another eminent American
journal of comparative literature Modern Language Quarterly also published an article
discussing a particular novel of Yu Hua,10 which is very rare in the English-speaking
world. Early in the 1980s, Yu Hua had already published short stories or novelettes
in almost all the leading Chinese literary magazines and was regarded as one of the
most representative novelists of contemporary Chinese avant-garde fiction. Zhang
Yimou’s adaptation of his novel Huozhe (To Live, 1993) has largely expanded Yu Hua’s
international reputation and influence. It has promoted his novel of the same title in
both the domestic and international book markets.
No doubt Yu Hua was influenced by modern Western literature from the very
beginning of his literary career. In one of his personal letters to me on September
16, 1990, he openly declared that he is more influenced by modern and postmodern Western literature than by Chinese literature. He said that he was very grateful
to those Chinese translators who have produced excellent translations of the best
foreign literary works. However, he thinks that if a writer wants to write an excellent
work of eternal value he should suffer from “loneliness,” devoting himself to writing
like Kafka and Joyce.11
Compared with Mo Yan and Yan Lianke, Yu Hua is not so productive, but he
is particularly good at a narrative of delicateness and subtlety. He often uses pure
fine narrative, breaking the daily language order, organizing a self-contained system
of discourse, which is very appropriate for scholars to analyze from a narratological
perspective. In addition, his works also construct one after another strange, bizarre,
hidden and cruel textual worlds which are independent of the external and real world,
to achieve the verisimilitude of the literary text. Today’s literary critical circles think
that Yu Hua’s works in the 1990s are different from those produced in the 1980s,
9
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which find particular embodiment in his masterpieces like To Live and Xu Sanguan
maixue ji (Xu Sanguan Selling Blood, 1998) and which are closer to life proper. He, with a
plain folk perspective, shows a kind of indifferent attitude and persistence of power,
providing another method of historical narrative.
Jia Pingwa (1952-) is a typical author of all the eminent contemporary Chinese
novelists whose writing has the most remarkable local flavor. That is, his works are
colored with striking national characteristics, and even his narrative language has a
striking northwestern characteristic and strong accent, with some dialects which are
thought untranslatable appearing now and then in his works. Even so, it has not prevented his works from being circulated on the international book market. His works
have so far been translated into some ten languages and had considerable influence
among overseas literary scholars. He is best known for his novels Fuzao (Impetuous,
1987), Feidu (Deserted City, 1993) and Qinqiang (Qinqiang Opera, 2005). Jia is also one of
the very few Chinese novelists who can be recorded in the history of Chinese as well
as world literature due to his outstanding literary achievements. He started his literary
career as early as the 1980s, but it was the publication of Deserted City that brought
him both great reputation and controversy. Critics generally think that Jia’s writing is
both traditional and modern, both realistic and lofty, with his language sincere and
honest, and his heart full of towering waves. His works, characterized by microscopic
narrative and meticulously detailed description, successfully depict the true state of
ordinary people’s daily life, and the changes in rural China faced with contradictions
and confusion, full of affection of description and interpretation of pure feelings.
Qinqiang Opera is generally regarded as his masterpiece, but it also has the most striking national characteristics of all his works. Jia, through the evolution and change of
the so-called Qingfeng Street over some twenty years, describes a sort of mortal illness and death, joys and sorrows of fate, and vividly recreates the shock and changes
in the history of China’s social transformation. His narrative perspective is unique.
With delicate plain language, the novelist writes in a “dense fleeting way” about the
profound changes in the traditional pattern of rural values and interpersonal relationships in an era of reform and opening up to the outside world. Between the lines, he
devotes a deep feeling for and thinking about the status of rural areas brought about
by the social transformation of his hometown. Coming from the Northwest Plateau,
Jia makes his works full of local flavor, and even the language is also filled with national characteristics. It is just these nationalist characteristics that have paved the way
for him to move toward the world. Along with the translation of more of Jia’s works,
especially the English translations by Howard Goldblatt, his value and international
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significance will be more and more recognized.
As one of the earliest avant-garde novelists in the late 1980s and early 1990s, Ge
Fei (1964-), penname Liu Yong, a professor of Chinese and comparative literature
at Tsinghua University, was not very productive, but he has really accumulated both
knowledge and experiences and become increasingly productive since the beginning
of the new century. From the late 20th century, he began to brew the idea and planned
for his ambitious work, and since 2011 he has published his ambitious Jiangnan Sanbuqu (The Trilogy of the South of the Yangtze River) composed of three novels, which has
turned into an epic series of novels. He sticks to the elite consciousness of literature
and art and aesthetic value while describing with thick brush strokes the historical
changes and the intrinsic spiritual development of Chinese society in the past hundred years since the start of the Republic of China in 1911, effectively responding
to the noise of “death of the novel” from the literary world. In my opinion, if we
observe it from the broader horizon of world literature, Ge Fei’s trilogy is a spiritual
process of the modern Chinese intellectual “epic” which could be compared with
Garcia Marquez’s One Hundred Years of Solitude, to which he is obviously indebted.
Apart from his ambition to write about history, Ge Fei also has the ideal of a future
vision. Through the characters’ desire to establish a sort of “Datong world,” which is
mingled with another character’s infatuation with “the land of peach blossom spring,”
he expresses his cosmopolitan tendency and universality of aesthetic ideal. This is
where Ge Fei’s writing is closer to the idealistic spirit formulated by the Nobel committee. After being awarded the Mao Dun Literary Prize, Ge Fei expressed implicitly
that “a life without literature is too boring.”12 This reminds me of my interview with
Kjell Espmark, Chair of the Nobel Committee for over ten years, many years ago in
which he also thought that “literature will not die in the years to come,” for to him,
literature is a unique spiritual and cultural product. The function of the language in
which literature is produced can never be replaced by any other means of representation. People cannot enjoy the pleasure of literature by means of seeing films or
watching TV. They need to read literature, in the process of which they can get great
aesthetic pleasure and enjoyment. In this sense, “literature will not die out as long as
the human society exists.”13 I think it is a very firm belief of all writers and literary
12

Cf. Cheng Xi and Qu Tian, “Ge Fei: A Life Without Literature Is Too Boring.” http://news.tsinghua.edu.cn/publish/news/4205/2015/20151012172802401366549/20151012172802401366549_.
html
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Cf. Wang Ning, “Nuobeier wenxuejiang, zhongguo wenxue he wenxue de weilai: fang nuobeier
wenxuejiang weiyuanhui zhuxi aisipumake jiaoshou” (Nobel Prize for Literature, Chinese Literature
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scholars who have a special liking for literature.

TOWARD A COSMOPOLITAN VISION OF
CHINA’S LITERARY STUDIES
The above description of contemporary Chinese fiction will undoubtedly indicate
how important and how valuable contemporary Chinese fiction can be for the world.
The reason why Goethe could make his conjecture of “Weltliteratur” is largely due to
his broad cosmopolitan vision of non-European literature and wide reading of nonWestern literary works, especially Chinese, Indian and Persian literature. When we talk
about cosmopolitanism in the age of globalization, we are actually talking about a sort
of attitude and horizon. To my understanding, first of all, cosmopolitanism in culture
does not necessarily mean cultural homogenization.14 From a cultural point of view,
even if we discuss the same topic like world literature and cosmopolitanism, it is still
of more diversity than similarity. Since literature is the art of language dealing with
what human beings are fundamentally concerned about, it should describe the human
state and destiny. In a cosmopolitan city like New York, London, Paris or Shanghai,
there will be different ethnic groups coexisting and learning from each other. They
can get along with each other without giving up their own social and cultural conventions and ways of life.
Second, cosmopolitanism does not necessarily intend to promote a sort of universalism: the former refers to a degree of endurance and moral attitude, and the latter appeals to a sort of consensus. In this sense, any country, be it powerful or weak,
be it rich or poor and be it Western or Eastern, should be treated equally, and its social convention and cultural tradition should be respected since it belongs to a larger
community. The same is even truer of human beings. No matter whether one is rich
or poor, high or low in rank, or male or female in gender, he/she should be viewed
equally relevant to our earth as we all live in a “global village.” If we apply this to the
present mapping of world literature, we can easily find that non-Western literature is
far from being treated equally in a Western-centric literary context.
and the Future of Literature: An Interview with Professor Kjell Espmark, Chairman of the Nobel
Committee), in Wang Ning, Ershishiji xifang wenxue bijiao yanjiu (Comparative Studies of Twentieth Century
Western Literature), Beijing: Renmin wenxue chubanshe, 2000, p. 402.
14

As far as the relationship between cosmopolitanism and China, cf. Ning Wang ed., Cosmopolitanism
and China, a special issue in Telos, 180 (Fall 2017).
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Third, cosmopolitanism should not necessarily be the opposite of patriotism or
nationalism, for a person might love both his country and the entire world. He, as a
citizen of the world, should also love people of other countries apart from loving
his own motherland and people. Furthermore, good human beings should not only
love mankind, but also love every living thing on the earth. I think the above mentioned five novelists all have a global human concern, even though their writings are
rooted deep in the national soil. They not only write for domestic readers, but also
for all mankind. In this way, through the intermediary of translation, their works will
become world literature. Their broad literary vision is also a sort of “rooted” cosmopolitan vision.
Fourth, to call for a sort of cosmopolitanism does not necessarily mean writing
off the boundaries of countries or even national sovereignty. To me, as well as some
other people who have a cosmopolitan horizon, there are two forms of cosmopolitanism: rooted cosmopolitanism and rootless cosmopolitanism. The former refers to
those who are solidly nation-state based but who also have rich experiences in other
countries. They are still deeply rooted in their own countries and have close relations
with their native countrymen. The same is true of literary production and criticism.
Writers should not only write for their domestic readers, but also for their potential
international audience. Critics should not only discuss the literary phenomena that
appear in their own countries, but also should deal with some fundamental theoretical
issues in world literature.
Last but not least, there should be no such thing as singular universal cosmopolitanism, as it manifests itself in different forms and should thereby develop in a pluralistic orientation. In modern China, there once appeared a sort of New Humanist
movement as a counter-narrative to the New Culture Movement. That movement’s
“central mission was to find a universally applicable code for humanity based on traditional philosophical teachings of the East and the West.”15 However, due to the inappropriate “universal” intention, it gradually faded before dominating the then Chinese
cultural and intellectual circles, for China’s humanism is both a “translated” humanism from the West as well as a natural born one from Confucian doctrine. Therefore,
when we talk about cosmopolitanism in the Chinese context, we are actually rooted in
the Chinese cultural context, but at the same time, have a broad global human concern
for the people of the world.
15

Li Tonglu, “New Humanism,” Modern Language Quarterly, Vol. 69, No. 1 (2008), pp. 61-79, especially
p. 62.
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We still remember that in 2008, the slogan of the Beijing Olympic Games was
“One World, One Dream.” That is, people of all countries live in one world although
in different regions and continents with different cultural conventions and religious
beliefs. The same is true of their dream: one common dream of becoming peaceful
and flourishing although there might be different ways of realizing this dream. The
China Dream we are talking about in the Chinese context now appeals to the collective prosperity of the whole Chinese nation, while the American Dream appeals to
the success of individuals who work hard and achieve success at last no matter what
their class origin or ethnicity might be. In this concluding part, I will just elaborate a
bit about China’s literary studies in the context of the “Belt and Road.”
As I have already indicated, the initiative of the “Belt and Road” refers to “the
Silk Road Economic Belt and the 21st-Century Maritime Silk Road,” which points to a
new orientation not only for the Chinese economy, but also for Chinese culture which
should “demarginalize” itself in an attempt to have a wider influence in the world.
Since literature is the highest quality product of culture, what does it mean to China’s
literary studies? My understanding is simply this. In the past, we have borrowed lots
of Western theories and research methodologies in order to get China’s comparative
literature started. It is certainly necessary and will continue in the future. However,
it is far from enough and by no means our final goal. Since the Silk Road in ancient
times might be regarded as another direction of globalization from East to West,
the initiative of “Belt and Road” we are practicing today will all the more stimulate
China’s literary production and comparative literature studies. It calls us not only to
contribute to our domestic readers and scholarship but also to a wider international
audience and scholarship. In this respect, we comparatists should contribute even
more to humanity.
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THE GREEK CONCEPTION OF
THE OTTOMAN ERA: ISLAMOPHOBIA AND
MUSLIMS LABELED AS THE OTHER
By ESRA ÖZSÜER*

To the Greeks, the Ottoman era was a “Dark Age” one that comprised a threat to
their Greek Orthodox identity. The identities of Orthodox and Hellene were integral parts in the construction of their national history. In fact, the Morea Uprising,
which began in 1821, was symbolized by a priest blessing the Greek flag in Aya
Lavra Church. One of the most common national myths is religious oppression of
the Christian population during the Ottoman Era, namely Turkokratia. They identified Ottomans as Asian barbarians who did not let Greeks practice their religion
freely, and who furthermore forced them to change their religion. These kinds of
beliefs, which might be taken as religious propaganda, are today still highlighted
both in Greek textbooks and in publications supported by the church and books
and newspapers published in their affiliated institutes. The underlying truth behind
all these propagandist statements is Islamophobia. The existence of Islamophobia
in the Balkans, where religious nationalism is intense, has caused nations to hold
to these kinds of mythical beliefs. Most of the time the stories and narratives have
been used for history building.
The objective of this paper is to demonstrate the effect of the anti-Islam propaganda of the church in Greece on the state and the people using Greek sources.
* ESRA ÖZSÜER is an assistant professor at Research Institute of Turkology, Istanbul University, Turkey.
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The references are Greek religious textbooks and books and newspapers published
by church-supporting publishing houses.
Keywords: Ottomans, islamophobia, Greeks in the Ottoman era, western concept
of Islam

INTRODUCTION
One of the major factors during the formation of the modern Greek identity is Islamophobia, which includes fear of Turks as well. I believe that those fears have
contributed to the building of national identity in the process of nation-building in
Greece. Thus, this paper will deal with the development and role of Greek Islamophobia. In the present paper, I will first discuss how Islamophobia developed initially
in Europe and in what fields it made an impact. Then I will examine the development
of Greek Islamophobia which was influenced by the European one as well. This will
help us understand the place and role of Islamophobia in modern Greek history and
politics since the early 19th century. As for the sources to be used in this work, I will
concentrate on publications produced by publishers supported by the Greek Orthodox Church. These will include books with religious content. They are mostly and
clearly works of propaganda, although their authors might not necessarily intend it.
However, one may not neglect their impact on their readers.
Beginning with the 18th century Enlightenment, a series of scientific and technological advancements took place in Western and Central Europe. As a result of
these advancements, along with the massive transfer of wealth from the Americas
to European landowners, by the 19th century some Western European empires had
successfully established colonies in regions to the East. While previous assumptions
about the outright hegemony the so-called “West” enjoyed over the “East” have been
increasingly challenged, it is this epicenter of knowledge that most would agree has
generated the criteria concerning “how it should be” in respect to use of technologies,
methods of administration, and scientific and cultural practice. Indeed, the concession
that “the West” serves as a model for the rest of the world has resulted in the imposition of these cultural requirements upon Muslim societies found throughout the East.
As the West began to regard itself as the omnipotent representative of knowledge,1
1
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an idea that we may also observe in Karl Marx, one of the most important European
thinkers of the modern era, claiming “They cannot represent themselves; they must
be represented.”2 Similarly, the British Minister of Foreign Affairs Arthur Balfour
(during the Lloyd George government) maintained in 1910 that Western countries
had always had the skill to govern themselves, whereas Eastern countries had never
had the power to do so. In his article published in The Edinburgh Review, British statesman Lord Cromer explained the reason why the East had never enjoying autonomous
power was that they were but a collection of “dependent races.”3 All these assumptions and claims led to the birth of “Orientalism,” an intellectual, ideological and
political frame of interpreting and representing the non-West that functioned to legitimize colonialism, which itself was nurtured and justified in parallel to concepts
such as “Eastern determinism,” “Mohammedanism” and the inherent superiority of
“the European mind.”4
While often admonished by intellectuals from the non-West, it would take the
work of Edward Said in the late 1970s to shed a serious critical light upon this Orientalism. Its function to draw a sharp distinction between the familiar (Western, us) and
the foreign (the East, them) helped provide both moral and scientific justification for
capitalist imperialism to rampage over the world. Therefore, when compared to Eastern culture, Western culture was considered more powerful, and no matter if the West
held the political position of the ruler or not, they definitely held the position of the
stronger.5 According to Hegel, Eastern states have long been identified with nothing
but “complete frenzy,” “destruction and damage.”6 In other words, in the eyes of the
West, the East consisted of a herd of barbaric men.
Based on the ontological and epistemological distinctions often made between
Yayınları, 2012), XVIII.
2

In this quote, Karl Marx referred to French peasants of the 19th century. Edward Said has reinterpreted Marx’s argument in the context of the East. In his book Orientalism (1979), Said implied that
the approach of the West towards the East is the same as Marx’s approach towards French peasants.
Karl Marx, Louis Bonaparte’nin 18 Brumaire’i, Turkish translation by Sevim Belli (Ankara: Eriş Yayınları,
2012), 61.

3

Edward Said, Şarkiyatçılık, Turkish translation by Berna Ülner (Istanbul: Metis Yayınları, 2013), 46.

4

When describing race, Immanuel Kant (one of the most eminent philosophers of the Enlightenment)
defined Europeans as superior to Easterners and black people, maintaining that the superiority of
Europeans resulted from “the superiority of the European mind.” Kula, ibid, XX.

5

Said, 49, 53.

6

Kula, 111.
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the East and the West, scholarly Orientalism also reflected the process by which Western interests asserted their hegemony over the East. In a sense, Orientalism was the
manner in which Western “authoritarian ownership” could be claimed over the East.
This meant various forms of Western political, economic, and cultural power worked
to change the structural features of the East.7 Ancient Greek culture and Christianity,
both of which formed the foundations of Western identity, turned into the absolute
reference of knowledge. This resulted in putting the East, particularly the Islamic East,
into the state of being the quintessential other in the necessary binary that reaffirmed
the West’s authority over global events. For many Enlightenment philosophers, especially Hegel, Leibniz and Engels, the East was identified in this distinctive way because
it was almost entirely referred to as the center of barbarianism and Islamic fanaticism.
This reference to religious difference proves historically the essential criteria for what
would become a working model for Western Islamophobia for many centuries.
In Western philosophy, both Orientalism and the image of the East found their
roots in the Crusades, thus dating back to the Middle Ages in Europe.8 Critically,
forms of Orientalism must not be understood in geographical terms that simply distinguish a geographic East from West. Rather, Orientalism was based on the religious
differentiation between Christianity and Islam. It is interesting to note that Orientalist
polemicists in the 19th century preferred to use the term “Mohammedanism,” in reference to Muslims whose devotion to the Prophet Muhammad was misconstrued to
mirror Christian devotion to the Prophet ‘Isa-Jesus. The reference took on a more insulting and strategically othering function, necessary when political and cultural rivals
needed to distinguish themselves from those professing their faith in God through
“Islam.”
The obvious point of departure for this “othering” discourse, and one of the
earlier functions of the Orientalist polemic, was that all other religions apart from
Christianity, especially Islam, were regarded as “fake.” Islam was not accepted as a
religion but defined as an ideology spread by a single man, the Prophet Mohammed.
Orientalists worked into their narratives during the period the assertion that Muslims professed loyalty to a “fake prophet.” Some works in particular stand out. For
instance, Voltaire’s tragedy Fanaticism or Mahomet the Prophet received many reactions
and severe criticism due to the anti-Islamic depictions it included and the unfavorable description of the Prophet, who was eventually the representative of a certain
7

Ibid., 2.

8

Ibid., XIX.
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religion and associated with the “East.” Voltaire described the Prophet Mohammed as
someone who hypnotized the Arabs with his kind words and impressive appearance,
realizing that the Arabs were easily manipulated due to their ignorance, and in reality,
his one and only aim was to destroy Christianity.9 The undertones of the work were so
harsh that eventually the French church prohibited the book due to its anti-religious
content.
Another prominent philosopher of the Enlightenment, Leibniz, adopted similarly offensive, dismissive tones. By describing Islam as a series of “vulgar and dull
conceptions” in his book Meditationes de Cognitione, Veritate et Ideis, Leibniz first attacked the religious orientations of the pre-modern world generally, but then made
specific reference to the increasingly frequent association with “the East” and intellectual backwardness.10 Indeed, the association with the East in the Orientalist way
of thinking implied Arabs, Huns, Mongolians, and Turks, in addition to Muslims in
general. Some would claim that Christians (in Eurocentric contexts, Christianity is associated with Europe) first met Muslims with the Prophet Mohammed’s Hijrah that
took place in the year 622 A.D. It is with this encounter that Christians gradually laid
the foundations of Islamophobia.11 As Islam spread among former Christian, Jewish
and pagan Arab and Berber peoples living throughout the Mediterranean world and
the Turks, Mongolians and again Arabs in the East, European Christians increasingly
associated Islam with them. In time, the peoples who once shared common languages
and cultures no longer lived in conditions of peace but of war. In these increasingly
9

Voltaire, Türkler, Müslümanlar, Ötekiler, Turkish translation by Cengiz Orhan (Istanbul: İgüs Yayınları,
2012), 14.
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Leibniz’s work actually predates Voltaire. In The Dictionary of Philosophy he wrote in 1765, Voltaire made
use of the concept of Mohammedanism, which was used to scorn and then humiliate Muslims at the
time. While not the first to use the term, it was Voltaire’s iteration that popularized this concept and
has since become more prevalent in the Western subconscious and ubiquitous among those using an
Orientalist viewpoint. Kula, 35.
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Although reference to Islamophobia emerged in its current form in the aftermath of 9/11, its origins
date back further in history. The modern use of the term was likely first used in a report entitled “Islamophobia: A Challenge for Us All,” issued in 1997 by the Runnymede Trust, the British race equality
think tank. Despite its apparent recent use, as already noted, Islamophobia embodies an Orientalist
epistemology that dates back many centuries in Western history. The report also states that the fear of
and opposition to Islam led to the occurrence of 8 common opinions that Westerners share: Islam is
a religion that has nothing in common with other religions; therefore, it serves as “the other.” In the
eyes of the West, it is low, lame, irrational, and primitive. Its violent nature compels other civilizations
into conflict with one another. Opposition to Islam is thus natural and normal. M. Ali Kirman, “The
roots of Islamophobia: Is it Western or Eastern?” Journal of Islamic Research, 21(1), 2010, 24.
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violent encounters, European Christians tried to understand the rules and nature of
Islam. Both the Roman Catholic Church and Central and Western European Christian
pundits found it necessary to launch propaganda campaigns to protect the further
spread of Muslim influence into the still economically vulnerable Western European
Christian world. By his time, the conditions of hostility were such that Voltaire referred to the ideas that supported this way of binary thinking. Voltaire even suggested
many in the West claimed that the Koran was full of nonsensical expressions, while
it was not true.12
For this reason, Islam was seen as a false religion in Europe in the Middle Ages,
and the Prophet Mohammed was portrayed as a fake prophet who manipulated naive
people. What is more, the Christian world of both the East and the West reached a
consensus in respect of promoting the idea that Islam was a cruel and fake religion.
For example, both Europeans in the West and Byzantines in the East presented Islam
as a pagan and polytheistic religion worshipping icons (the Kaaba, for instance), so
that the distinction between Islam and Christianity was sharp and based on theology
and practice. In the Byzantine world, many weird myths concerning Islam emerged
after a series of catastrophic mistakes in the translations of the Koran from Arabic
into Greek. An example of a mistranslation was that in a Byzantine text, the shape of
God was described as “round,” and the text claimed that this description was taken
from the Koran.13 Similarly, according to Western historians, Muslims worshipped an
ornamented metal icon called Tervagant, which made human-like sounds.14
Another misconception prominent in Byzantine narratives was that the stone
al-Hajar al Aswad (the Black Stone, a rock set into the eastern corner of the Kaaba)
in Mecca was originally the head of Aphrodite. The conclusion was Muslims actually
worshipped the head of the Greek goddess. According to this misbelief, which was
accepted without hesitation in Europe at the time, Muslims chose Friday as the holy
day due to its association with Aphrodite. In French, the word Vendredi (Friday in
English and Dies Veneris in Latin) derived from Venus, the Roman name for Aphrodite. Therefore, the holy day Friday actually meant the day of Venus. This misperception was so widely accepted in the West that the renowned French writer Vincent de
Beauvais (13th century) made reference to Muslims’ worshipping the head of Venus
12
13
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Voltaire, 16.
Katerina Stenou, Ēkones tou Allou, Ē eterotēta apo ton mitho stēn prokatalēpsē, (Athens: Eksantas,
1998), 93.
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in his book Speculum Historiale.15 Similarly, in an icon in The Travels of Sir John Mandeville
in the British Library, London, a reference was made to the round metal shape of God
in Islam, and the idea that Muslims worshipped a half-animal, half-human creature
called “Maumet,” with the head of a man and the body of a bull. In short, the West
accepted the information that appeared in Byzantine reference books without much
skepticism. In fact, they added new misconceptions to these earlier ones. According
to a common misbelief in Europe during the Middle Ages, Islam was a polytheistic religion and Muslims worshipped false Gods named Tervagant and Mohammed.
Eventually these distortions led to a general labeling of Muslims as the ontological
“other” to Christians.16
Another common false belief about Islam in the European system of thinking
was that Muslims used to sacrifice children. For instance, in another version of The
Travels of Sir John Mandeville, today located in the French National Library in Paris, and
which is known to have been granted to Duke Jean de Berry as a present in 1413, an
image depicts the sacrifice of a child to “Maumet,” the previously mentioned creature with the head of a man and the body of a bull. Such negative references made
to Islam became more and more widespread throughout Europe via literature, especially during the Middle Ages. The French epic, Song of Roland (Chanson de Roland)
is another case in point. It is an epic story full of negative references to Islam and
its practitioners that depicts the struggle of a hero named Roland against Muslims.17
In the first half of the 12th century, Latin writers also began competing with one
another to fill the demand for such tales. For those writers providing such material, it
did not matter whether the arguments written against the Prophet Mohammed were
true or not. According to them, Mohammed was a magician, a fraud; he was nothing but a fake, a pseudo-prophet. Furthermore, he had ruined the church, not only
in the East but also in Africa, using his powers of magic. In these writings, Muslims
were accused of worshipping icons, and of worshipping Mohammed instead of God.
Their statues were made of precious stones. It was also often noted that Mohammed’s
success had solely been based on his policy of liberating sex. In short, the writers presented Islam as an aggressive and destructive religion, full of sexual perversity, sinful
lust, and extreme animal instincts and primitive ways of living.18
15
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Roland Destanı, Turkish translation by Bilge Umar, (Istanbul: YKY, 2005).
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THE ROOTS OF ISLAMOPHOBIA
AND THE WESTERN CONCEPTION OF ISLAM
Throughout history, patterns of human behavior and specific approaches towards
socio-political processes have served as roadmaps that chart the manner in which
ideologies about others are formed.19 In fact, religion plays a significant role in understanding what life is, and finding meaning to where humans stand in this universe.
Regarding religion as “the opium of the masses,” Marx believed that a strong connection existed between ideology and religion. Religion, in general, creates an ambivalent
feeling of dependency, serving humanity both as a force of hegemony and a safe zone
into which one can take shelter. This feeling is an important motive that supports social solidarity and the sense of belongingness.20 The roots of Islamophobia, therefore,
may be found in the approaches, or more specifically, the ideologies that Christianity
exhibits against the religion of Islam.
In the Western world, Islamophobia is the product of a variety of sources, religious, historical, political or social. Perhaps most outstanding is the spread of Islam,
a process that clearly led to fear and anguish among many within the Christian establishment. This fear gradually turned into bias and prejudice. The etymology of
Islamophobia includes the Greek term phobia (φόβος/fovos), defined as fear. The
renowned Greek linguist Babiniotis explains the word phobia as a “feeling of threat
despite its not being necessary.”21 Therefore, we might state that fear of Islam is based
on imagined threats, consisting of fictional depictions as noted above and exaggerated anxieties.
Since this fear is directed against a religion and the members of this religion,
Islamophobia reveals enmity and aggression against Islam and Muslims in general.
According to this Islamophobic way of thinking, Islam is inferior when compared to
Western culture, and it has no value among prevalent cultures on earth.22 This is most
evident in the depictions of historical events that attempt to account for the rise of
Islam from within a predominately Christian world.23
19

Şerif Mardin, Din ve İdeoloji, (Istanbul: İletişim Yayınları, 2015), 14-15, 25.

20

Ibid., 43, 49.

21

G. Babiniotēs, Mikro Leksiko tēs Neas Ellēnikēs Glōssas, (Athens: Kentro Leksilogias, 2009), 1224.

22

Necmi Karslı, “İslamofobinin Psikolojik Olarak İncelenmesi”, Dinbilimleri Akademik Araştırma Dergisi,13(1), 2013, 81.

23

The main reason for this connection is that the issue of “Us and Them” usually revolves around

Özsüer: The Greek Conception of the Ottoman Era

55

Furthermore, Islamophobia bears a direct relation to history and theology, since
these theological anxieties are blended with political and cultural worries.24 The renowned French Marxist historian Maxime Rodinson also stated that Islam has always
been a threat to Christianity.25 Especially towards the end of the Middle Ages, the history writing concerning Islam fell short of providing accurate information, allowing
the existing problem to grow deeper and deeper.26
In this way, the anti-Islamic discourse and propaganda of the church and Christian religious men led to a series of negative images that persist among Christians.
Christian religious men and the church have been largely responsible for the existence
of exclusionary, biased, prejudiced and aggressive works of history and literature.27
The narration of all encounters of Muslims with Christians in history has always
included huge enmity and opposition against one another. First of all, the invasion of
the Middle East and North Africa by Muslims following the 7th century, the Muslims’
conquest of Andalusia in the 8th century, the Crusades that took place in the 12th and
13th centuries, the conquest of Istanbul by Muslim Turks in 1453, the 1538 Battle
of Preveza, the naval Battle of Lepanto in 1571, and the numerous attempts by the
Ottomans to invade Vienna between 1529 and 1683 all inevitably led to religious/
political enmity between Muslims and Christians. Especially with the Crusades (10961272), the bias of the West against Islam grew fierce, ending up in the definition of
Islam as “the religion of swords.”28 Such hostility stems from the fact cultural leaders
in Western Europe did not have a great deal of direct contact with Muslims prior to
the Crusades.
After the Prophet Mohammed died in 632, the hegemony of Islam became much
more widespread in terms of military, cultural and religious power. Iran, Syria, Egypt,
Turkey, and North Africa were all invaded by Muslim armies. In the 8th and 9th centuries, Spain, Sicily, and some parts of France were taken over. During the 13th and 14th
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centuries, Islamic hegemony even extended towards India, Indonesia and China in the
East. When faced with such expansion, it was normal for the West to react against this
situation with fear and a feeling of terror. In this respect, the outcome of these events
led to Muslims being associated with an image of “barbaric herds” simply because
Islam had led to trauma in the West.29
When Christianity in the East lost power to Islam, politically, Christian authority
centered itself exclusively in the West, the East being the domain of Muslims.30 Islam
was now regarded as a theological, political and cultural threat that was geographically
distinctive.31 The Western scholarly definition of Muslims as “the other” ultimately resulted in an Orientalist perspective. The works authored by missionaries and travelers
during their travels to the East are especially full of biased opinions on Islam. Their
descriptions and conceptions of Islam include the argument that it is a religion hostile
to intellectual and scientific development, and that the Prophet Mohammed favors an
ideology totally based on violence, lust and sexual abuse.32 This schematizing perspective is clearly adapted in Dante’s description of “Maometto” who appears in Inferno.33
The way Dante presents Islam in this book may be categorized as Orientalism shared
by the West in general. A major tool of propaganda, prejudice against Islam and Muslims gradually become rooted in the collective memory of most societies.

THE OTTOMAN IMAGE AND ISLAMOPHOBIA
IN GREECE
As Islam became more widespread, the Western world developed a defensive attitude
against Islam. Such sentiments manifested in various expressions of Islamophobia.
Starting from the 7th century, Muslim Arabs established hegemony over the eastern
Mediterranean lands which had formerly been under Greco-Roman rule, and continued to peacefully spread their religion over a wider geographical area between the
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11th and 16th centuries.34 In Asia Minor and southeastern Europe, Eastern Orthodox
Christianity was overtaken by Muslim Ottoman Turks in the 14th and 15th centuries, a
process that led to the Balkan region gradually developing a Muslim identity to parallel its strong Orthodox and Catholic Christian heritage.35 However, according to reliable records of history, the Balkan Peninsula had already become a geographical area
where Turkic ethnic groups (such as Proto-Bulgars, Pechenegs and the Uz) had settled
since the 6th century.36 In other words, Turkish peoples migrated to the Balkans earlier
than Muslim Ottomans did.
Starting from 1354, after taking over the land of Gallipoli, Muslim Turks began
to extend influence over the Balkan region. Following the invasion of Edirne, they
conquered the feudal states in the region, including the three Bulgarian kingdoms, and
continued to spread further westward.37 Divided into many minor states and feudal
autonomous regions, the Balkans witnessed many internal conflicts, which made it
easier for the Turks to rapidly secure power in the region.38 By 1718, the Balkans was
wholly administered by the Ottomans.39 The hegemony of the Ottomans in the Balkans was a testament to the capacities of the mighty Ottoman army. The spread of
Islam in Asia Minor, the eastern Mediterranean region and the Balkans inevitably led
to rising fears in Europe about the prowess of the military juggernaut. The traveler
Rubruck, who came across Muslims in the Balkans, wrote “I watch in awe, trying to
find out what type of devil brought the religion of Mohammed to this land,”40 reflecting a larger trope in the literature of the era that assumed Islam was foreign and
caused discomfort for the peoples of the Balkans. In a similar manner, the Orthodox
Christian Church felt psychologically threatened by the expansion of Islam by way of
large-scale conversion of its former Christian flocks. In response, the church leadership adopted stricter terms to which Christians of the region had to adhere in the
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face of the rising tide of Islamization. A stricter belief system thus emerged, the first
symptom of which was the Christians’ belief that they were being punished by God,
punished for the sins they had committed. However, God’s punishment was not to
last forever, and would definitely end one day.
In this scheme, Christians would have to endure the torture of their subordination to Muslims as part of the ultimate salvation God promised those who remained
loyal to the church. The myths, legends, and epic stories of the Balkan Christians
began to be based on a future victory won by Christians against Muslims and the termination of Islamic rule. In this regard, the religious belief in salvation from Muslim
rule became the primary landmark that signaled the formation of Islamophobia in
southeast Europe. Orientalist discourse framed Muslim Turks as unsuitable rulers of
the countries in the Balkans. For this reason, communities living in the region would
resist Ottoman rule and their fight against Ottoman hegemony was taken as historical
given. The European stereotypes of Muslims in Europe extended to Turks more generally. It was believed that the qualities of Turkish peoples were completely identical
to Muslims in the larger Islamic World. In this way Turks became synonymous with
the Muslim “other.”41
Starting from Bayezid I, the Balkans came under Ottoman rule. The conquest of
Salonica (1430) and Ioannina (1431) by Murat II, and the conquest of Athens (1458)
by Mehmed II the Conqueror were the important turning points of this era in history. However, the real turning point in the region’s history may be referred to as the
conquest of Constantinople. It is also the date when the rule of the Ottoman Empire,
which lasted for 400 years, began throughout the southern Balkans. This historical
era, known in Greece as Turkokratia, lasted until the Morea Uprising of 1821. For
the Greeks, when Ottoman Muslims conquered the holy symbols of Constantinople,
represented by the trinity of the city, Hagia Sofia, and the Empire, the trauma caused
by the event persisted not only in the collective memory of Greeks but also for many
Europeans. For the Greeks, the fact that Constantinople and Hagia Sofia fell into
the hands of Muslims was a great source of grief, even a “national requiem.”42 The
conquest of Istanbul by Muslims was thought to have happened due to the sins of
the Byzantium Empire, and the city was conceived of as a sacred place waiting for
its salvation. The words “No Mary no mourn, the day will come, the tide will turn,
and Constantinople will be ours again…” clearly depict the hope of the Orthodox
41
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Christians to regain power over the city.43 However, the Greeks believed, such salvation is only possible with the will of God, not human beings themselves. At this point,
national myths regarding the retaking of Istanbul and Hagia Sofia from the Muslim
Turks led to an occurrence of anti-Islamic attitudes, reinforced by the propaganda
of the Greek church. Such myths depended on victory over the Muslims and the
termination of Islamic rule. The moment when God halted the punishment of the
Christians, Istanbul would also be saved. In conclusion, Islamophobia in the Balkans
is deeply rooted in the region’s history. Perceived as the “other,” Muslims were always seen as a threat against which precautions had to be taken.44 Perhaps the most
concrete evidence of this is the structure of social life of Turks in western Thrace,
Greece, regarding educational and religious practices.
In time, Islamophobia in modern Greece took on a new form. Fear and loathing
of a Muslim presence, which may be regarded as a direct consequence of Islamophobia, created a psycho-pathological state of mind.45 As a result, the discourse and
bias against Islam in Greece generally manifested as psycho-pathological rhetoric. As
a sociological phenomenon, Islamophobia is defined as fear directed towards Islam;
however, anti-Islamism appears as an organized, intentional and well-founded form
of enmity. In Greek historiography, the era marked by Ottoman rule is referred to
as “the Dark Age,” and associated with oppression, slavery and cultural regression.46
Known as the father of Greek history, Paparrigopoulos added an Orthodox Christian
character to it, combining Hellenism and Orthodox Christianity in the same melting
pot.47 Here we see two important elements of Greek nation-state identity—religion
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and the concept of an ethnic nation—identifying the Turk and Islam as its opposite,
standing as the “adversary other.”
In Greek history, Ottoman rule in what became Greece has always been narrated
as an event that involved a high level of oppression, violence and intrusion. The Ottoman era has always been depicted as a major threat to Greek national unity and homogeneity. According to most Greek historical narratives, Muslim Turks threatened
the two important ingredients of the Greek nation state: Hellenism and Orthodox
Christianity.48 All events have been interpreted through this prism. Therefore, the
Morea Uprising of 1821 is treated as the Greeks’ desire to rescue Greece, the Orthodox church, their nation and liberty from the hands of Turks. The Greek War of
Independence constituted such a struggle against the Ottomans, with the holy purpose of saving the land, rather than a simple act of revolt by those seeking freedom.
Such an evaluation of history is, undoubtedly, the outcome of a biased and subjective
attitude towards what actually happened, reflecting the “distorted and non-scientific
aspect of the nationalistic viewpoint.”49
In Greece, the basic religious and nationalist ways of thought are based on anti-Islamic features. For this reason, some churches and preachers still hold onto an
anti-Islamic discourse based on hatred and scorn of Muslims.50 That is because Hellenism and Orthodox Christianity are the two important glues that unify society under Greek nationalism. The great majority of Greek citizens are Orthodox Christian.
In any manifestation of the national struggle, Greeks are depicted as defending the
homeland, religion and nation.51 These two elements holding Greek society together
form the typical “us,” whereas the adversary “other” (Muslim Turks) is represented
by the typical “them.” Thus, emphasis on religion and ethnic nationalism became an
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important feature of the popular history books that received financial support from
the state.52 In the formation of other Balkan nationalisms, Orthodox Christian beliefs
played a vital role. As Maria Todorova stated, “One of the most significant veins that
provides blood for the flesh of Greek nationalism is religion.” 53
Religious belief and national ideology are the two important ingredients of the
make up of a nation-state, and if one ingredient is missing, the nation state cannot
achieve a complete ideology of its own.54 Religion and nation are the two indispensable parts of a mechanism that enhances the nation-state ideology.55 Similar to other
Balkan nationalists, Greek nationalists have also described the Ottomans as cruel,
intrusive and oppressive rulers. Religious men and intellectuals have played significant
roles in the compilation of this hatred and enmity against Ottoman rulers.56 In Greek
historiography, Muslim Turks are barbaric and antireligious.57 While Christianity is the
religion of tolerance and love, Islam is described as a belief system that favors fanaticism and anger. In the literature, one can see detailed descriptions of alleged cruelties
committed by Turks. For instance, “Turkish people have burned Greek rioters alive.
Some of the Greek bodies were skewered while some others were brutally hung….
They stripped the Metropolitan Bishop of Larisa of his skin. They filled in his skin,
and carried the dead body from one town to another. Next, they sent it to Istanbul,
hung it on a wooden cross and exhibited the poor bishop to the Sultan in his palace.”58
Muslim Turks were reported to have oppressed Orthodox Christians for a long
period, casting them out and labeling them as the “Other”. Most of the propaganda
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against the Turks was based on references to this religious oppression and highlighting the differences in the variety of beliefs co-existing in Ottoman times. Ottoman
society was organized in the form of a “system of millet” (nation), in which Greeks
were categorized as Orthodox Rum peoples. These people used to have a certain religious and cultural identity and a conception of self based on this identity. That is why
the Ottoman period is often described as an era of oppression in terms of religion
and culture.
Easier said than done: for three full centuries, the Greek people had to endure the
oppression of Turks, who resorted to all kinds of oppressive acts with the purpose
of reinforcing their power over the land. Without any restrictions or control, Turks
took hold of not only Greek people’s property, but also their honor and their lives.
They built up a dark future for our breed.59

In the history of Greece, another point of discussion about Ottoman rule was how
the Ottomans prohibited Greek education and language, and how Greek bishops
had to provide education secretly to their people in churches late at night. While historically incorrect, national myths such as Aya Lavra60 and the Underground School
have taken their places in the collective memories of Greeks. In short, the church is
depicted as having protected Greek language and culture, which church authorities
viewed as their main assets and heritage, against Muslim Turks whom they considered
barbaric.
According to a thesis supported by Kant, Turks were identified with Islam. Similar to the prejudice against Turks in Europe in general, the Greeks also displayed
negative opinions and bias against them. In the collective memory of Europeans,
Turkish people were oppressive and destructive. They particularly held the “noble”
Greek under their control and monopoly for a long time, resulting in Greek lack
of advancement. Three of the prominent pioneers of such common conceptions,
Hegel, Kant and Herder, frequently maintained the idea that Turks were barbaric in
their relations with Greeks. This conception dates back to Philhellenism, which may
be regarded as one of the most important concepts that Orientalism is based on.61 In
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the Balkans, many attitudes and bias against Turks were also based on this Orientalist
point of view.
Undoubtedly, this systemized discourse of propaganda became effective at
schools, which are the main laboratories of national ideologies. Thus, the collective
memories ended up with young people coding the image of “the adversary Other”
into their minds. In parallel with this view, the Muslim Turk in this context is equivalent to barbaric Asians. In particular, history was reshaped in the West in the 19th
century, and in this reshaping process, Turks/Muslims/Ottomans were presented as
either a herd of Mongolians or the Gog and Magog of the West.62 This situation also
held true in Greece. In a variety of locations, names that were associated with Eastern
despotism were in use, such as Haldupis, Agarinis and Mongolis. The Ottoman era was
also recalled as a time when Greeks fell short of scientific and cultural improvement.
“Turks are definitely against enlightenment, with all their primitive natures and tendencies. They try to extract the intense fire of spiritualism out of everything.”63 In
the Orientalist discourse, “destroying whatever is valuable” was one of the essential
features that was regarded as inherent in Turks in general.64
In a variety of historical narratives, Turkish people are depicted as the ones who
force Orthodox Christians to convert to Islam. They use the Greek word for the
assimilation of Greek people who were forced into “turkevo” (becoming a Turk).65
Using all methods of torment, Turks reportedly tried to make Greeks change their
religion while Greeks resisted successfully, due to their strict ties with their beliefs.66
In these narratives, Greek heroes and heroines who defend their beliefs get killed in
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the most violent ways imaginable.
Turkish man stabbed the poor Christian boy who did not want to convert to Islam.
One drop of blood that slowly seeped out of the boy’s heart fell onto the soil. He
gasped, and died.67

Turkish people who endeavored to make Greeks change religion made no distinction,
be they women, the elderly or the young. Christians of all ages and walks of life were
tortured unless they yielded. They resisted in order not to leave the path of Jesus
Christ, and in this way they became religious martyrs. Most of the saints’ stories in the
history of Greece depict religious heroes who resist the torture they witnessed during
Ottoman times. Muslims keep on tormenting their bodies even after they die, while
their spirits ascend into the heavens having turned into holy saints.
In the Balkans, when we consider the fact that Orthodox belief functioned as
a proto-nationalism, nationalist propaganda carried out by the church and by other
institutions was an inevitable consequence. Greek national identity was formed hand
in hand with religion.68 In the history written by the Greeks, Islamic and Turkish identities were perceived as a whole. There was no clear distinction between the image of
Islam and the image of being a Turk. Thus, the fear of Turkish people was blended
with the fear of Islam. For instance, in one of the history books written for secondary
school 3rd grade, it states, “Turkish people do not learn a foreign language because
the Koran has prohibited them from doing so,”69 which is evidence proving how all
Muslims and Turks are viewed as inseparable. These unrealistic arguments labeling
Turks are based on the biased attitude that may be defined as Islamophobia.

CONCLUSION
Dating back in history, Islamophobia stands as the main reference point of all the
negative opinions, judgments and bias against Islam and its context in general. In
many parts of the world, Islamophobia created an anti-Islamic atmosphere, label67
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ing Muslims as the other. Within the framework of “Us” and “Them,” Islam and
Christianity were always regarded as opponents; thus, heavy discrimination against
the members of each party became inevitable. Basically, the Orientalist viewpoint of
Western leaders and religious men led to discrimination against Muslims. When the
idea of nation-states first emerged in the Balkans, religion played an essential role, gluing people together towards one purpose and under the scope of one identity. Thus,
anti-Islamic approaches have served the function of empowering national identity.
The Turkish invasion that spread rapidly in the Balkans made it possible for Islam to
become a part of the cultural identity of the region; thus, it inevitably began to be regarded as a threat to Christianity. As the most essential ingredient of Serbian, Bulgarian and Greek identities, Christianity took sides against Islam, due to the propaganda
and critical discourse carried out by the church, bishops, preachers, and other religious
authorities influential in the region.
However, one should note that Western Islamophobia and Greek Islamophobia
have some different aspects. First of all, in Western Europe, Ottomans were seen as
a political competitor as well as a religious enemy, while for Greeks, during formation
of the nation-state and acquisition of ethnic identity, Ottomans were regarded as invaders and the other from whom they should liberate themselves. That is why ethnic
and national identity was stronger in Greek Islamophobia than in Western Islamophobia, although for Greeks religious identity was equally important.
In Greece, the fear of Islam following the formation of the nation state and
reconstruction of national history led to many negative narratives regarding Turkish
people. The Ottoman era, which was defined by Greeks as the Dark Age, was depicted as the symbol of oppression, Eastern despotism and barbaric practices. Any kind
of myth, legend and historical record that would maintain and enforce these negative
judgments and exaggerated viewpoints took an indispensable part in history writing
in Greece. Greeks were described as religious heroes who even sacrificed their lives
in defense of their own religion against the oppression of Muslim Turks, who forced
them to convert to Islam. In today’s world, the essence of the image of Muslim Turks
in Greece is primarily based on negative images and stereotypes. The Greeks define
their national identity through the concept of Orthodox Hellenes, which ties the
people together in sharp contrast to Islam and the identity of being a Turk. Therefore,
in both ethnic and religious terms, Turks play the role of the “adversarial other” in the
collective memory of the Greeks.
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DISCOVERY OF ROCK ART IN AZAD, JAMMU
AND KASHMIR
By M. ASHRAF KHAN* and SUNDUS ASLAM KHAN**

Since the beginning of the human world, man has tried to prove his presence on the
earth. Wherever he moved, he left his marks in different forms. Whether he lived
in caves, in open spaces or in-built structures, he left evidence in art form, the earliest of which are the cave paintings found in various regions of the world. These
transformed into open spaces where man carved and painted images and writings
on rock faces and boulders. Although Pakistan provided an early home to such art
forms, they have been discovered in Kashmir for the first time and will be revealed
in this paper. In the present survey, a great number of rock art sites were found
and documented in detail. These rock art sites display the earliest communities who
settled down or traveled through the region, highlighting their thoughts, beliefs and
practices. The tentative chronology of these rock art sites ranges from Neolithic
to Hindu periods, creating an interesting mosaic in the historic profile of Kashmir.
Keywords: Rock art, Kashmir, Neolithic, inscriptions, shamanic rituals
* M. ASHRAF KHAN is a professor at Taxila Institute of Asian Civilizations, Quaid-i-Azam University,
Islamabad
**SUNDUS ASLAM KHAN is a Ph.d Scholar at the Taxila Institute of Asian Civilizations, Quaid-i-Azam
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PROLOGUE
For several thousand years, man used as canvas and drawing board rock surfaces, canyon walls, rock shelters and boulders to produce drawings by the application of paint
(rock painting) or the cutting away of rock surfaces (petroglyph). These are examples
of rock art. They were made for many purposes. These images hewn into or painted
on stone are a valuable component of the archaeological record. Often found in the
spectacular settings of these people’s most sacred places, rock carvings and paintings
represent the intimate connection between native people and their spirit world. Rock
art also provides other kinds of information for archaeologists as it is a sensitive tool
for identifying cultural relationships, patterns of communication, evidence of trade
and other types of cultural contact. Changes in style and content of rock art are often
indications of the adoption of new ideologies and religious practices, which in turn
reflect other shifts within the cultural matrix (Schaafsma 1986, 1-3).
In archaeology, rock carvings involve impressions, images and signs on natural
stones made by humans in past times. This art is famous throughout the world in
two basic forms: petroglyphs, which are carved into the rock surface area, and pictographs, which are painted images on the rock surface. Rock art is a landscape art
which includes designs and motifs that have been placed on boulders or cliff faces,
cave walls and ceilings and on ground surfaces (Whitely 2005, 1-3). Rock art includes
shallow or deep cup-like marks in boulders or megaliths. Although the main purpose
of this art form is still unknown to us, they are said to be made for shamanic rituals
and/or fertility practices. They are found in North America, Europe, Asia, Africa and
the Pacific islands and may have a common purpose and timeline (Varne 2012, 5-11).

BEGINNING OF ROCK ART IN PAKISTAN
The earliest rock art sites in Pakistan are reported from northern areas: Swat, Shattial,
Chitral, Mansehra, Hunza, Yasin and other regions of Gilgit Baltistan. Among the
famous rock art sites of Gilgit Baltistan are the Royal Inscription Danyor, the Karga
Buddha, the Konodas rock carvings (Dani 1983) and the Haton rock inscriptions of
Patola Shahis (Jettmar 1993, 77-122). 92% of rock art sites are reported from Shattial
(Indus Kohistan) to the Alam Bridge site (Diamer) (Arif 2002, 8-10). According to
Dani (1983), the primitive society of Gilgit Baltistan was the first to exploit the natural resources of the region. Arif (2002, 11) also termed these ancient men of Gilgit
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Baltistan “rock art people.” These people lived in rock-shelters, megalithic structures
and caves. This is shown by discoveries of rock-shelters at the Konodas site near
Karakoram University, Gilgit. Many rock carvings are also found near this site. Megalithic sites are seen throughout the Yasin valley (Dani 1983, 53-64).
Due to its important geographic position, this region has always attracted travelers, pilgrims and invaders. Three famous Chinese pilgrims, Faxian, Huan Tsang and
Song Yun, travelled through this region to go further into the Gandhra valley in the
4th-5th century CE (Jettmar 1993, 80). It served as a platform to transport Buddhism
into Central Asia, Tibet and China. This is the reason we find thousands of Buddhist
rock art sites in this northern area ranging from stupas, Buddha images, and Buddhisattvas to pilgrim images and inscriptions in Chinese, Tibetan, Brahmi, Hebrew,
proto-Sharda, Sanskrit, Persian and Sogdian (Dani 1983; Humbach 1985; Hauptman
1997; Jettmar 2008).
This is not all we find from the rock art of northern areas of Pakistan. Its history
further goes back into the prehistoric era, which gives us representations of animal
figures, human figures, demons, fire altars, unidentified markings, abstract and spiritual symbols and many geometrical designs representing from a hunter-gather society
to the Neolithic era (Mathpal 1998, 47-53; Jettmar 2008, 66). Outside the northern
regions, Sindh Province in Pakistan also provides some rock art sites in the Angai
valley, Shakloi Dhoro, Dadhu and Kirthar (Kalhoro 2010, 17-18; 2013; 2014). F. D.
Kakar (2003, 22) also reported 175 rock paintings in the southern Sulaiman Range
in Baluchistan during his survey in 1995-96. The subjects of these paintings revolved
around the fauna and flora of the land, where we can find leopards, markhor, wild
sheep, wolves and horses.
The dating of this rock art remains a very complicated job. There is no straight
line strategy defining the absolute dating of rock art, although researchers have suggested some techniques to identify an era for rock art sites. It is done with the realization of the color of the patina on the rock and studying the chiseling/carving techniques and tools through the stylistic features of the art forms. Thus, with the help of
these techniques, the rock art of Pakistan has been placed between 5000-10,000 BCE
(Qamar 1985, 141) and the 8th century CE.
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DISCOVERY OF ROCK ART IN AZAD, JAMMU
AND KASHMIR
A new chapter in the history of the rock art of the northern areas of Pakistan began
with the explorations of a team of researchers from the Taxila Institute of Asian
Civilizations, Qauid-I-Azam University, Islamabad, in 2013. In their surveys, six rock
art sites were found in different districts of Azad, Kashmir. Below, we give detailed
descriptions of these sites.

1. Athmaqam Rock Carvings
The site is locally called Khizanmatti. The rock is found in a steep hilly area near a waterfall named Nagdar, at a distance of about 8 km north-west of Tehsil Athmaqamin
Neelum District of Azad, Kashmir.
The Nagdar nulla (stream) is connected in the south-west to the towns of Jatri,
Jhart, and Phat. The boulder is present in an outcrop near a running stream and
depicts three different groups of Sharda Brahmi inscriptions, a lotus flower, a bird
and two different forms of trisula. The Sharda Brahmi inscription is engraved on
the northwestern edge of the rock. The Sharda or Sharada alphabet developed from
the Brahmi script during the second half of the 8th century CE. The earliest known
inscription in the Sharda alphabet dates from 774 CE and was discovered in a village
called Hund in the west of Pakistan. It remained in popular use for several centuries
in an extensive area of the western Himalayas including Khyber Pukhtun Khawa,
Dardistan, Kashmir, Jammu, Ladakh and Himachal Pradesh. Sharda script was used
to write Kashmiri, Sanskrit and a number of other languages in the northwest of
India, the Punjab, Himachal Pradesh and in parts of Central Asia. Unfortunately, the
knowledge of this important script is fast disappearing, threatening thereby the loss
of this rich and proud heritage of the western Himalayas to posterity forever. Today,
only a small group of Brahmins continue to use the Sharda alphabet for writing and
calculating astrological and ritual formulations (Deambi 1982, 128).
The quality of the writings is technically good as straight lines are drawn perfectly,
and the rounded or curved lines of the inscriptions have a harmony and flow. Some
words are complete and a few partially damaged. The inscriptions have not yet been
deciphered. The bird figure seems to appear as a peacock with a crown on its head
and closed plumage. In Indian philosophy, the peacock is associated with Kashmiri
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Shivism, which articulates a whole range of variety in perfect unity (Patil 2003, xxii). A
depiction of trisulas and lotus beside the peacock motif also confirms the Shiva cult in
the region back in the 3rd-4th centuries. Kashmiri Shivism, also known as Trika, originated in the Himalayas circa 400 BCE and reached its zenith between the 10th and 11th
centuries (Tikoo 1990). These symbols are apparently deeper, suggesting they were
engraved by a sharp tool. The color of the stone has turned into a reddish hue due to
the harsh climatic conditions.

2. Sharda Cup Marks
Sharda is a tehsil in the district of Neelum of Azad, Jammu and Kashmir, which has
the famous Sharda temple belonging to the 6th century. It is on the left bank of the
River Neelum (Kishan Ganga). Here we find three rock boulders with a series of cup
marks in the vicinity of the Sharda temple.
Boulder no. 1 lies vertical with 10 cup marks regularly carved in two rows as seen
in figures no. 10 and 12.
Boulder no. 2 is located across the nearby Madhumatti stream. It faces the sky
and has 14 cup marks in a sequence where a row of two marks are at both starts, enclosing two rows of 5 cup marks forming a cross sign. This boulder lies in an ancient
megalithic graveyard dating to around the 4th millennium BCE.
Boulder no. 3 is also located across the Madhumatti stream in the surroundings
of a Dogra check post. It is buried in the earth but three cup marks can be seen on
the outer surface of the boulder measuring 3 x 2 cm.

3. Kotli Saula Cup Marks
The site is located about 1 km south-east of Munshi Morh in Charhoi tehsil of Kotli
district. The boulder measures 7.31 x 3.04 m and has 33 cup marks. The site is situated
along the modern settlement, slightly downwards from the settlement level. The rock
boulder faces west. The River Gother flows nearby in a south-east direction from the
site. The main town of Kotli Saula is situated east of the site. The area is surrounded
by the Dargoti Mountains. The rock boulder is in the vicinity of the Kotli Saula caves.
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4. Kotli Saula Rock Carvings
The cave is near the Kotli Saula cup marks in a mountainous area on a hill top facing
east. The cave was made in sandstone rock with 3 cells and a veranda at the front measuring 2.4 meters in length, with two Corinthian pilasters and a small carved chamber
at the front with a deep cup mark which was probably used for placing shivalinga. A
shivalinga-like carving is also observed on the façade of the cave which also points to
this cave being a Shiva shrine. The site is badly deteriorated on the inside, but on its
outer part, we can still see architectural elements like lotus petals on the pilasters and
some carvings over them.

5. Chitarpari Rock Carvings
This site is located near Mangla Dam south of the Dina to Mirpur main road, in the
west of Mirpur district. The site contains a boulder measuring 6.5 m x 3.5 m.
The sand-stone boulder looks like a rock shelter, and has apparently been broken into two pieces and disturbed. On the upper section of the boulder, there are
zoomorphic and anthropomorphic figures, giant or human demonic figures and geometrical/abstract shapes engraved with a picking technique. The giant or human demonic dancing figure is carved with joined legs, extended arms, and a small head
radiating lights. One figure on the northern edge of the boulder depicts a female in
a dancing pose. Two horses, one with a rider in pose, are also seen along with a goat
and a circle like a sun. Two horizontal structures are also found on an exposed rock
surface. Twelve cup marks, in varying sizes, are also seen. The largest cup-mark measures 0.3 m in diameter and 0.05 m in depth. Since we are concerned with Kashmir,
we may look back to the research carried out in the Kashmir valley. A number of
early rock art discoveries were made during the nineteenth century in the Himalayan region. Here, rock art is best known from two areas, Laddakh and the Kumaon
Himalayan region of Uttar Pradesh. Sixty eight such sites have been reported in the
Kumaon region: 10 pictograph sites and fifty eight petroglyphs. Painted sites occur
in semi-open rock-shelters and occasionally on open boulders. They are frequently
found in association with megalithic monuments, suggesting a date of around the late
second to first millennium BCE (Methpal 1995, 25-60). Painted figures are generally
anthropomorphs, illustrated with a variety of dancers and hunters typical of a material culture, while zoomorphic figures represent domesticated fauna, suggesting that
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sites with such depictions post-date the appearance of pastoralism in this region. This
site closely resembles those found in the Himalayan region. On the basis of available
evidence and inconclusive study, the explorers have placed the site in the 3rd to 1st
millennium BCE. The rock carvings are largely defaced, making it difficult to read or
even recognize many motifs.
Most of the rock carvings of Azad, Jammu and Kashmir, are located at the
intersection of the lithic geological bend, low mountain ecological habitats, and low
mountain roads. Sometimes, these sites are also found near rivers and lakes.

6. Chitarpari Cup Marks
The cup marks at Chitarpari are made in a boulder measuring 4.1 m x 2.05 m. The
boulder contains two beautiful series of 21 and 15 cup marks. The tentative timeframe
of these cup marks is from the 3rd to the 1st millenium BCE. Kashmir boasts one
of the biggest collections of cup marks. They are located where four factors are present: good rock outcrops, human habitats, inter-regional roads and water resources. A
large number of cup marks can be found on the top and ridges of isolated granite
and sandstone boulders on both horizontal and vertical surfaces, sometimes together
with petroglyphs. At Chitarpari, these cup marks are found on several boulders along
with the rock carvings.

7. Bihal Cup Marks
Near an ancient baoli (water tank) at Bihal village in Khoiratta, a piece of rock shows
10 cup marks. These cup marks are in a poor state of preservation which can be
viewed in Fig. 30. Consequently, the rock art of Azad, Jammu and Kashmir, demands
the immediate attention of the authorities to create a better setting for its protection.

8. Pirchinasi Hand Impressions
The site is located at a distance of 30 km east of Muzaffarabad on the top of Nanga
Mountain at an elevation of 2781m.
It contains a rock boulder measuring 1.03 x 1.83 x 0.83 m, oriented in an east-
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west direction and having nineteen hand impressions carved with small, refined tools.
A pecking technique was used in carving these hand impressions. Hand impressions
from very remote antiquity have been found in different parts of the world and are
commonly found in Australia and Europe. Ucko and Rosenfeld (1967, 239) summarize rock art as art of many living “primitives.” According to them, some representations seem like the work of children (perhaps floor engravings), some were used in
acts of sympathetic magic (representations with pierced holes), some were placed in
order to please (perhaps some open air low reliefs), and some were illustrations of
myths and traditions (perhaps those with imaginary creatures, anthropomorphs and
unexpected combinations of animal species). It is very possible, however, that some
and perhaps many Paleolithic representations were made for reasons which still totally
escape the modern observer.
Hand and feet impressions in Asia have been associated with religious personalities. However, these kinds of carvings—being in a very rudimentary and crude
form—are an indication of being very old. Rock art stretched through the Paleolithic
period and was quite common in some parts of the world during the Mesolithic and
Neolithic periods, and of course the historic period is no exception. These carvings are from the Neolithic period, but only further study and comparison with such
carvings in other parts of the region and other continents will greatly help in precise
dating. The area of the site has gained large fame for its ziyarat of the famous Saint
Pir Shah Hussain Bukhari.
Similar hand impressions have also been reported in the Gilgit Baltistan region
(Thalpan, Chilas, Thour, Dum Sum and Haldi) as recorded by a German archaeological mission from Heildberg University, Germany, and a team from the Taxila Institute
of Asian Civilizations, Quaid-i-Azam University, Islamabad, dated to the 3rd millenium B.C.

CONCLUSION
Rock art has always been a vital source in archaeology to know about primitive communities inhabiting a region. Throughout the world, we come across a huge number
of rock art sites verifying the existence of man. Similarly, in Pakistan, northern areas
have remained the focus of researchers in the field who have explored thousands of
rock art sites, specifically in Gilgit Baltistan and the Swat valley. However, the evidence
presented in this paper shows a picture of the earliest inhabitants of the region of
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Azad, Kashmir. The engravings tell something about their beliefs and social system
from prehistoric times to the medieval period. These carvings do not let us know
everything about past man; rather they serve like scattered codes which need to be
collected throughout the land that ancient man moved around and where he left these
marks for us to decode. It tells us of from hunter gatherer societies to the historic era
where this carving culture stood side by side with paper scriptures. This art work also
shows the affiliation of those past people with their culture to such a level that wherever they roamed, they drew their ideas and promoted their philosophies. Though
much work is still remaining in the area to know more about these ancient cultures
and communities, the discoveries of rock art sites in Azad, Jammu and Kashmir, place
this region on the list of the earliest inhabited regions.

Fig. 1. Nagdar stream, Athmaqam

Fig. 3. Boulder showing the name
of the site

Fig. 2. Team of researchers at Nagdar, Athmaqam

Fig. 4. Carved boulder along Nagdar
with date (Athmaqam stream, Athmaqam)
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Fig. 5. Rock showing trisula, lotus, bird and inscription (Athmaqam)

Fig. 6. Image of a bird (peacock, diagram on the right), Athmaqam
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Fig. 7. Trisula carved on a boulder (diagram on the right), Athmaqam

Fig. 8. Lotus flower carved on a boulder (diagram on right), Athmaqam
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Fig. 9. Trisula carved on a boulder along with inscription (diagram on the right), Athmaqam

Fig. 10. Cup marks, Sharda

Fig. 11. Measuring the boulder at Sharda
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Fig. 12. Boulder 2 with 14 cup
marks, Sharda

Fig. 14. Cup marks on a rock at Kotli Saula
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Fig. 13. Boulder 3 with 3 cup marks, Sharda

Fig. 15. Front view of the rock-cut cave,
Kotli Saula
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Fig. 16. Carvings (trisula?) on the façade

Fig. 17. Lingam-like carving on the
façade of the cave, Kotli Saula

Fig. 18. Unidentified mark on the pillar of the cave,
Kotli Saula

Fig. 19. Other carvings on a
pillar, Kotli Saula

Khan: Discovery of Rock Art in Azad, Jammu and Kashmir

Fig. 20. A carved chamber with a
deep cup, Kotli Saula
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Fig. 21. Goat with offspring and cup marks,
Chitarpari

Fig. 23. Zoomorphic figures, dancing figure, Chitarpari
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Fig. 24. Horse-rider carved on boulder,
Chitarpari

Fig. 26. Tracing of a horse figure,
Chitarpari

Fig. 25. Sketch of horse-rider, Chitarpari

Fig. 27. Abstract symbol, Chitarpari

Khan: Discovery of Rock Art in Azad, Jammu and Kashmir

Fig. 28. Other abstract symbols, Chitarpari

Fig. 30. Cup marks carved on a boulder
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Fig. 29. Cup mark in boulder 2 surrounded
by marks of cow-dung, Chitarpari

Fig. 31. Pirchinasi Boulder with hand impressions at Bihal, Khiratta
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Fig. 32. Numbering the hand impressions at Pirchanasi

Fig. 33. Documenting the rock boulder

Khan: Discovery of Rock Art in Azad, Jammu and Kashmir
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MUHAMMAD IQBAL AND ENVIRONMENTAL
ETHICS
By İBRAHIM ÖZDEMIR*

Today, we face many problems at the planetary, national, local, and personal level.
What is interesting and important is the fact that the environmental crisis that we
have been facing since the 1960s is seen by many environmentalists as a crisis of
Western civilization, a slow collective suicide, and “the defining challenge of our
age.” This fact has encouraged many environmentalists, thinkers, and activists to
turn to the wisdom of the East for a better and deeper understanding of nature
and humanity for a sustainable future. Moreover, environmental, social, and economic threats are aimed at everyone without discrimination, be they Christian, Jew,
Muslim, or Buddhist. Therefore, the very nature of the environmental crisis and
challenge requires a cooperative, global response. In this context, this study suggests that Eastern societies may re-discover the richness of their own traditions in
the light of pressing environmental problems and offer new insights to respond to
these problems.
This paper will explore the possibility and relevance of Sir Muhammad Iqbal’s
(1877-1938) ideas for an attitude of reverence and care for nature. It will suggest
that his ideas could enlarge and enrich our perspective of ourselves vis à vis nature,
* İBRAHIM ÖZDEMIR is a professor of Philosophy and Chairman of the Department of Philosophy at
Üsküdar University, Istanbul, Turkey.
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and raise our “ecological consciousness” and moral responsibility to take action for
the environment. It will be argued that Iqbal, as a great and towering son of the Silk
Road and a bridge between East and West, is still relevant for us.
Key Words: Muhammad Iqbal, ethics, environmental ethics, Islam, Silk Road, Islamic Philosophy, Pakistan.

“I have no need of the ear of To-day,
I am the voice of the poet of To-morrow”
Iqbal, The Secrets of the Self

INTRODUCTION
Sir Muhammad Iqbal (1877–1938) is a well-known and distinguished poet and philosopher of Pakistan and holds a unique distinction for Muslims over the globe and
to general readers in the English-speaking world. Here, we use both “poet and philosopher” in the broadest sense to include his ideas relating to God, man, and the universe. This paper, however, goes on to present a critical analysis of some key concepts
of Iqbal’s thought in the hope of finding some metaphysical basis for the possibility
of environmental ethics. I think such a hope is by no means entirely misplaced but in
fact promising. Iqbal, writing in the first quarter of the 20th century, perhaps more
than any other modern Muslim thinker and scholar, is concerned with the integration
of metaphysics and ethics, with the metaphysical bases of ethical positions. A cursory reading of his works from “The Development of Metaphysics in Persia,” Iqbal’s
doctoral thesis submitted in 1907, to his magnum opus and by now classic book The
Reconstruction of Religious Thought in Islam (1934) will suffice to provide sufficient arguments in support of this claim.
In fact, Iqbal’s thinking and poetical works have been the subject of many studies
in the East and West. This study, however, will try to present him not only as a great
son of Pakistan but also of the Silk Road, which connects people, art, and cultures
from East to West and North to South. Born in colonial India, educated in the homeland India and Europe (Germany and England), and more importantly forming his
ideas with a critical study of and dialogue with the great minds of Eastern wisdom
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and Western philosophy, his ideas regarding God, man and nature are more than relevant. As Ahmed Gania suggests “as a fruit of his global perspective, he is not only
one of the thinkers of Muslim culture, but also, he is one of the universal thinkers of
humankind.”1
One of his biographers informs us about his education and how “these early
years engendered some of Iqbal’s basic and characteristic attitudes, sympathies, and,
interests. His parents had given him a deeply religious and mystical orientation, which
he was to retain for the rest of his life.”2 The biographer tells us that “The Qur’an,
which he recited regularly, was a constant source of inspiration to him; indeed, Iqbal
claims that his poetry is no more than an elucidation of the Qur’anic message.” We
are told that Iqbal’s father once advised him to read the Qur’an as if it were being revealed to him directly from God, for only then, he said, would Iqbal truly understand
it. This remark left an indelible impression on Iqbal’s mind and determined his intellectual and emotional attitude towards the Qur’an.3 Therefore, it can be suggested that
his perception of God, humanity, and nature was shaped and molded by the Qur’an
from an early age. In fact, Iqbal himself makes it clear at the beginning of The Reconstruction of Religious Thought in Islam (hereafter, cited as The Reconstruction) that “the main
purpose of the Quran is to awaken in man the higher consciousness of his manifold relations
with God and the universe.”4
Iqbal, on the other hand, could be seen as a bridge between the Muslim world
and European thought, a dialogue between two systems of thought in the fields of
theology, social philosophy, philosophy of law, and philosophy of sciences. It was
Iqbal’s imperative duty to reconcile the Qur’anic vision with the dynamic structure
of the universe and latest scientific advances, especially those of physics and biology.
As Fazlur Rahman underlines his idea of Reality [God] as “dynamic and the facts of
existence are acts of existence,” he also adds that “certain contemporary scientific
doctrines about energy and the new theory of the expanding universe confirmed his
conviction.”5 As a result, Iqbal, through his immense scholarship and scientific knowl1

A. Gania, “Allama Iqbal’s Concept of Knowledge and Humanism.” http://www.peacewatchkashmir.
com/12articles/4allamaiqbalsconceptofknowledgeandhumanism.html. Accessed, October 10, 2017.

2

Mustansir Mir, Iqbal, Poet, and Thinker, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), 3.

3

Ibid., 3.

4

Muhammed Iqbal, The Reconstruction of Religious Thought in Islam, (Oxford: Oxford University Press
1934), 8.

5

Fazlu Rahman, “Iqbāl’s Idea of The Muslim,” Islamic Studies, Vol. 2, No. 4, (Dec. 1963), 439-445.
https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/20832711.pdf ?.
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edge, tried to compare and contrast the theories of Western and Muslim thinkers and
scientists from different periods in order to refute certain prejudices about Islam and,
by the same token, to highlight a whole, ignored part of Islamic civilization. As H.
Nasser argues, “the need of the hour is to rediscover Iqbal in his true perspective and
not to keep him confined to a narrow limit. In fact, Iqbal is a common heritage of all
humanity and his message should be allowed to reach uninterrupted and unhindered
to all the citizens of the world.”6

A NEW STORY
Thomas Berry, the American cultural historian and eco-theologian, argues that to
develop a comprehensive and inclusive environmental ethics, we need a new story
of the universe and human-beings.7 A keener insight into Iqbal’s poetic but more
importantly philosophical achievements may provide us with a new story to raise an
ethics of care and responsibility towards the natural and social environment among
peoples of the East and West. Although we use the term “a new story” here as coined
by Berry, Iqbal prefers to use the term “reconstruction” to emphasize the same spirit.
In The Reconstruction, he underlies time and again that we need fresh and new ideas to
understand, not only Islam, but nature and history, too. This is why he confronts and
encounters, in a critical way, the great minds of East and West in his works.
Iqbal was aware of the fact that from the start, Islam was presenting “a new
story” of the relationship between humans and nature which was fundamentally different from the prevailing Pre-Islamic Arabs’ perception of nature as well as those
of Christianity and Judaism. Iqbal, however, with a critical spirit, was also aware that
“the concepts of theological systems, draped in the terminology of a practically dead
metaphysics” of classical Islam, would not “be of any help to those who happen to
possess a different intellectual background.” Therefore, “the task before the modern
Muslim,” he argues, “is immense.” Moreover, Iqbal painstakingly undertook the mission “to rethink the whole system of Islam without completely breaking with the
past.” To do this enormous task, “the only course open to us is to approach modern
6

H. Nasser, H. “Dr. Iqbal: The Poet of Humanity,” in Dr. Iqbal: The Humanist, ed. S.G. Abbas (Lahore: Iqbal Academy, 1997), 18.

7

Thomas Berry, “The New Story: Comments on the Origin, Identification, and Transmission of Values”
in Teilhard Studies, No. 1. (Chambersburg, PA: Anima Books; 1978); Thomas Berry The Christian Future and
the Fate of Earth, ed. Mary Evelyn Tucker and John Grim, (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2009).
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knowledge with a respectful but independent attitude and to appreciate the teachings
of Islam in the light of that knowledge, even though we may be led to differ from
those who have gone before us.”8
More importantly, Iqbal proposes that a new story based on the teachings of
the Qur’an is stronger and stimulating as “religious ambition soars higher than the
ambition of philosophy.” For, “religion is not satisfied with mere conception; it seeks
a more intimate knowledge of and association with the object of its pursuit.”9 The
gist of this new story is summarized by Iqbal as “Vision without power does bring
moral elevation but cannot give a lasting culture. Power without vision tends to become destructive and inhuman. Both must combine for the spiritual expansion of
humanity.”10 Thus, reading Iqbal with an ecological mentality, it can be argued that
from the early days of Islam, there was a spiritual, healthy, and, sustainable relationship between humans and nature. Therefore, the first impression of an environmentalist may suggest that Iqbal can be classified as a deep eco-philosopher in the sense
that Arne Naess coined the term “deep ecology,” which means asking deeper questions regarding the relationship between humans and nature.11 Here it is evident that
Iqbal, using a Qur’anic lens, has a keener insight into the deeper meaning of the
universe and humanity.12 He constructed his thought on his understanding of the
universe and the ego in a dynamic interaction of the ego with the universe and then
with himself, which led him to the discovery of what he calls the Ultimate Ego13, that
is God, Allah of the Qur’an and Islam.
Therefore, an engaged environmentalist may find in Iqbal’s system an inexhaustible metaphysical source of inspiration to develop an Islamic ethics of care for the
environment. Moreover, keeping in mind Iqbal’s background and engagement with
Western philosophy in a critical spirit will make his poetic and philosophical thinking

8

Iqbal, The Reconstruction, 92.

9

Ibid., 54.

10

Ibid., 55.

11

George Sessions and W. Devall, Deep Ecology (Salt Lake City: Gibbs M. Smith, 1985), 116.

12

13

Iqbal’s preoccupation and deep insight into the meaning of nature reminds us of what Ghazali (c.
1058–1111) calls “the ocean of the Quran” and reminds readers of the Holy Scripture “How long
will you ramble on the shore of the ocean, closing your eyes to the wonders of the meanings of
the Qur’ān?” See A. H. al-Ghazali, The Jewels of the Qur’an, trans. Muhammad Abdul Qaseem (Kuala
Lumpur: University of Malaysia Press, 1977), 19-20.
Iqbal, The Reconstruction, 56, 58; Mir, 28.
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a source of inspiration for non-Muslims, too.14

UNDERSTANDING IQBAL
When trying to articulate Iqbal’s perception of the relationship between humans and
nature and the possibility of an ethics of environmental care and awareness from his
ideas, we have to be careful of what Rahman calls a “posthumous tyranny of interpretation at the expense of a genuine understanding.”15 To avoid such a misunderstanding, Rahman suggests a methodology of how to understand Iqbal in particular, and
any philosopher in general. As such, it will be helpful to the purpose of this study to
summarize Rahman’s advice for students of Iqbal as well as the social sciences. Doing
this, we can avoid some critics who rightly can question how we can talk about Iqbal’s
environmental ethics, for there were no environmental problems and discussions during Iqbal’s era.
Rahman argues that to understand Iqbal on a certain subject we can assemble related “verses and to try to see what all these amount to.”16 However, Rahman suggests
that “this would be a very superficial and mechanical treatment since it would lack the
necessary synthesizing unity.” This approach can easily lead us to fall into what Rahman
calls “the peril of subjectivism; i.e., of projecting onto Iqbal whatever ideology or
philosophy one may have imbibed elsewhere.”17 Rahman’s suggestion for getting rid
of this trap is to formulate his “central theme, the pivotal core doctrine that would put
everything that he said in its proper perspective.”18 To bring out Iqbal’s perception of
14

Iqbal makes his critical approach and terminology very clear with these remarks: “I propose to look
at Islam from the standpoint of the critical student. But I may state at the outset that I avoid the use
of expressions current in popular Revelation Theology, since my method is essentially scientific and
consequently necessitates the use of terms which can be interpreted in the light of everyday human
experience. For instance, when I say that the religion of a people is the sum total of their life experience finding a definite expression through the medium of a great personality, I am only translating
the fact of revelation into the language of science.” Muhammed Iqbal, Islam as an Ethical and a Political Ideal: Iqbal’s Maiden English Lecture, ed. S. Y. Hashimy (Lahore: Orientalia, 1977), 53-101. http://
www.columbia.edu/itc/mealac/pritchett/00islamlinks/txt_iqbal_1908.html, accessed October 10,
2017.
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Rahman, 339.
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God, man, and nature, I will try to elucidate the major and pivotal core concepts of
this thought. Then, I will look at some possible outcomes of Iqbal’s thought for an
ethics of care and responsibility. Finally, I will suggest that reading Iqbal’s poetry and
philosophical works with an ecological mind will help us to discover new insights into
the man-nature relationship.

ULTIMATE REALITY/GOD
Iqbal begins The Reconstruction with some profound questions regarding the deep relationship of God, humanity, and nature with “a provocative style” 19 and asks:
What is the character and general structure of the universe in which we live? Is there
a permanent element in the constitution of this universe? How are we related to it?
What place do we occupy in it, and what is the kind of conduct that befits the place
we occupy?20

It seems that the foundation of Iqbal’s thought is the concept of God or Allah of
the Qur’an. However, he prefers to use a philosophical concept and uses the Khudi/
Ultimate Reality or the Absolute Ego which is “the ultimate ground of all existence.”21
This force, which we may call Divine khudi [God], through self-assertion or self-manifestation, gives rise to the world of phenomena, and therefore establishes a spiritual
as well as a moral link between humans and nature:
Visible existence is one of the imprints of khudi;
Everything you see is one of the secrets of khudi.
Khudi, when it woke itself up,
Brought forth this world of presumed existence.
Concealed in it are a hundred worlds;
By affirming itself it creates other-than-itself.22
19

Sheila McDonough, “Iqbal: His Metaphysical Ideas,” Iqbal Review, (April 2002), 17-27 http://www.
iqbalcyberlibrary.net/pdf/IRE-APR-2002.pdf. accessed October 6, 2017.
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Iqbal, The Reconstruction, 1.
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What is important for us here is the relationship of khudi with nature “as it is in the
nature of Divine khudi to reveal itself, so it is in the nature of every individual existent
to express itself, since every existent has a khudi of its own.”23 Rahman suggests that:
it is with this vision that Iqbal rediscovered the real message of the Qur’an and resurrected the true nature of the personality and activity of the Holy Prophet (peace
be upon him!). For Iqbal’s vision of The Reality is exactly the God of the Qur’an
who bestows power-in-righteousness, creativity-for-goodness and, in fact, demands
imperiously from men that he receives these; else he is doomed.

During his stay and studies in the West, Iqbal began developing a positive philosophy
of life under which he developed his definite attitude to this world. This involved,
even if it did not presuppose, an acute perception and awareness of Reality [God]
which was essentially demanded both of itself and of others. The identity of this
consciousness of Reality with the Islamic concept of God is only too obvious: a demanding Reality and a commanding God is exactly the same thing.24
For Iqbal, however, this is not the case and he drew a very momentous lesson
from this, viz., that the character of Reality is an outward-pushing process. This yields the
idea of force, energy, activity. Reality, then, is dynamic and the facts of existence are acts of
existence. Certain contemporary scientific doctrines about energy and the new theory
of the expanding universe confirmed his conviction.
If pure energy and dynamic force were the only attributes of Reality, it would be
just a brute power—no more than a tremendous stream of steam issuing from
an engine. But the engine of Reality, besides its power, has certain other equally
fundamental built-in attributes. These are the attributes of directed or purposive creativity, which confer upon the whole process the qualities of an orderly and synthetic
nature. Otherwise, we could not have a cosmos at all but a stark chaos. In fact, the
more one studies Iqbal, the more one is impressed by the ultimacy of the spiritualmoral nature of Reality, and one cannot help concluding that both the dynamic quality
and the directive-synthetic nature of the process of Reality stem from its spiritual-moral quality.25

23

Ibid., 28.

24

Rahman, 440.

25

Ibid., 441 (italics added).
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This suggests the concept of khudi as a key for “one’s place in the hierarchy of being”
and it also “depends on the degree to which one’s khudi is developed: the earth’s khudi
is more powerful than the moon’s, and so the latter revolves around the former, but
the earth itself revolves around the sun since the sun’s khudi is more powerful than
the earth’s.”26 To quote Mir:
God is a personality, vigorously alive and constantly willing. He is the Ultimate Ego
whose infinity is intensive and not extensive. He is continuously creative, goes on adding to His creation and is capable of changing His mind. From God conceived as
the Ultimate Ego only egos proceed. Therefore, the universe from the mechanical
movement of the atom of matter to the free movement of thought in human ego is
the self-revelation of “the Great I am”. It is one continuous act of God.27

The creative activity of God may appear outwardly as a process of change in serial
time. However, in reality, the change is a continuous act of God in durational or pure
time. Here Iqbal introduces his concept of what he terms “permanence-in-change.”28
As it seems the Ultimate Ego is essentially creative, however, the creativity of the Ultimate Ego is fully realized in its relationship to the human ego”29 and nature.
With this dynamic understanding of God, Iqbal brings man face to face with
his Creator through prayer. According to him, “this relationship is nowhere more
profoundly manifested than in the act of prayer because prayer alone provides the
possibility of coming into close contact with the Ultimate Ego.” In this act of worship, Iqbal found the self-revelation of the “Great I am,” and the proof that God is an
Ego taken from the Qur’anic verse “Call upon Me and I shall answer you” (Al-Ghafir
40:60).30 Now, we can look at his concept of man as “the bearer of the Divine trust.”31
26
27

28
29

30
31

Mir, 28.
Javid Iqbal, “Religious Philosophy of Muhammad Iqbal,” Iqbal Review (April 2002), 6. http://www.
iqbalcyberlibrary.net/pdf/IRE-APR-2002.pdf. accessed October 5, 2017; Iqbal, The Reconstruction, 68
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IQBAL’S CONCEPT OF MAN
The second key concept of Iqbalian thought is “the man in whom khudi is fully
developed” and called “the Perfect Man.”32 When trying to understand the naturehuman relationship, how any philosopher defines and places humanity in relation to
nature is important. Therefore, Iqbal’s concept of the [hu]man is not only important
to understand his whole project of the Ultimate Self, but also the place of man in the
hierarchy of creation. Defining and explaining nature from a Qur’anic perspective,
Iqbal then asks himself a new question: “What is the nature of man whom it confronts on all sides?” and “How do we find him in this environment?” His response
is short and clear: “Endowed with a most suitable mutual adjustment of faculties
he discovers himself down below in the scale of life, surrounded on all sides by the
forces of obstruction.”33
Iqbal develops his concept of the human in contrast to Muslim Sufism and Western philosophy, especially his reading of Nietzsche. As far as we know, although his
family was a Sufi-oriented one and he grew up in a Sufi environment, after his extensive studies and travels in Europe, he developed a completely opposite meaning
of the concept. While in Sufism, one is encouraged to become lost in Khudi, Iqbal
claimed a re-birth from Khudi.34 Here, he departs from the Ibn Arabian concept of
Wahdat al-Wujud and creates his own concept in the footsteps of Rumi, a Sufi sage of
the 13th century. Rahman, when analyzing Iqbal’s concept of the Mu’min, the believer,
eloquently underlines this point as follows:
… instead of completely rejecting Sufism, [Iqbal] rejected the negative forms of Sufism because of their world-denying and weakening tendencies and sought to keep
and encourage the positive spiritual elements-like those represented, e.g., by Rumi
and Mujaddid-i Alf-i Thani. This is also the reason for his powerful and systematic
critique of the West which is a living monument of dynamism and expansion but
exhibits little signs of an organic synthesis which is a function of directiveness.35
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Although what Iqbal describes as “the Perfect Man” includes “Man of Truth, Free
Man, and Believer (one who is a true Muslim) or Believing Man,” this concept of
“The Perfect Man is not, like Nietzsche’s Superman, a class unto himself and one who
is beyond good and evil.”36 Rather, as Mir suggests, “he is the distillation of all that is
best in humanity, the acme of human perfection and, as such, the goal of all creation,
the trophy that life strives to achieve.”37 Moreover, The Perfect Man of Iqbal, “sets
them a model they may aspire after; he inspires and motivates them to rise to new levels of self-development; ‘infuses life into hearts’; and becomes the true representative
of God on earth – Iqbal calls him na’ib-i Haqq, ‘God’s Vicegerent’ on earth.”38 Moreover,
“The Perfect Man directs the course of history, develops life’s potentialities, and creates a society that is based on the principles of peace, equality, and justice.”39 According to Iqbal, the Prophet Muhammad is the Perfect Man, whose “life-giving breath
grew tulips in Arabia’s desert, creating such outstanding personalities [of Islam] as
Abu Bakr, ‘Umar, ‘Ali, and Hussein. The Prophet, therefore, ought to command a
Muslim’s highest loyalty, for it is only by following him that one who is imperfect can
hope to become perfect.”40
In fact, from the beginning, the Qur’an highlights, in a simple, plain but forceful
and eloquent style, the individuality and uniqueness of man, and has, I think, a definite view of his destiny as a unity of life.41 Three things are perfectly clear from the
Qur’an: (i) that man is the chosen of God,42 (ii) that man, with all his faults, is meant
to be the representative of God on earth,43 and (iii) that man is the trustee of a free
personality that he has accepted at his peril.44 However, for Iqbal, this dimension of
the Qur’an is neglected by classical Muslims thinkers.45 Moreover, in the light of the
Qur’anic spirit (95:4-5), he argues that “man is a ‘restless’ being engrossed in his ideals to the point of forgetting everything else, capable of inflicting pain on himself in
36
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his ceaseless quest after fresh scopes for self- expression.”46 However, expounding on
Verse 33:72, Iqbal declares that a human, “with all his failings, is superior to Nature,
inasmuch as he carries within him a great trust, which, in the words of the Qur’an, the
heavens and the earth and the mountains refused to carry.”47
Then, Iqbal argues that “it is the lot of man to share in the deeper aspirations of the
universe around him and to shape his own destiny as well as that of the universe, now
by adjusting himself to its forces, now by putting the whole of his energy to mold its
forces to his own ends and purposes.”48 Moreover, he explains that “in this process
of progressive change God becomes a co-worker with him provided man takes the
initiative.”49 However, the Muslim must never forget the Qur’anic imperative for social change: “Verily God will not change the condition of men, till they change what is
in themselves.”50 Commenting on this verse Iqbal argues that “if he does not take the
initiative and not evolve the inner richness of his being, if he ceases to feel the inward
push of advancing life, then the spirit within him hardens into stone and he is reduced
to the level of dead matter.”51 When commenting on Verses 2:30-2:33, which describe
the creation of Adam and his relationship with angels, Iqbal states, “The point of
these verses is that man is endowed with the faculty of naming things, that is to say,
forming concepts of them, and forming concepts of them is capturing them.”52
However, he claims “the character of man’s knowledge is conceptual, and it is
with the weapon of this conceptual knowledge that man approaches the observable
aspect of Reality.”53 It is surprising to see that Iqbal’s wording “the weapon of this
conceptual knowledge” here reminds us of the Baconian perception of nature. Again,
with reference to the Qur’an, he tries to escape this understanding as the Qur’an “lays
on this observable aspect of Reality.”54 He supports his position by quoting a few
verses from the Qur’an:
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Assuredly, in the creation of the Heavens and of the earth; and in the alternation
of night and day; and in the ships which pass through the sea with what is useful
to man; and in the rain which God sendeth down from Heaven, giving life to the
earth after its death, and scattering over it all kinds of cattle; and in the change of
the winds, and in the clouds that are made to do service between the Heavens and
the earth - are signs for those who understand.55

Although Iqbal used the term “the weapon of conceptual knowledge” after quoting
these verses and seeing the universe with a Qur’anic lens, there is “no doubt” in Iqbal
grasping “the immediate purpose of the Qur’an in this reflective observation of Nature.” Therefore, regarding nature as a symbol means it is not sufficient for us to look
at nature using an instrumental and utilitarian mentality. Needless to say, nature is a
book full of symbols and meanings that point out what is beyond itself.
If Iqbal argues “the Perfect Man represents a model that is valid for all ages,” the
Prophet Muhammad’s perception and attitude towards nature and animals provides a
role model for Muslim societies around the globe. It is clear that the Qur’an instructs
and reminds Muslims that “Indeed, in the Messenger of Allah you have a good example to follow.”56 I have argued elsewhere that “if Muslims examine the life of the
Prophet Muhammad with a ‘green’ eye, they may discover new insights for developing an environmental ethics”57 as the Prophet himself “attached great importance,
in his own practice and sayings (hadiths), not only to public worship, civil law, social
etiquette, but also to planting trees, preserving forests, and conserving the environment.” Moreover, the Prophet Muhammed, “being a man of the Arabian deserts,
[he] was aware of the integrity of eco-system and importance of water, greenery, and
forests.”58 On migrating to Medina, for example, “he organized the planting of trees
and date groves. He made forests and green spaces conservation areas, where every
sort of living creature could live unmolested.” Within these “inviolable zones,” which
are called sanctuaries (hima), neither trees, nor shrubs, nor vegetation could be cut, nor
could any wild animal be hunted or even disturbed.” Moreover, he “insisted on the
protection and kind treatment of animals. He taught with his deeds and sayings that
55
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Muslims should act kindly towards all living beings.”59 In short, the Prophet Muhammad was very conscious of his environment and developed a spirit of love and care
for the creatures of God. This is why I argue that Iqbal’s Perfect Man, the Prophet
Muhammad, can be a role model for an ethics of care and responsibility.

ORGANIC, DYNAMIC, AND MEANINGFUL NATURE
The third key concept of Iqbal for our purpose here is the dynamic and organic concept of the universe and nature. The Qur’anic view of the “alternation of day and
night” as a symbol of the ultimate Reality which “appears in a fresh glory every moment” underlines this dynamic structure of nature. Iqbal, when articulating the overall
meaning of nature, compares and contrasts the different perceptions of nature in
Western and Muslim philosophies. For example, according to “the optimist Browning, all is well with the world.” However, “to the pessimist Schopenhauer, the world is
one perpetual winter wherein a blind will expresses itself in an infinite variety of living
things which bemoan their emergence for a moment and then disappear forever.”60
Iqbal, however, renders the verse “Every day doth some new work employs
Him”61 to find the metaphors that could release the energy of his people, and to direct them to the healing of the wounds of the world. “To exist in real time is not to be
bound by the fetters of serial time, but to create it from moment to moment and to be
absolutely free and original in creation. In fact, all creative activity is free activity.”62 As
MacDonough brings to light, “one implication of this perspective is that the past can
serve as a source of ideas and inspiration, but it should not be allowed to dominate
the present. Creativeness requires free and spontaneous use of the cultural goods of
the past for the purpose of shaping a better future. Creativeness in the present arises
out of a free relationship to the source of life, which is Thou, the Ultimate Ego, alive
and good.”63
However, Iqbal is not satisfied with “a piecemeal view of things” and tries to see
the whole picture with the spirit of Qur’anic teaching. “We cannot understand the full
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import of the great cosmic forces which work havoc, and at the same time sustain
and amplify life.” He further argues that “the teaching of the Qur’an, which believes
in the possibility of improvement in the behavior of man and his control over natural
forces, is neither optimism nor pessimism. It is meliorism, which recognizes a growing universe and is animated by the hope of man’s eventual victory over evil.”64
As such, it is not difficult to see that nature becomes not only an esthetic object
for Iqbal’s poetry as we can see in the poem “The Himalayas,” which as Mir underlines,
is one of best examples of “Iqbal’s deep and abiding interest in nature,”65 but also a
concrete book of meaning and wisdom for him. Similarly, the Qur’an has a clear and
definite conception of Nature as “a cosmos of mutually related forces.” It, therefore,
views “Divine omnipotence as intimately related to Divine wisdom, and finds the infinite power of God revealed, not in the arbitrary and the capricious, but in the recurrent,
the regular, and the orderly.”66 Iqbal insists that “the external universe is a continual source
of newness.” It is, therefore, “impossible for human beings to have final ideas about the
nature and structure of the cosmos. New information will always be forthcoming. He
proclaims a strong no to any fixed ideas about the external universe.”67
This is why Iqbal argues that the main purpose of the Qur’an “is to awaken in
man the higher consciousness of his manifold relations with God and the universe.”68
Thus, the universe and everything in it, the Qur’an claims, are signs (ayat) pointing
to something “beyond” themselves, that is, something without which the universe,
despite all its natural causes, would be nothing. Therefore, the Qur’an invites man to
read the universe as signs of God.69 These verses invite man to think over the creation which surrounds him, which he can see in his everyday life, and which is full
of meaning, high design, and the goodness of God to man.”70 When looking at and
contemplating nature, Iqbal strongly suggests that we will “see in the humble bee
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a recipient of Divine inspiration”71 and constantly calls upon the reader to observe
the perpetual change of the winds, the alternation of day and night, the clouds,72 the
starry heavens,73 and the planets swimming through infinite space.74
It is surprising to see that Iqbal was aware of these deep implications of the
Qur’anic message, at a time there were no talks on the human-nature relationship.
Moreover, Iqbal has maintained his argumentation by an appeal to different verses of
the Qur’an and reaches the ethical conclusion that the Qur’an, with its “empirical attitude engendered in its followers a feeling of reverence for the actual and ultimately
made them the founders of modern science.”75
Thus, for Iqbal, it is not difficult to see how the Qur’an engenders an ethics of
reverence and care in the psyche of its reader and also made them the pioneers of
modern science. Here, Iqbal’s argument regarding the createdness of nature and the
birth of modern science is very important and reminds us of what A.N. Whitehead
calls “the faith in the order of nature.”76 Whitehead’s major argument in Science and
the Modern World, that the central idea of Western civilization, faith in an order of
things and in an order of nature, is also valid for the development of science in the
Muslim lands, as Iqbal underlined. Here, Iqbal agrees with Whitehead’s argument and
underlines that “it was a great point to awaken the empirical spirit in an age which
renounced the visible as of no value in men’s search after God.”77 In sharp contrast
to the modern perception of nature as a machine, “it has no value and expresses no
purposiveness.”78 It is “… a dull affair, soundless, scentless, colourless: merely the
hurrying of material, endlessly, meaninglessly,”79 according to the Qur’an. Iqbal suggests “the universe has a serious end.” Therefore, “its shifting actualities force our
being into fresh formations.” Iqbal supports his argument as follows:
The intellectual effort to overcome the obstruction offered by it, besides enriching
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and amplifying our life, sharpens our insight, and thus prepares us for a more masterful insertion into subtler aspects of human experience. It is our reflective contact
with the temporal flux of things which trains us for an intellectual vision of the nontemporal. Reality lives in its own appearances; and such a being as man, who has to
maintain his life in an obstructing environment, cannot afford to ignore the visible.80

For Iqbal, there is “no doubt” that “the immediate purpose of the Quran in this reflective observation of nature is to awaken in man the consciousness of that of which nature
is regarded a symbol.” However, Iqbal brings out two important implications from this
Qur’anic perspective for Muslims. The first is “a feeling of reverence for the actual,”
and the second, to make Muslims “the founders of modern science.”81 The Qur’an
has a clear and definite conception of Nature as a cosmos of mutually related forces.
It, therefore, views “Divine omnipotence as intimately related to Divine wisdom, and
finds the infinite power of God revealed, not in the arbitrary and the capricious, but
in the recurrent, the regular, and the orderly.”82
In short, Iqbal suggests that “The Qur’an opens our eyes to the great fact of
change, through the appreciation and control of which alone it is possible to build
a durable civilization.”83 According to the Qur’an, he argues, “the empirical attitude
is an indispensable stage in the spiritual life of humanity, attaches equal importance
to all the regions of human experience as yielding knowledge of the Ultimate Reality
which reveals its symbols both within and without.”84
Iqbal, then, suggests “the organic wholeness of life”85 and the implications of “the
organic wholeness of life” on the one hand and “the perpetual endeavour” on other hand are
crucial to seeing the metaphysical implication of his thinking to develop an ethics
80
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of care for nature and non-humans. While the first one underlines his opposition to
and critique of the modern and dominant perception of nature since the 17th century
as a lifeless, meaningless, and mechanical entity totally indifferent and hostile to human begins, the latter tacitly underlines the sustainable character of the natural world,
which requires a new pattern of human-nature relationship based on the idea of
sustainability.
To understand and appreciate Iqbal’s concept of nature and discover its relevance
for environmental ethics, it is necessary to keep in mind the dominant modern perception of nature which still guides most of our attitudes towards nature. Although
the roots of the modern world view can be taken back as far as the ancient Greek
atomists, the mechanistic view of Cartesian philosophy marks the start of its dominance over the modern mind.86 The main feature of this new worldview is a dualistic
conception of reality, namely the distinction between mind and matter.87
The mechanistic world view constructs the world as a vast machine made up of
interchangeable atomic parts manipulatable from outside, just as the parts of individual machines can be replaced or repaired by human operators. However, once nature
is seen as nothing but a grand machine, it is a small step to the view that only considerations of efficiency apply to our operations on nature, and that there are no moral
limits imposed upon science and technology by virtue of the nature of their subject
matter.88 In short, according to the mechanical understanding, “nature is distinct from
us and nature is composed of matter as such, which is here for man’s use; man’s use
does not change the essence of phenomena which are dead, inert and insensitive, and
there is no intrinsic value in nature.” Moreover, “nature is lifeless and valueless.”89
It seems that this simple principle makes it legitimate for modern man to set traps
for nature in the form of experiments, carefully observing its workings and deducing
the particular steps involved. From now on, as Merchant argues, the man of science
must not think that the “inquisition of nature is in any part interdicted and forbidden.” Nature must be “bound into service” and made a “slave,” put “in constraint”
and “molded” by mechanical arts. The “searchers and spies of nature” are to discover
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her plots and secrets.”90 “Our main object,” says Bacon, “is to make nature serve
the business and conveniences of man.”91 It is argued that it is this characteristic of
Baconian science that degraded and made possible the exploitation of the natural
environment.92
In contrast to this perception of nature, for Iqbal it is an imperative for any reader
of the Qur’an to see and approach nature as an organic entity full of life and meaning,
to be discovered and articulated by humanity. He argues that “Islam, recognizing the
contact of the ideal with the real, says ‘yes’ to the world of matter and points the way
to master it with a view to discovering a basis for a realistic regulation of life.”93 Here,
the concept of “mastery” is crucial to understand Iqbal’s human-nature relations.
However, as mentioned before, his concept of nature and mastery over it are totally
different from the Baconian one.
Iqbal, asks himself “What, then, according to the Qur’an, is the character of the
universe which we inhabit?”94 He responds on the Qur’anic basis that “it is not the
result of a mere creative sport” as the Qur’an makes it clear from the very beginning:
“We have not created the Heavens and the earth and whatever is between them in
sport. We have not created them but for a serious end: but the greater part of them
understand it not.”95 Moreover, Iqbal supports his argument by quoting relevant verses from the Qur’an.96 Thus, as argued earlier, according to Iqbal, “the universe is so
constituted that it is capable of extension,” and therefore, “it is not a block universe,
a finished product, immobile and incapable of change. Deep in its inner being lies,
perhaps, the dream of a new birth.”97 For someone who is familiar with the spirit of
the Qur’an, it is not surprising to see Iqbal using the concept of “deep” a few decades
earlier than the Deep Ecology Movement. Iqbal moreover describes this deep as “this
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mysterious swing and impulse of the universe, this noiseless swim of time which appears to us, human beings.” This is why the Qur’an regards and presents to us (24:44)
“the movement of day and night” as “one of the greatest signs of God.”98
Iqbal argues that the “immensity of time and space carries in it the promise of a
complete subjugation by man whose duty is to reflect on the signs of God, and thus
discover the means of realizing his conquest of Nature as an actual fact.”99 It is not
difficult to deduce that the very nature of this subjugation and conquest of Nature
must be different from the materialistic and mechanical perception of nature. To support his argument, Iqbal quotes relevant verses from the Qur’an100 and suggests the
real dimensions of nature as follows:
Every possibility is the word of God; hence nature is the materialisation of the word of God.
It has different names – the tangible word, the sum of the realities of man, the arrangement of the Divinity, the spread of Oneness, the expression of the Unknown,
the phases of Beauty, the trace of names and attributes, and the object of God’s
knowledge.101

As such, Iqbal suggests that Islam, “as a cultural movement, rejects the old static view
of the universe, and reaches a dynamic view” which may be summarized as follows:
“The Ultimate Reality, according to the Qur’an, is spiritual, and its life consists in its
temporal activity. The spirit finds its opportunities in the natural, the material, the
secular. All that is secular is, therefore, sacred in the roots of its being.”102 Therefore,
Iqbal argues “there is no such thing as a profane world. All this immensity of matter
constitutes a scope for the self-realization of spirit. All is holy ground.” Interestingly,
he quotes the Prophet’s words “The whole of this earth is a mosque” as an indication
of the sacred dimension of the world.103 These superb words of the Prophet also
found expression in Iqbal’s poetry:
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Through the bounty of the ruler of our faith,
the entire earth became our mosque.
The King of the Faith said to the Muslims:
‘The whole earth is my mosque.’104

The spiritual and moral implication of this and the context in which Iqbal uses it lie by
themselves, the foundation for an ethics of care and responsibility for nature.
To conclude, despite all said on the issue at hand, it would, I think, be quite
misplaced to claim Iqbal as the patron thinker of Muslim environmental ethics as we
know that debates and discussions on environmental ethics and the relevance of the
non-human as ethical objects commenced as early as the 1970s, if we do not extend
this to include Rachel Carson’s seminal book from 1962, The Silent Spring. However,
this paper has looked at Iqbal’s poetic and philosophical works in the hope of finding
a firm metaphysical basis for environmental ethics for the rest of creation, for love
of the Creator, who created the elegant universe with purpose, balance, and beauty,
full of meaning for the spiritual and material well-being of humans. However, such
a hope is by no means entirely misplaced. Iqbal, with his deep knowledge of the
East and West, perhaps more than any other modern philosopher, was aware of the
problems besetting humanity in general and Muslims in particular. Therefore, he concerned himself with the integration of metaphysics and ethics to awaken in his fellow
man a higher consciousness of himself with God and nature. He tried to cultivate
what can only be described as an attitude of reverence for God, humanity, and nature.
Although it seems that his ethics have anthropocentric appeal at first glance, a
deeper analysis of his thought would reveal that his perfect man is not a despot to exploit nature, but a vice-gerent of God who works with God to make a better nature as
well as a better future for humanity. Although man, placed at the top of the hierarchy
of creation, has a privileged place in the universe, it is not in the sense of an enlightenment project, but in the Qur’anic sense and by taking the Prophet Muhammad, the
perfect man, as his or her role model in life. Moreover, as Mir underlines very eloquently, “the Perfect Man ‘infuses life into hearts’; he becomes the true representative
of God on earth—Iqbal calls him na’ib-i Haqq, ‘God’s Vicegerent.’”105 In summary, with
his concepts of God, the human and the universe as dynamic, organic, purposeful,
See, Muhammed Iqbal, The Reconstruction of Religious Thought in Islam, www.alhassanain.org/english.
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and meaningful entities, full of signs pointing to Ultimate Reality and the human being as God’s Vicegerent on earth, an engaged environmentalist may find in Iqbal’s system
an inexhaustible metaphysical source of inspiration to develop an Islamic ethics of
care for the environment. Moreover, keeping in mind Iqbal’s background and engagement with Western philosophy in a critical spirit will render his poetic and philosophical thinking a source of inspiration for non-Muslims, also.
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ELLAC AND ILEK:
WHAT DOES THE STUDY OF AN ANCIENT
TURKIC TITLE IN EURASIA CONTRIBUTE TO
THE DISCUSSION OF KHAZAR ANCESTRY?
By FARDA ASADOV*

Several theories about the ancestry of the Khazars and the origins of the Khazar
state have been suggested to date. None of them provides a comprehensive solution
for the controversial data of the written sources on the early history of the Khazars.
This article investigates a possible link between the title of Kagan-Bek of the Deputy Kagan of the Khazars and a similar title Ellac/Ilek of the Akatsir-Huns. This
study of the title argues for statehood and political culture connections between the
earliest Turkic tribes of Western Eurasia and the Khazars and Turks of Central Asia.
Keywords: Khazar, Akatsir-Huns, Turkic tribes, Central Asia

INTRODUCTION:
THE ENIGMA OF THE KHAZAR ANCESTRY
Confederations and states of nomadic people in Eurasia may arise and disappear,
but people united in clans and tribes can regroup in new alliances. New tribes and
clans may join and lead them, while fragments of tribes that dominated in a preced* FARDA ASADOV is a professor of Islamic History at the Institute of Oriental Studies, Baku, Azerbaijan
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ing political entity can be ordinary members in a new alliance that would also have a
new ethno-political designation. Professor Peter Golden, to whom this generalizing
statement belongs, has supported his judgment through evidence from the Tölös,
Kipchak, Kyrgyz, and Türgesh clans among diverse kin groups of the contemporary
Altai Turks. States may collapse but people remain to create new states, often with
new names, and possibly with new ruling dynasties.1
The Khazar puzzle has been that after the collapse of the Khazar kaganate in
965-969 CE, the presence of the Khazar ethnic name in other later political entities
was not found.2 Almost all their occasional mentions after the disaster were related to
the fact of their adoption of Judaism, and apparently referred to the urban population
in the lands formally controlled by the Khazars on the Black Sea shores of the Caucasus and in the Crimea.3 In the Caucasus, the central terrain of the former Khazaria, we
have only two vague indications of Khazars after the downfall of the Khazar kaganate
that have no reference to their Judaic legacy. A local source reported that in 1064 “the
remnants of the Khazars” amounted to 3000 families rebuilt the city of Kahtan on
“the former Khazar territory” and settled there.4 M.I. Artamonov has pointed out
that the remains of the Khazars mixed with Kipchaks were referred to in a narration
by the Azerbaijani poet Khagani and in the Georgian chronicle “Kartlis Tskhovreba,”
in which the Khazars were described as fighting in the army of the Emir of Derbent
during his unsuccessful campaign against Shirvan in the 12th century. According to
1

Peter B. Golden, Khazar Studies: An Historico-Philological Inquiry into the Origins of the Khazars (Budapest:
Akademiai Kiado, 1980), 28; See also S.G. Klyashtorny and T.I. Sultanov. Gosudarstva Evraziyskikh
narodov: ot drevnosti k novomu vremeni (Sankt-Peterburg: Sankt-Peterburgskiy Tsentr vostokovednikh
issledovaniy, 2009), 101; Peter B. Golden, An Introduction to the History of the Turkic Peoples: Ethnogenesis
and State-Formation in Medieval and Early Modern Eurasia and the Middle East, (Wiesbaden: O. Harrassowitz, 1992), 5-6.

2

Evidence from Chinese sources about the presence of a tribe called Ho-sa in the Uyghur coalition
of Tokuz-Oghuz, which is identified by some researchers with the Khazars, is synchronous with the
existence of the Khazar khanate. See details in Shun Shirota, “The Chinese Chroniclers of the Khazars: Notes on Khazaria in Tang Period Texts,” Archivum Eurasiae Medii Aevi 14 (2005), 242-245. It
was also suggested that some Khazar clans are connected with kin groups of western Kazakh tribes
within the Junior Juz confederation of later times. See B.B. Irmukhanov. Khazary i Kazakhi: Svyaz vremen i narodov. (Almaty: Nash Mir, 2003).
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(Leningrad: Ermitaj, 1962; repr. 2002), 442-443.
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Vladimir Minorsky and Ahmad ibn Lutf Allah Munajjim Bashi, A History of Sharvan and Darband in
the 10th-11th Centuries (Cambridge: Heffer, 1958), 51; V.F. Minorsky in his commentary on the translated text mistakenly mentioned three hundred families. See ibid., 107.
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this Russian scholar, the Khazars, either remaining in the area of Derbent or being in
the service of the Emir of Derbent, were absorbed among the Kipchaks by that time,
had lost their identity and became known as Kipchaks.5
Today, none of the existing peoples is known as Khazars. The name of the Hazara people in central Afghanistan has nothing to do with the ethnonym Khazar. The
traditional view on the origin of the Hazara people as offspring of Mongol soldiers
who ended up in Afghanistan seems doubtless to almost everybody.6 Even critics of
this view do not see any connection between the Hazara people and the Khazars.7
People get famous through the perception and the names that are given to them
by neighbors, but along with that, they might also be known by their own naming.
Given that virtually all external sources–Arabic, Caucasian, Byzantine and Chinese–
did not differ in the name of the Khazars, each of them seems to have borrowed
the term from the outside. However, was this the Khazars own name, or a name that
one of their neighbors gave them? Is there any eponym, political event or social shift
behind the term that could lead to the formation of a new identity, and, accordingly, a
new name of the people? There is also another side of the issue. The transformation
of an ethnonym to a political term that embraces a multi-ethnic or multi-tribal confederation is a usual process of people building big states in Eurasia.8 This can be seen
in the examples of the terms Türk, Kipchak, and Mongol. The fate of these terms
can evolve in different ways depending on the fate of the community they designated:
they could designate the emerging broader ethno-linguistic identity (Türk, Kipchak),
or the fragmentation of the community they represented could lead to a narrowing
of the meaning down to a designation of a single constituent ethnic group (Mongol). However, ethno-political consolidation and consequently transition of the ethnic
name of a single group to denote broader ethno-political commonality may also occur. The contemporary meaning of the term “French” can be an example of the latter. The fact that after the collapse of the Khazar Khanate, the Khazar identity ceased
to exist and was not continued in the name of any unit within later confederations
5

Artamonov, Istoriya Khazar, 445.

6

In the word “hazara”–the name of the people in Afghanistan–the uppercase consonant is “h”
instead of “x” (kh), as in the word “Khazars.” It is argued that “hazar” is a Persian translation of
the Mongolian “ming” (thousand), from which the name of the people derived. S.A Mousavi, The
Hazaras of Afghanistan: An Historical, Cultural, Economic and Political Study (Richmond: 1998), 25-26.

7

Humayun Sarabi, “Politics and Modern History of Khazara: Sectarian Politics of Afghanistan,”
(Medford, MA: Fletcher School of Law and Diplomacy, Tufts Univeristy, 2006), 15-16.

8

Peter B. Golden, Central Asia in World History (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 7.
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of Eurasian nomads may justify that by the time of the disintegration of the Khazar
state, the word Khazar was more a political or religious term than an ethnonym. This
problem is an important aspect of the debate about the emergence and meaningful
frames of the Khazar identity, but we cannot consider it in this paper.
The subject of this study is related to possible early evidence of the word “Khazar” that predates the sources contemporary to the Khazar state. In the context of
the formative trends of political life among Eurasian nomads as detailed by Peter
Golden, the efforts of researchers to find a Khazar ethnic or ancestral component in
the political entities of Central Eurasian nomads which preceded the Khazars look
quite explainable. In this article, the Khazar-Hun connection through the ancient Turkic institution of co-ruler, or deputy of supreme royal figure, will be contemplated.

ETHNIC ROOTS AND THE ETHNONYM
OF THE KHAZARS
A majority of researchers have considered the Khazars a distinct ethnic group and
have sought their roots in prior populations of the region. Russian researcher S.A.
Romashov in “Historical Geography of the Khazar Kaganate” details five major versions of the origins of the Khazars.9 In his review of the current state of Khazar
studies, Professor Peter Golden also indicated five viewpoints on the matter that were
developed at different times and have retained their value.10 Three versions are identical in the designations of these two experts, but the two other versions are apparently
different. None of the existing versions is deemed absolutely convincing. Reputable
historians have voiced arguments in favor of one or other of the versions simultaneously. For example, a leading expert on the history of the Khazars, Professor Peter
Golden, having contributed to the development of several existing concepts, carefully
spoke in favor of the Khazars’ descent from the Sabirs, a division of western Turkic
(Oghur) tribes, and the Turks of the Western Turkic kaganate being the leading political element in the Khazar confederation.11
9

S.A. Romashov, “Istoricheskaya Geografiya Khazarskogo Kaganata. Chapters 1-2,” Archivum Eurasiae Medii Aevi 11 (2001), 272-279.

10

Peter B. Golden, “Khazar Studies: Achievements and Perspectives,” in The World of the Khazars: New
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Institute (Leiden: Brill, 2007), 52-53.

11
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The theory of the emergence of the Khazars from an early Uyghur confederation has been the longest under scholarly consideration and still continues to be a
central subject of attention by Turkologists. The connection with Uyghurs has found
new supporters due to data on the early history of the Uyghurs preceding the establishment of the Uyghur kaganate on the northern borders of China in the middle of
the eighth century, which are increasingly available over time. In recent years, a special
merit in strengthening this theory of the origin of the Khazars belongs to the prominent Russian scholar Sergey Klyashtorny, who unfortunately passed away in 2014.12
The assumption of the Khazars’ connection with the Akatsir, a Hunnic tribe
whom we know thanks to reports by the Byzantine authors Priscus of Panium (5c.)
and Jordanes (6c), takes a remarkable place in the debate about the origins of the
Khazars. This concept, if accepted, would restore confidence in reports by Syrian
and local Armenian and Georgian sources about the appearance of the Khazars in
the Caucasus earlier than the evidence of the Khazar kaganate in contemporaneous
Byzantine and Arab sources.13

AKATSIR-HUNS
In the middle of the fifth century, Priscus of Panium, who visited the headquarters of
the Hun king Attila somewhere in the territory of present-day Hungary, reported on
the tribe of the Akatsirs in the Union of Huns. The Akatsirs had been independent
of the Huns of Attila. The Huns had to wage a military campaign and foment rivalries
and intrigues inside the Akatsir nobility to subjugate them. Having used the discontent of the nobility with their tribal leader Kuridakh, Attila appointed his eldest son
Ellac as lord over the Akatsirs.14 Priscus also provides important information about
the incursion the Akatsirs and the related Turkic-Bulgar tribe the Saragurs launched

12

S.G. Klyashtorny, “Khazarskiye Zametki,” Turkologicheskiy Sbornik, 2003-2004 (2005), 95-117; “Aziatskiy Aspekt Ranney Istorii Khazar”, in Evrei I Slavyane, ed. V. Moskovich (Moskva: Mosty kultury/
Gesharim, 2005), 259-265; S.G. Klyashtorny, Runicheskiye Pamyatniki Uygurskogo Kaganata i Istoriya
Evraziyskikh Stepey, (Saint Petersburg: Peterburgskoye vostokovedeniye, 2010), 175.

13

P.B. Golden, “Khazars,” in The Encyclopaedia of Islam. New Edition. (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1990), vol. IV,
1172.

14

Paniyskiy Prisk, “Skazaniya Priska Paniyskogo. Perevod S. Destunisa,” Ucheniye Zapiski Vtorogo Otdeleniya
Imperatorskoy Akademii Nauk, 8, no. 1 (1860), http://www.vostlit.info/Texts/rus/Prisc/frametext21.
htm., 44, 59.
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into the South Caucasus through the Derbent and Daryal (Alanian) passages that facilitates the argument for Khazar-Akatsir connections, since it was carried out via the
same routes which the Khazars later followed to make their raids.15 In the middle of
the sixth century, Jordanes added to the description of the Akatsirs that they were a
tribe who did not know cereals but lived on cattle breeding and hunting.16
This information about the Akatsir found a lot of similarities between them and
the Khazars. They allegedly occupied territory north of the Black Sea steppes, and a
hundred years after their location by Priscus, they were squeezed out by Bulgars to
the north, where Jordanes fixed them. They also launched raids through the Caucasus gorges against Albania and Iberia, and they were a nomadic people connected
to the Bulgars like the Khazars. Obviously, the author of the anonymous “Ravenna
Cosmography,” written at the end of the seventh century, i.e., a half century after
Jordanes, had many reasons for concluding that Jordanes called his contemporaries
the Khazars by a different name, Akatsirs.17 Consequently, in the second half of the
nineteenth century, attempts were made in scholarly literature to identify the Khazars
with the Akatsirs.18 Scholars exerted considerable efforts to justify the linguistic connection of the term Akatir/Akatzir with the ethnonym Khazar. Almost simultaneously, two possible explanations of this connection were suggested. According to the
first one, articulated by Vilem (Wilhelm) Tomaschek in 1872, the name Akatsir was
derived from the Turkic “aqach eri,” i.e., “forest people.”19 This etymology was later
supported by the credible opinion of Joseph Marquart.20
The second opinion explained the ethnonym Akatsir as ak-khazar (white Kha15

Ibid., 93-94

16

Iordan, “O Proisxozhdenii I Deyaniyakh Gotov,” Perevod E.Ch. Skrzhinskaya (Sankt-Peterburg:
Aleteya, 1997), http://www.vostlit.info/Texts/rus/Iordan/text1.phtml?id=576, 67.
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232.
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zars). As mentioned above, this point of view emerged not later than the first one, and
it was referred to as a well-established concept in the scholarship of the mid-twentieth
century.21 Evidence from the Arab author al-Istakhri that the Khazars were of two
types – black (kara Khazars) and white – acquired a special significance in support of
this interpretation.22 According to Douglas Dunlop, this evidence by the Arab author
is an additional argument in favor of the theory of the relationship of the Akatsirs
(Ak-Khazars) with the Khazars.23 Being reserved in his own judgments, Dunlop never expressed his definitive opinion concerning the idea of the Akatsir origin of the
Khazars. However, in his consideration of arguments in favor of the Akatsir theory,
he was both consistent and unusually persistent. Thus, he leant towards Zacharias
Rhetor’s evidence on the Khazars’ presence amid nomadic people in the Caucasus
not later than the latest date of the compilation of his work in 569 CE. Similarly, he
also accepted the identification of the Akatsirs in Jordanes’s evidence on the Khazars
as asserted by the abovementioned author of the “Ravenna Cosmography.” Furthermore, Dunlop seriously considered the earliest evidence of Khazars in Armenian
history by Moses Khorenatsi, which reported on a Khazar incursion into the south
Caucasus in cooperation with related Barsil people. He believed that there were many
specific details in the story of the invasion of the Khazars and Barsils under the leadership of King Vnasep Surhap that validated the source. Although the author of the
first detailed monograph about the Khazars conceded the need for more evidence to
justify the information of the Armenian, Georgian and Syrian sources, it was obvious
that the relationship with the Akatsir seemed to him the only explanation and grounds
to trust these stories.24
The explanation of Akatsirs as agach-eri (forest people) creates a difficulty for
the concept of Akatsir ancestry of the Khazars, since the latter are characterized by
various credible sources as nomadic people living in the steppes. An interesting way
21

W.B. Henning, “A Farewell to the Khaqan of Aq-Aqataran,” Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies XIV (1952): 515;
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out of this difficulty was proposed by another supporter of the Akatsir concept,
the well-known Russian historian A.V. Gadlo. According to him, Bulgars evicted the
Akatsirs from a Black Sea strip to the north-east Caspian steppes, where they changed
their lifestyle and turned back to nomadism. That was when Jordanes met and located
them after the earlier reported evidence by Priscus of Panium. Consequently, their
name was changed to the consonant title Khazars, which was etymologically connected to the Turkic verb kez (wandering).25 Thus, the Khazars, Gadlo asserted, were
linked to the Akatsirs (agach-eri), and later they become known by a different name,
which sounded similar, but derived from a different origin and had a different meaning. However, one cannot avoid noting that having denied the etymological connection between two terms, Gadlo just suggested a conjectural concept of the derivation
of the term Khazar from the Turkic word kez. In addition, we know nothing about
the life style of the Akatsirs except Jordanes’s assertion that they were people who did
not know cereals but lived off cattle breeding and hunting. In other words, they were
hardly forest people.26
There is a difficulty also in the etymological connection of the terms Khazar and
Akatsir via ak-khazar. Two available phonetic and graphical variations of the term–
Akatir and Akatsir–justify the transition of the second consonant to “ch,” but not to
“kh.” In other words, agach-eri is a linguistically plausible transformation, but ak-khazar
is unlikely. Consequently, the appearance of a kh-azar variation in Arabic, Armenian,
Georgian and Greek languages is difficult to explain.27 Besides the linguistic problem,
there is also a controversy over the details of Akatsir reports of their name “white
Khazars” (ak-kazars). J. Marquart, who was against this etymology based on the aforementioned linguistic arguments, indicated that, subjugated to the Huns, the Akatsirs
would fit the social status of “black Khazars,” i.e., they were not privileged members
of the tribal union.28 In this connection, it should be noted that in the abovementioned evidence, our source, the Arab geographer al-Istakhri distinguished black and
25
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white Khazars based on their physical appearance rather than social status. It is possible that having learned about the existence of white and black Khazars, the Arabic
source gave its own explanation which would not necessarily coincide with the principle of division in Khazar society.
A majority of researchers considered the language of Khazars and Bulgars to
belong to archaic Oghur-Turkic languages, in which “white” presumably would have
sounded like sharyg /sary. The use of the word “ak” (white) is consistent with the
norms of the Common Turkic–the language of ancient Turkic inscriptions in Mongolia. Such considerations imply a connection between the Akatsirs (based on the
etymology ak-khazars–white Khazars) and the tribes of the Turkic kaganate. This
opinion, in particular, was taken by the well-known Azerbaijani historian Y.R. Jafarov,
who believed that the Akatsirs belonged to a group of “inherently old Turkic” tribes
and whose name included the typical Turkish title “chur.”29 The inconsistency of
Jafarov’s theory was that to identify a different etymology and to justify an “ancient
Turkish” origin of the Akatsirs, he was forced to abandon the above two popular
interpretations of the name Akatsir. However, he did not offer a complete explanation of the ethnic name Akatsir other than the extraction of the title “chur” from it.
The other difficulty for Jafarov consisted in the expression “old Turkic origin,” which
was not sufficiently explained. He asserted that prior to the coming of the Huns to
Western Eurasia, the nomadic confederation was consolidated in the land of eastern
Kazakhstan as a product of interaction between ancient Ugrian and ancient Turkic
components.30 The coming of the Hun to this region at the end of the first century
CE after their defeat by Chinese and Xianbei forces in Mongolia facilitated the consolidation and Turkification of the ethno-political mass that constituted a milieu for
the formation of the ancient Bulgars. Other components of the “Hun-Bulgarian array,” out of which the Khazars later came, were, according to Jafarov, Turkified IndoEuropean “Saka-Wusun” people and the western branch of “ancient Turkic tribes”
whom Huns met there.31 Thus, the origin of the ethnic nucleus of the ancient Bulgar
tribes and the Huns themselves as well as their role in the so-called Turkification
process of the Hunno-Bulgar milieu was too broadly defined. In fact, this enabled
29
30

31
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Kazakhstani scholar B.B. Irmukhanov, himself the author of a peculiar concept of
the Khazar origin, to criticize Jafarov, unjustly, in our view, for following the academic
traditions of Soviet scholarship in Khazar Studies and its patriarch M.I. Artamonov,
who asserted the Ugrian ancestry of Bulgar tribes that adopted the Turkic language in
the process of long interaction with their Turkic neighbors.32
However, let us return to the question of the etymological connection between
the ethnonyms Khazar and Akatsir, i.e., to the plausibility of explaining the latter ethnonym as Ak-Khazars, or the white Khazars. It has been noted that the identification
of the ethnonyms Khazar and Akatsir lays the foundation for the early mention of
the Khazars in the Armenian written sources, which would otherwise be regarded as
anachronisms.33
Color markers in Turkish onomastics are a common and ancient practice.34 Chinese sources after the collapse of the Turkic kaganate in 630 distinguished Ashina
Turks (blue Turks) and Turks-Sheli or Shary-Turks (yellow Turks). Over twenty years,
there was a struggle in the Turgesh kaganate between the “yellow” and “black” Turgeshes that led to the degradation and decay of the Turgesh union. Even more common was the division of related tribal groups into “white” and “black.”35 As mentioned above, this division did not mean social and ethnic differences. For example,
amid the Turkic people karayi (Karaites, or Karayim – Turks professing the karayi
doctrine of Judaism) the color marker kara (black) does not have negative connotations, but has a number of positive homonyms–land (fertile), big, strong. It is often
found in ethnonyms in the sense of a large, powerful, inherent people.36 Kara-kagan,
32
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35

S.G. Klyashtorny and T.I. Sultanov, Gosudarstva i Narody Evraziyskikh Stepey: Drevnost i Srednevekovye,
Vtoroye Izdaniye, Ispravlennoye I Dopolnennoye. (Sankt-Peterburg: Peterburgskoye Vostokovedeniye, 2004),
109, 137. S.G. Klyashtorny suggested a new etymology of the name of Ashina. Orkhon inscriptions
do not mention the term Asina, which is only reported in Chinese sources. However, the name kokturk in those inscriptions was probably a translation of Sogdian and Tokharian akhshane meaning
“dark-blue.” See also S.G. Klyashtorny, “The Royal Clan of the Turks and the Problem of Early
Turkic—Iranian Contacts,” Acta Orientalia Academiae Scientiarum Hungaricae 47, no. 3 (1994): 447.

36

Y.A. Polkanov and A. Y. Polkanova, “Karai. Simvolika Tsveta,” Gazeta Kyrymkaraylar, http://karai.
crimea.ua/314-karai.-simvolika-cveta..html.

Asadov: Ellac and Ilek

123

for example, was the title of the supreme ruler of the Karakhanid dynasty.37
Color markers initially occured in onomastic pairs. Splitting the terminological
pair and upgrading a single part of the pair to a separate ethnonym would mean the
disintegration of a former tribal community and the emergence of a new independent group.38 Thus, the existence of the ethnonym “White Khazars” in the middle of
the fifth century, when Priscus of Panium noted Akatsirs in the composition of the
Hun tribal union, would imply the existence of the Khazar confederation even earlier
in time and its decay to the point marked in the report of the Byzantine envoy to the
court of Attila. However, we have no such records in the written sources or other
evidence of these events.

ELLAC AND ILEK
Along with these skeptical assessments of Akatsir identification with the Khazars,
there is another consideration that connects information about these two peoples.
Priscus in his narrative about the Akatsirs says that they were divided into two parts.
Some remained subordinate to their own leader Kuridakh, and the other part was
subjected to Attila, and he sent his eldest son Ellac to them.39 The famous AustrianAmerican historian, author of the fundamental book The World of the Huns, Otto
Maenchen-Helfen definitively believed that it was not a personal name, but the title
of the son of Attila. He reconstructed the title as Elik, or Ilig, and translated its meaning as “ruler, the king.” A similar explanation was found in the vocabulary of the
Hunnic language by the Ukrainian-American scholar Omeljan Pritsak.40 Ilig, or Ilek as
the term is most frequently transliterated in scholarly literature, is the highest title in
the hierarchy of the Turkic nobility after Kagan, or Khan. Written monuments from
Muslim times and numismatic evidence most often point to its use in the dynasty of
Turkic rulers known as Karakhanids or the “The House of Afrasiab.”41
37
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The Karakhanids’ capital at the end of the tenth century was Balasagun city in
the Chuy Valley in the territory of modern Kyrgyzstan. From here, Harun Bogra
Kara-Khan (970-993) began the conquest of Maverannahr, the lands between the
two biggest rivers of Central Asia.42 However, only his nephew Nasr b. Ali, who was
known as the First Ilek (d. 1012) succeeded in completing the submission of this
critical area by taking Bukhara, the Samanid capital, in 999. Apparently, the title Ilek
was of lower significance than Kagan (or Kara-khan). The eastern branch of the dynasty had its capital in Kashgar and Balasagun. Supreme kagans from the Chigil tribe
ruled there with the title Arslan Kara-khan.43 Whereas the rulers of Maverannahr
were dignified with the title Ilek,44 the First Ilek recognized the seniority of Arslan
Kara-Khans in Balasagun, though he did not always obey him. Similarly, Al-Bayhaqi
characterizes the relationship between Ilek and Kara-khan in a story about the conflict
between Ilek Nasr and Sultan Mahmud Ghaznavi. He calls Arslan Khan in Kashgar
“the most senior Turkestan khan” and notes that Ilek did not listen to his advice to
be careful with the powerful and fortunate Sultan Mahmud. Nasr went to war against
the Ghazni ruler and was completely defeated in battle in 998.45 Later, the Balasagun
and Maverennahr branches of Karakhanids–descendants of two grandsons of the
founder of the dynasty, Abd al-Karim Satuq Bogra-Khan (942-955)–were openly at
odds with each other.46 After the capital of the Ilek-khans was moved to Samarkand
in 1040, the son of Ilek Nasr Ibrahim took the title of Khan or Kagan, which seems
to mean nominal independence from the elder branch. At the same time, the title Ilek

42

In the complex hierarchy of Karakhanid titles, the highest kagan title was Kara Arslan Khan, and
the title of the junior western ruler was Bogra Kara Khan. (Klyashtorny and Sultanov. Gosudarstva
i Narody Evraziyskikh Stepey: Drevnost i Srednevekovye, 118). According to O. Pritsak, this dualism of
power and Kagan titulature were due to the duality of Karluk tribal organization, consisting of Chigil
(the ongon or totem patron was Arslan–“lion”) and Yagma (ongon: Bogra–“camel”). (V.V. Bartold,
“Bogra-khan,” in V.V.Bartold, Sochineniya, ed. B.G. Gafurov (Moskva: Vostochnaya Literatura, 1964),
506).

43

Klyashtorny and Sultanov. Gosudarstva i Narody Evraziyskikh Stepey: Drevnost i Srednevekovye, 118.

44

V.V. Bartold, “Ilek-khany,” in V.V. Bartold. Sochineniya, ed. B.G. Gafurov (Moskva: Vostochnaya
Literatura, 1964), 519.
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Abu-l-Fadl Bayhaki, Istoriya Masuda (1030-1041). Perevod s Persidskogo, Vvedeniye, Kommentariy i Prilozhenniya A.K. Arendsa, Izdaniye 2-oye, dopolnennoye. Pamyatniki Pismennosti Vostoka (Moskva: Nauka,
Glavnaya Redaktsiya Vostochnoy Literatury, 1969), 894.
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V.V. Bartold, “Ocherk Istorii Semirechya,” in V.V. Bartold. Sochineniya, ed. B.G. Gafurov
(Moskva:Vostochnaya Literatura 1963), 42, 44.
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disappears from Karakhanid coins in Maverannahr.47
Kagan and Ilig were tied together in the title of the founder of the Turkic kaganate
Khan Bumin. In Turkic, his title sounded like “Il(l)ig/El(l)ig Kagan,” i.e., “Kagan,
holding sway over il/el (the state).”48 Subsequently, as can be seen in the Karakhanids’ case, the title Ilek acquired independent significance and became subordinated
to Kagan. However, despite the continuing hierarchy of positions and titles, claims of
Karakhanid dynasty representatives to an independent government in Maverannahr
found their manifestation in a combined title Ilek-khan. When subordination was
finally thrown off, the Ilek-khans were called Kagan, or khans. In different circumstances, when the title ilig/ilek existed within the power hierarchy headed by Kagan,
its combination with an ordinary nobility name bek/beg was normal and legitimate. It
is this use that can be found in the didactic poem “Kutadgu Bilig” (“Wisdom Which
Brings Good Fortune”) by Yusuf of Balasagun. The author started his poem in Balasagun and completed it in Kashgar in 1070. Yusuf Balasagunlu presented the poem
to the Karakhanid Kagan Abu Ali Hasan b. Suleiman, who ruled in Kashgar from
1056-1103, in whose titulature all indicators of higher Karakhanid Kagan power were
introduced–Tafgach-Bogra-Kara-kagan, son of Suleyman Arslan Kara-kagan.49 Elik
Güntoğdı is the protagonist of the book. He is the embodiment of justice–the first
of four “essences” of the poem. Yusuf of Balasagun introduces him in the following
way: “... there lived Bey, wise and clever, and for many years he ruled the country.”50
Thus, Elik-bek is the title of the ruler who embodied justice.
These considerations seemingly are another argument for connections between
members of the Hun confederation, particularly the Akatsirs, and the Turkic tribes of
the Chinese frontier that later advanced to the West, to the Central Asian and Eastern
Caspian region. However, where is a connection with the Khazars in this context?
Arab authors repeatedly pointed to a special institution of a Khazar co-ruler, which
was most often called bek (or beg).51 The same title is found in Byzantine sources.
However, its spelling in Arab sources varies. Al-Istakhri apparently faced such dis47

“Ilek-khany,” ibid. (Vostochnaya Literatura, 1964), 519.

48

Peter B. Golden, “Oq and Oğur~Oğuz,” Turkic Languages 16 (2012), 156, note 3.
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V.V.Bartold, “Bogra-khan, Upomyanutiy v Kutadgu Bilik,” in V.V. Bartold. Sochineniya, ed. A.N.
Kononov (Moskva: Nauka, Glavnaya Redaksiya Vostochnoy Literatury, 1968), 420.
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crepancies in the spelling of the title of his own sources, and summed up the options
in the following testimony: “... the king in their own language is called the bak; it is
also called ba̅ k.”52 The second option contains a long vowel “a.” Peter Golden, who
devoted a special article to this subject, drew in comparison an option that has been
preserved in the work of a later author Yaqut al-Hamavi: “... the king in their own
language is called yelik, and also called ba̅ k.”
First, we have to explain why the same term bek/beg is quoted with a long “a” and
a short one in a single piece of evidence. For the Arabic writing in which the longarticulated vowel, as opposed to the vowel itself, possesses a graphical notation, it can
hardly be the result of phonetic variations of the same word that would be cited by
the source as two alternative variations. Golden also pointed out that none of the ancient Turkic texts contains this Turkic term with a long “a,” and therefore a different
word stands behind this invariance distorted by copyists. According to the author, this
was the word “yelik.” Permanent copy errors in making inferior dots under the letters
“( ”يy) and “( ”بb) are widespread. Writing much later, Yakut al-Hamawi might have
taken this information not only from his famous predecessors of the tenth century, to
whom he referred (al-Istakhri and Ibn Haukal), but have also had the opportunity to
use the earlier original sources. The fact that these primary sources might have been
available for later authors of Muslim geographical works can be seen in the text preserved by Zakariya al-Qazvini (1203-1283), who similarly to Yakut wrote three centuries after al-Istakhri: “they (the Khazars) have a powerful king, whose name is ‘yelik.”
53
Peter Golden juxtaposed the title yelik with the name Yeleg of the second son of
the Hungarian king Arpad to justify the existence of the title related to the co-ruler
of the Khazar kagan among early Hungarian tribal confederations. It is well known
that the shaping of the royal power and titles of the Hungarians was considerably
influenced and promoted by the Khazars at the time when the Hungarians inhabited
the Eurasian steppes and were a part of the Khazar union.54
The combination of Elig-beg occurs in Uyghur texts of the tenth century, written
in Uyghur script.55 Evidence from Uyghur texts allowed Peter Golden to suggest it

52
53

54
55

Al-Istakhri, Al-Masalik Wa Al-Mamalik, 129.
P. B. Golden, “The Q’azaro-Hungarian Title/Personal Name كلي,” Archivum Eurasiae Medii Aevi 1
(1975): 38-39.
Golden, Khazar Studies: An Historico-Philological Inquiry, 18-19.
Drevne-Tyurkskiy Slovar, (Leningrad: Nauka, Leningradskoye Otdeleniye, 1969), XXXV, XXXVIII,
170.
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was not two parallel versions of the co-ruler title of the Khazars but a single title of
Ilik-bek, or Yilig-beg. He suggested that Muslim authors who were well aware of the
word bek did not realize that the title of the Khazar ruler was a composition of two
words and they split it into its component parts. Thus, in some Arab sources, variance
occurred in reports about the title of co-ruler or regent of the Khazars, in which the
title yilik was presented as an alternate to the title bek,56 or khaqan-beh.57
It seems to me that one more argument in support to Professor Golden’s concept
can be found in the testimony of the early historian al-Ya’qubi (died 897): “... Their
king is called khaqan and he has a deputy (khalifa), whose name is y-z-?-d ?-la-sh.”
Dunlop considered the reading of the first part of the title as “Yazid,” as proposed
by the editor of the Arab text, unreasonable.58 Later publishers have suggested an option for the second part as well – “Balash.”59 It is obvious that the text of al-Ya’qubi
transfers the title of the Khazar dignitary in a strongly spoiled way. However, it is
noteworthy that the title consists of two parts, and each word starts with the graphical
outline of the same two letters “( ”يy) or “( ”بb), diacritical points of which constitute the constant error of the copyists and a permanent challenge for the reading of
ancient Arab texts, particularly when it comes to foreign words and names. It is likely
that the first word in the Khazar title from the text of al-Ya›qubi begins with “y,” and
the second with a “b.” Graphic outlines of the rest of the letters do not rule out the
words that we could restore as “yelik” and “beg.”
The author of “Tarikh al-Ya’qubi,” Ibn Wadih al-Ya’qubi, spent his younger years
in the south Caucasus, which was a major stage of the Khazar-Arab wars. The ninth
century was, however, the time of a temporary military balance and trade cooperation
between the Arabs and the Khazars. A significant Muslim community lived in the
trade centers within the borders of the Khazar kaganate. The Khazars who adopted
Islam often preferred to move to the Muslim lands. We can find reliable reports of
56
57

58
59

Golden, “The Q’azaro-Hungarian Title/Personal Name كلي,” 40, n. 12.
This is how Ibn Fadlan named the deputy Khazar-kagan (see the Arabic text Zaki Validi Togan,
“Appendix ‘Rihlat Ibn Fadlan’: Arabic Text of Meshhed Manuscript Copied, Compared with the
Text by Yakut Al-Hamavi and Published by Zaki Validi Togan,” in Ibn Fadlan’s Reisebericht, Abhandlungen Fèur Die Kunde Des Morgenlandes (Leipzig: F.A. Brockhaus, 1939). Ibn Fadlan in his report reflected
the situation in the government at a later time of the Khazar kaganate, when daily management
issues and the army leadership was delegated to Bek (Yilig-beg). Respectively, the title of the deputy
was raised to Kagan-bek.
Dunlop D.M., The History of the Jewish Khazars, 21.
Ahmad b. Abi Ya’kub b. Ja’far b. Wahb al-Katib al-ma’ruf bi-bni Wadih al-Akhbari, Tarih Al-Ya’kubi,
3 vols. (an-Najaf: Matba’at al-Ghazi, 1939), 145.
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Arab geographers and historians about Khazar people settled on the Muslim lands
in the south Caucasus, on the territory of contemporary Azerbaijan precisely in the
ninth century.60 Evidence from al-Ya’qubi quite convincingly points to the original
form of the title of the deputy of Khazar-kagan as “Yelik-bek,” which later in the
communications of Arab geographers of the tenth century could have been split and
only the second part of the original form might have been kept by subsequent Arab
authors.

CONCLUSION
What does this evidence add to the study of the connection between the Akatsirs and
the Khazars? The functions and the title of co-ruler, which might have been common
for both the Akatsirs and the Khazars as well as with the government institutions and
titles of Central Asian nomadic states of the Karluks and the Uyghurs, may serve as
an additional argument for the existence of a common political culture and traditions
of the nomadic peoples of Eurasia from the Hun era to the Uyghur domination in
Central Asia. The Khazars, of course, drew from these traditions. Whether they were
directly the heirs of the Akatsirs remains an unresolved issue. The identification of
the Khazars with the Akatsir could solve the problem of anachronisms in the earliest
evidence of the Khazars in the Caucasus. However, the analysis of the evidence of
primary sources in this article still does not allow us to assert an uncontested direct
connection between the Hunnic tribe of the Akatsirs and the Khazars.
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CONNECTING EURASIA AND THE AMERICAS:
EXTENSION OF THE HISTORICAL SILK ROAD
AND ITS GEOPOLITICAL IMPLICATIONS
By CAGRI ERDEM*

The Bering Strait crossing would link the entirety of Eurasia to the entirety of the
Americas, and it can be seen as a natural extension of the historical Silk Road. There
are some immense geopolitical benefits to such a project. It would bring about a
profound and lasting change to the global economic and political outlook. The most
valued function of the Bering Strait crossing and the extension of the associated
railroad network would be to release the massive natural resources trapped underneath the tundra and permafrost for the benefit of Russia and the world. Moreover,
the railroad project(s) would also build development corridors in those underdeveloped parts of the Russian Federation. The development of the resources and their
rapid transportation to the global markets would contribute not only to the overall
development of the region but also would be valuable for the resource-poor countries of Northeast Asia such as Japan, Korea, and China (relative to its economic
size). This paper will explore the possible impact(s) of the Bering Strait crossing
as a formidable infrastructure project for the economic development of the Russian Far East (RFE) from the Russian perspective under the frame of geopolitics.
* CAGRI ERDEM is an assistant professor of International Relations at Keimyung University, S. Korea.
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Furthermore, it will equally scrutinize the implications for the adjacent countries in
the region.
Keywords: Globalization, geopolitics, Russian Far East, Siberia, Eurasia, economic
development, regionalism, Arctic region, Japan, Korea, China, strategy, cooperation,
silk road

INTRODUCTION
Since the beginning of the 21st century, rivalries between the great powers over natural resources have become astonishingly intense. This competition has reaffirmed
itself in a rapid growth of commodity prices and some adjustments in geopolitical
considerations. Russia has been benefiting from this situation due to its abundant
natural resources on its vast territory.
The rich history of Russian political and economic relations gives ample leadership examples. The avant-garde pushes the boundaries of what is accepted as the
norm or the status quo in various issue areas. Russian distinctiveness regarding divergent thinking creates many opportunities to determine Russia’s place in the world.
This history, in many respects, also provides commanding clues vis-à-vis Russia’s current position in the global political economy. First and foremost, the Bering Strait1
crossing project, although it seems for many as a misapprehension, reflects the Russian avant-garde drive and spirit.
The Bering Strait rail system, by letting free the vast natural resources trapped
underneath the tundra and permafrost, would facilitate the development of the resources in question and their rapid transportation to the global markets, which could
contribute to the overall development of these regions. There is no doubt that rail
connections in the Russian Far East2 (RFE) would also generate development cor1

The name of the strait originates from Vitus Bering, a Danish explorer in the service of the Russian
Empire, who entered the region in 1728. The International Date Line (established in 1884, 17 years
after the sale of Alaska to the Americans by Tsar Alexander II) passes through the Bering Strait
between the Russian and American Diomede Islands, which in turn leaves the Russian and American
sides usually on different calendar days.

2

Up to the 21st century, the RFE lacked officially defined boundaries; generally speaking, the term
“Siberia and the Far East” was often used for all regions remaining in the eastern part of the Urals.
However, in 2000, during President Putin’s first term, the Russian Federation went through a new
territorial reorganization which gave birth to larger federal districts. On that occasion, the Far
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ridors within which new urban centers would flourish, and existing ones would gain
further dynamism dynamism, having an impact similar to the construction of the
Trans-Siberian Railroad3 in the early 20th century.
Right now, most of the Siberian population is concentrated around the Trans-Siberian Railroad, and the RFE is practically empty. As new cities emerge or the existing
ones enlarge, they will magnify the erection of brand-new manufacturing businesses/
assembly lines, and necessitate the construction of school systems, electricity grids,
water systems, and health/hospital systems. This would indubitably entail an expansion of the labor force and overall population, which in turn would increase the population density in those thinly populated areas. Equally, it would be fair to assume that,
on a geopolitical level, the movement of goods between Eurasia and the Americas,
at previously unheard-of speeds, would revolutionize global productive connections
(Deniston 2013; Douglas 2007; Nikishenkov 2011; Panin 2013).
Northeast Asia is also home to four of the biggest economies in the world
– namely, Japan, Korea, China, and Russia. The member countries of this strategic quadrangle represent slightly more than one-fourth of global domestic product
(GDP)4. Moreover, if we include in that picture the United States and Canada, then
the figure reaches a level of more than half of global GDP. The Bering Strait crossing
would connect all those economies in a very efficient way.
The research questions in this study are centered on the contemporary characteristics of Northeast Asia. Thus, they are inherently exploratory and attempt to
understand the possible impact(s) of connecting Eurasia and the Americas through
a geopolitical prism. Hence, the article aims to contribute to a better perception of
Eastern Federal District (FEFD) was formed, including Chukotka Autonomous Okrug, Kamchatka
Oblast with Koryak Autonomous Okrug, Amur Oblast, Magadan Oblast, Primorsky Krai, the Sakha
(Yakutia) Republic, Khabarovsk Krai, and Sakhalin Oblast, and Jewish Autonomous Oblast. Since
2000, the designation “Far East” has frequently been used by Russians about the FEFD. In that sense,
the Far East covers an area of 6.2 million square kilometers, which is in turn approximately one-third
of Russia’s total area.
3

At the turn of the Century, Russian Tsar Alexander III and Tsarevich Nicholas II, showing a spectacular
vision, leadership and dedication, initiated the Trans-Siberian Railroad (1891-1916), covering more
than 9,000 km which also included the southern Chinese branch connecting Chita and Vladivostok
through Harbin in Manchuria. The Trans-Siberian is the longest railroad line in service. Currently, the
line is still further expanding into various parts of Siberia and the RFE.

4

According to the International Monetary Fund, the nominal global GDP in 2016 was $75 trillion. The
total GDP of the four nations of Northeast Asia would be, grosso modo, $20 trillion (Russia $1.3
trillion, Japan $5 trillion, Korea $1.5 trillion, China $12 trillion). Moreover, if the above figures are
calculated in Purchasing Power Parity (PPP) terms instead of USD denominated nominal values, then
we may have even more spectacular statistics.
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what/how different factors constrain/shape the future trajectories of the Northeast
Asian strategic quadrangle. In that respect, among others, the RFE can play a central
role in instigating cooperation in the region.
To this end, this article will delve into the RFE after providing a comprehensive
overview of the relevant literature on geopolitics and regionalism. The subsequent
sections will highlight the rationale behind connecting Eurasia and the Americas by
focusing not only on the significance of the natural resources in the region for global
economic development but also the importance of economic growth for this sparsely
populated part of the Russian Federation. The remaining sections will address the
relationships taking place in the Northeast Asian strategic quadrangle between Russia
and Japan/China/Korea by bringing attention to the significant benefits for all parties
of connecting Eurasia and the Americas through the Bering Strait.

GEOPOLITICS
In the 21st century, like in previous historical periods, geography is still indispensable
for analyzing some major geopolitical, environmental, and socio-economic conflicts
of the contemporary world. In fact, geographical reasoning can provide valuable hints
about the challenges that we face currently. In that sense, Northeast Asia is host to
a number of security competitions and witnesses severe tension and small-scale violence (Lind 2014). Therefore, it would be futile to reflect on geography just in static
and descriptive terms. Most certainly, geography can improve our understanding of
many malfeasances of our times ranging from the global freshwater crisis to refugee/immigration matters to sustainable development. Along with this line of logic,
the Bering Strait crossing is much more than just a flamboyant infrastructure project
(Murphy 2015).

METHODOLOGICAL ASPECTS
This article is inspired by a geopolitical method for analyzing the significance of connecting Eurasia and the Americas. Geopolitics is essential to the understanding of
the behavior of human societies organized into complex, geographically well-defined
systems. Evidently, in modern times, this approach has translated itself to the study of
nation-states. Notably, three intertwined notions, namely, economics, war, and poli-
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tics, are instrumental in understanding the behavior of nation-states. They are an indivisible entity together establishing the reality of the nation-state. Subsequently, the nation can be viewed as a wealth-producing and wealth-defending structure connected
through a complex web of domestic and foreign relations performed by individuals
governing the nation-state (Friedman 2011).
Geopolitics offers an overarching approach by eliminating these distinct spheres
of economics, military, and politics, which in turn provides a more coherent picture
of the social reality of the nation-state. Political and military power continually influences economic life and vice versa. It is impossible to imagine war without taking into
account politics and economics. Equally, it is inconceivable to think of domestic or
foreign policy without weighing economic and military matters. In crude terms, the
abovementioned three aspects were only conceived to organize human activities into
manageable pieces. The reality is only seemingly made more manageable, and in fact,
is falsified (Friedman 2011). The conventional classification of these aspects imagines
distinctions that don’t exist and complexities that hide rather than expose the nature
of the problem at hand.
There is no doubt that geopolitics is also an abstraction, but it has the virtue of
not creating imaginary distinctions. Geopolitics, by adding a forced simplification,
provides a more comprehensive view of reality. At this junction, it would be fair to assert that geopolitics is the quest for the center of gravity of reality. Most certainly, the
factors and actors at play are never entirely political, military or economic. However,
they are neglected and deemed insufficient due to the fact that they are considered just
too simple (Friedman 2008). The idea of using geopolitics to understand the rationale
behind the Bering Strait crossing is to set the essential parameters and distinguish the
broad direction.

CONCEPTUAL ASPECTS
It is noticeable that the Eurasian transport corridors have always captured and captivated Western and Eastern imaginations throughout history. All new initiatives and
projects regarding Eurasian connectivity are indicative of these tendencies, inclinations, and fascinations. To a certain extent, the Bering Strait crossing is the natural
continuity of the current “New Silk Road”5 projects taking place at the heart of cen5

It was the German traveler and geographer Ferdinand Freiherr von Richthofen who first coined the
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tral Eurasia. At this junction, I would like to provide a very brief intellectual review
of the prominence of Eurasia in geopolitical thought (Erdem 2016). However, it is
critical to recognize that Eurasia is a highly debated, contested and elusive term with
different meanings and perceptions in time and space.
Any discussion about Eurasian geopolitics should start with the seminal work
of Sir Halford Mackinder: “The Geographical Pivot of History.” Mackinder regards
the Eurasian continent as the “world-island” that contains two-thirds of the world’s
population, identifying the defining nature of certain geographic relationships, particularly the “Pivot” or “Heartland” area of Eurasia (Mackinder 1904). Outside of the
Pivot area is designated as the marginal or inner crescent. The parameter surrounding
the heartland contains the “marginal regions,” which he divided into four geographic
areas. Asia is home to two of these regions, which he called monsoon lands (China
and India), separated from each other by the Himalayan mountain range. The remaining two areas surrounding the pivot are Europe and the “lands of the five seas” or
the Middle East. Accordingly, these geographic regions coincide with the spheres of
influence of the four major religions with the most followers: two Abrahamic religions, Islam/Christianity, and two Eastern religions, Hinduism/Buddhism (Erdem
2016). For this early work on geopolitics, it is indisputable that the current RFE and
Northeast Asia seem to be just at the fringe of anything quintessential in international
relations.
Additionally, Nicholas J. Spykman’s “The Geography of the Peace” built upon
Mackinder’s work in a more extensive and focused manner (Spykman 1944). He asserts another layer of explanation, so-called “The Rimland,” which is the intermediate region between the Pivot and the seas. He argues that there is a new mobility in
the Eurasian landmass due to improvements in the infrastructure of rail, road, and
airplanes, though the natural obstacles of transportation keep the central Eurasian region from realizing its potential in the immediate future. Spykman’s Rimland approach,
by building on Mackinder’s Inner Crescent, allocated a strategic function to Northeast
Asia and the RFE by firmly placing them on the geopolitical map (Erdem 2016).
Moreover, in addition to the above mentioned two seminal works on geopolitics,
in the closing decade of the 20th century, Samuel P. Huntington introduced a transterm “silk road” in his multivolume historical geography of China (1877–1912). Moreover, another
German geographer, August Hermann, used the term “silk road” for the first time in the title of his
1915 essay, “The Silk Roads from China to the Roman Empire,” highlighting the corridor from the
“east” to the “west.”
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formative ideological piece of geopolitical theory coined “The Clash of Civilizations.”
He presents his work as a theory of culture and civilization that utilizes a modernization theory of political violence (Huntington 1997). In that sense, it is also very much
a geopolitical theory, since civilizations are in part defined by a specific, generally fixed
territory. He argues that conflict in the post-Cold War era would take place between
diverging cultures instead of ideologies. Indeed, Northeast Asia represents a cultural
fault line separating Russian, American and Chinese/Japanese/Korean cultures from
one another. Subsequently, it would be a zone prone to future conflicts.

PRACTICAL ASPECTS:
NORTHERN SEA ROUTE6 AND THE BERING STRAIT
Although the Russian Far East/Siberia and Bering Strait crossing may seem inconsequential as the periphery of Eurasia, the intensification of globalization, revolutionary
transformations in telecommunication/transportation technologies, global climate
change, and global demographic trends indicate otherwise.
For instance, the Arctic Ocean is melting at a startling pace. There are some serious implications of this Arctic melting. On the one hand, the ecological balance in
the region will change with the thinning of the ice. There will be implications for the
global climate, too. The waters of the Arctic Ocean will absorb more heat from the
sun, thus introducing more energy into the ocean. On the other hand, there are some
potent geopolitical implications of the Arctic’s melting. This phenomenon will make
the Arctic Ocean navigable throughout the year. The sea route linking the North
American continent with Europe and Asia will shorten the shipping distance between
Europe and Asia by over 4,000 kilometers and will lead to changes in the patterns of
global trade and shipping (Gupta 2009). The Bering Strait, which is the mid-point in
this growing connectivity, was considered for a long time as an inconsequential pe-

6

The author of this article prefers to use the term Northern Sea Route (NSR) instead of Northeast
(NEP) or Northwest Passage (NWP) to avoid Eurocentric geopolitical classifications. The Northeast
Passage is, from the European and northern Atlantic point of view, the shipping route to the Pacific
Ocean, along Russian and Norwegian coasts. On the other hand, the Northwest Passage refers to
the route along the Canadian coast. Technically speaking, the Northern Sea Route, as it is defined in
Russian law, and does not include the Barents Sea and therefore does not reach the Atlantic Ocean.
However, since the NSR has a significant overlap over the majority of the NEP, sometimes the NSR
term has been used to refer to the entirety of the Northeast Passage.

140

Acta Via Serica, Vol. 2, No. 2, December 2017

riphery in political geography; however, in the coming decades, it could be right in the
middle of a rapidly expanding trade route.
The Arctic region is witnessing a significant change in terms of conflict and cooperation. In the recent past, militarization was in greater demand than cooperation.
However, with the Cold War over and the Arctic’s return to peace, the international
community and international law are demanding greater cooperation and much less
militarization. The current issues facing the Arctic region have developed around the
concept of sovereignty. There is no doubt that the Arctic states may eventually resolve
their disputes in accordance with international law (Allain 2011).
Nonetheless, the difference between these Arctic states is the degree to which
they are cooperating and militarizing, thus making the future of the new Arctic uncertain and fragmented. If the New Arctic is indeed based on cooperation, Arctic states
must enter into it with a common goal and a common understanding of how real
cooperation is to be achieved. Certainly, the Bering Strait crossing and accompanying
infrastructure projects, by creating a mutually propitious milieu, would be instrumental in establishing that cooperative behavior for all nation-states involved. Russia’s approach in the Arctic has been to create a win-win situation, that is, gain early military
and commercial regional supremacy and hope to win equally at the United Nations
and other multilateral platforms7. Uncertainty remains as to how Russia will attempt
to maintain this win-win strategy as the other Arctic states are now approaching the
Arctic differently. Canada, Denmark, and the United States, in varying degrees, have
placed more emphasis on cooperation and bilateral governance structures. They are
nevertheless feeling the pressure of Russia’s militarization and ever-increasing commercial capabilities (Allain 2011).

REGIONALISM
Northeast Asian countries are pivotal to understanding the overall rise of Asia in
global politics. The region has achieved one of the most profound economic transformations in recorded history in a considerably short period, and it represents a wide
7

Russia is currently increasing its military activity in the Arctic by developing its fleet of ice breakers
and its naval force, thus making its military the Arctic’s strongest. Russia’s seven newest icebreakers
have multi-mission capabilities and are fueled by nuclear reactors capable of breaking through ice
twice as thick as its diesel competitors. Russia has 18 icebreakers in its military fleet, including the
largest and most powerful icebreaker in the world.
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range of diversity in terms of economic development, political governance, socio-cultural profile, and socio-religious traditions (Dent 2016). It will be valuable to discuss
the relevant literature on regions and regionalism to design a cognitive map of the
Bering Strait and the adjacent area such as the RFE or Northeast Asia as a region. The
coming decades may witness the strengthening of existing regional systems or the
naissance of many loose and new regional systems (Erdem 2015). This article conceptualizes the growth of regional systems as an important step within the process of
globalization8. Moreover, a comprehensive study of the areas adjacent to the Bering
Strait requires a multidisciplinary approach to embrace different fields of research and
offer valuable holistic perspectives on regionalism.
There are multiple definitions of a region and each reflects the peculiarities of a
specific historical period of the international system and adjusts itself to the changing
environment. In the first half of the 20th century, certain definitions referred to geostrategic regions (Mackinder 1919), to physiographic characteristics (Vance 1951), or
to a homogeneity of economic and social structures within a national context (Odum
1936; Odum and Moore 1938). In the Cold War era, Bruce Russett illustrated the
complex process of identifying a “region.” He emphasized a number of criteria such
as cultural similarity, common political orientation, institutional membership, transaction flows, and proximity. A region is determined as such if it has attained a certain
minimum score when measured quantitatively against these criteria (Russett 1967).
Several scholars developed an approach of a region as subsystems based mostly on
geographic regions such as either side of the North Atlantic (Hoffmann 1963), Southeast Asia (Brecher 1963; Modelski 1963) or Africa (Zartman 1973).
In the post-Cold War era, International Relations (IR) scholars started to redefine
these concepts along with the concept of globalization. Holm and Sorensen (1995)
provide four different definitions of the concept of region: geographical units with
natural barriers (e.g., the Caucasus and Africa); social or cultural entities (e.g., Polynesia and the Iberian Peninsula); organized political units (e.g., the European Union and
the North American Free Trade Area); and regions of identity (e.g., Central Asia and
Latin America). Andrew Hurrell’s definition implies that regionalism is understood
as an integral part of globalization by intensifying market interaction and the flow of
people and that awareness in regional identity can be instrumental in the creation of
8

For further information and discussion on regionalism and regions, see Erdem, C. (2015). “SinoRussian Strategic Partnership: The Shanghai Cooperation Organization.” In Regional Economic Integration
and the Global Financial System, E. Sorhun, Ü. Hacıoğlu & H. Dinçer (Eds.), (pp. 257-273). Hershey, PA:
IGI Global.
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regionalism (Fawcett and Hurrell 1995). It is assumed that regionalism is a unifying
process rather than fragmenting on an international level. Bjorn Hettne after identifying three models of region—trading blocs, geopolitical division, and process of
regionalization—claims that the “new regionalism” is the outcome of the process of
regionalization and represents a version of “extended nationalism.” Subsequently, he
develops five levels of regional complexity with an evolutionary logic—geographical
unit, ecological unit, social system organized cooperation, regional civil society, and
region as an acting subject. This new regionalism differs from the old one in three
important ways. The new one is the product of a multipolar world order, created
“from within,” and represents a multidimensional process. On the other hand, the
old one was the product of the bipolar Cold War context, created “from above,” and
specific in terms of objectives (Farrell, Hettne, and Langenhove 2005; Hettne, Inotai,
and Sunkel 1999;).

THE RUSSIAN FAR EAST IN HISTORICAL CONTEXT
For centuries, the territories of the Russian empire located to the east of the Ural
Mountains were considered places of promise and natural resource wealth (Kangas
2007). Over three centuries, imperial Russia expanded both northward and southward across Siberia. After the Treaty of Peking was signed in 1689, Russia directed
its energy toward the Sea of Okhotsk, Kamchatka, Chukotka, the Kuril Islands, and
Alaska. Russia entered the Amur region in the mid-nineteenth century. In 1856 and
1857, Russia seized Chinese territory north of the Amur River. In 1860, all land east
of the Ussuri River was ceded to Russia, thus extending the Russian empire from the
Baltic to the Pacific (Troyakova 2007).
After the disastrous Crimean War of 1854–56, Russia’s priorities shifted away
from the Northeast Pacific. Alaska was sold to the United States in 1867. The central
and northern Kurils were handed over to Japan in exchange for Sakhalin in 1875. Soon
a combination of external and internal developments forced the Russian government
to upgrade the Far East to accommodate imperial priorities. In 1884, the Transbaikal,
Amur, Primorye, and Sakhalin districts were merged to create the new Priamurskii
governorship. This new territorial entity established an institutional framework for the
regional identity of the Far East (Troyakova 2007).
As the Trans-Siberian Railroad extended steadily eastward, it brought European
and Asian Russia together. Not only ethnic Russians but also other imperial subjects
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such as Ukrainians and Tatars moved to the Far East, where they discovered Chinese,
Koreans, and Japanese populations residing within the Priamurskii governorship. This
unusual ethnic mix shaped regional development and added a cosmopolitan shade to
Russian life.
From the end of the nineteenth century through the years leading up to World
War I, the region played an important economic role in East Asia. It attracted loans
and investments that supported its industrialization process. Although the economic
interaction between the region and the rest of Russia was limited, the Far East was
the gateway for Moscow to initiate relations with Asian countries. Labor resources
were satisfied by migration not only from the European part of Russia but also from
China, Korea, and Japan. In general, the region was seen as a place for agriculture,
political exile, and a military base for the Russian Pacific Fleet at Vladivostok (Bliakher
and Vasil’Eva 2010).
During the early Soviet period, the region—then known as the Far Eastern Republic—developed as a relatively autonomous economic area. However, in the 1930s,
Moscow adopted a model of centralized state control and support. The Soviet system imposed a centrally planned economy, limiting the region’s economic ties with
the outside world. The central government provided substantial economic support
because of the geostrategic significance of the region, but it paid little attention to
the long-term economic viability of the Far Eastern economy. Moscow stressed the
development of mining and defense industries, eventually turning the region into a
fortress (Kuhrt 2012).
During the apex of the Cold War years, the massive Soviet arms buildup in the
Far East and Northeast Asia was a constant source of considerable concern for all
neighboring countries—China, Japan, and South Korea. By the early 1960s, as a result
of the deteriorating relations, the Sino-Soviet border was closed. Mao Zedong9, the
ultimate leader of China, openly spoke of his country’s legitimate claim to the southern part of the Russian Far East10, which is sometimes referred to as outer Manchuria.
9

The Sino-Soviet split took place between 1960 and 1989. It started during the Nikita Khrushchev
years and lasted until the visit of Mikhail Gorbachev to Beijing in 1989. The deterioration of political
and ideological relations between the two largest communist countries was instrumental in SinoAmerican rapprochement in the early 1970s and facilitated by the disastrous policies of Mao Zedong
through the Great Leap Forward (1958-1962) and the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976).

10

The Aigun Treaty of 1858 between the Russian Empire and the Qing Dynasty forged the current
configuration of the Sino-Russian border along the Amur River, modifying the almost two-centuryold Nerchinsk Treaty of 1689. Russia gained access to a further 600,000 sq. km on the left bank of the
Amur, known as Priamurye, which had belonged to China up to that time. Furthermore, the year 1860
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Seemingly, this hostile environment was not conducive to economic contacts.
Moscow later eased its grip, and the Far East became one of the few regions in
the Soviet Union where the central authorities encouraged an export-based development strategy. In the 1970s and 1980s, the region was supposed to benefit from
expanded trade with Asian countries, particularly through a number of compensation agreements between the Soviet Union and Japan. The region’s natural resources
were offered in order to finance purchases of machinery and equipment for further
resource development. As a result of these agreements, several projects were implemented, including the Vostochnyi port near Nakhodka, and the South Yakutia coal
complex. Initial work to develop the oil and gas deposits offshore of Sakhalin Island
also began. The region also has considerable reserves of iron, lead, zinc, silver, gold,
lumber, farmland, and fish (Sullivan and Renz 2010; Zausaev 2012).
By the mid-1980s, the Far East began to reorient from a military outpost to an
economic player. The successful development of China’s growing economy improved
the chances for greater trade and joint projects between the two countries. Indeed,
over the past twenty years, Russia and China have sought new points of agreement for
broader and more institutionalized cooperation.
During the last years of the USSR, in 1986 and again in 1988, the Soviet leader
Mikhail Gorbachev called for the integration of the Soviet Union into the Asia-Pacific
region. He stressed that the Cold War era was coming to an end and the Soviet government would like to open the Far East by adopting a more diversified economic
profile for the region.
Up to recent times, Russia did not develop strategy and implement large-scale economic programs for the development of port facilities in the waters of the Chukchi
Sea, the Bering Sea, the Sea of Okhotsk, and the East Sea. After the tormented first
decades following the collapse of the USSR, the RFE became one of the most strategically important regions of Russia, and its development carries national and global
significance. The further development of the manufacturing capacity of the region
would determine Russia’s role in a significant economic zone of the world, namely the
Asia-Pacific region. The degree to which the transportation, telecommunications, and
social infrastructure of the RFE are developed would strategically predetermine the
export potential of the country (Rozman, Togo, and Ferguson 2006).
saw the signing of the Convention of Beijing, again, with very advantageous terms for Russia, which
gained complete control over the Primorye region down to Vladivostok. From the Chinese point-ofview, both treaties are considered unequal, illustrating the Western imperialist period, infamously the
“Century of Humiliation.”

Erdem: Connecting Eurasia and the Americas

145

SIGNIFICANCE OF NATURAL RESOURCES FOR GLOBAL ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT
It is central to emphasize the relevance of natural resources regarding the Bering
Strait crossing project. Natural resources, certainly, are a source of potential international cooperation. The shared interest of producers and consumers in commodity
trade can be the source of harmonious relations among states. International cooperation is needed to bring these resources from remote reserves to consumer centers. To
this end, development projects such as the Bering Strait crossing can be structured in
such a way that all the participants benefit from them (Moran and Russell 2009; Ross
2004; Russett 1979; Stulberg 2007; Victor and Victor 2003; Winchester 2007; Winrow
2007; Yergin 2006).
On the other hand, a competition for natural resources – necessary for any economic development – can also be a source of potential conflict between states. For instance, energy resources are regarded as a source of zero-sum or mixed-sum competition because the amount of hydrocarbons in the world is limited (Chun 2008; Ebel
2009). To a great extent, politics determines economics and reflects the concern for
war. The view that force and the threat to use force are the salient features of the international system means that states must prepare for future conflicts. Heavy reliance
on foreign suppliers for strategic resources, such as oil, natural gas, and coal, can be a
threat to national security. Consequently, in a situation of crisis or war, access to those
vital resources can be denied. Given the importance of energy to a state’s ability to
wage war, disruptions in supply could put national security and independence at risk.
In that respect, Siberia and the Russian Arctic Region have been of particular
interest to the great powers due to its possibly vast natural resources and strategic
location. In fact, any analysis of energy issues can no longer be reduced merely to a
discussion of supply and demand in the world market, but must also focus on global
energy security from geopolitical and geoeconomic perspectives (Vahn 2017). In this
strategic milieu, major oil and gas consumers such as the United States, the European
Union, China, Japan, South Korea, and India are paying close attention to developments in that particular region. To this end, Russia is making every effort to retain
influence over its strategic resources (Howard 2009).
It is critical to understand that Siberia (Akaha 1997; Davis 2003; Forsyth 1992;
Gentes 2008; Groisman and Gutman 2013; Hill and Gaddy 2003; Hudgins 2003;
Jordan and Jordan-Bychkov; Naumov 2006; Wood 2011) and the Russian Arctic are
one of the richest regions in the world in terms of its petroleum, natural gas, coal
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and mineral resources. It also has immense geopolitical importance. Over the last two
decades, there has been considerable interest vis-à-vis the Arctic region in Western
academic circles (Allain 2011; Anderson 2009; Byers 2009; Emmerson 2010; Erdem
2013; Gerhardt et al. 2010; Grant 2010; Howard 2009; Wilder 2010; Young 2011)
and in Russian academia (Evdekimov, Vsotskaya, and Kostlev 2012; Ivashov and Kefeli 2012; Kharlampieva 2011; Konovalov 2010; Kozmenko, Selin, and Shchegolkova
2012; Kuznetsov 2011; Lebedev 2011; Nikolaeva 2010; Rudomiotkin and Nagorskiy
2010; Savelyeva and Shiyan 2010; Selin and Tsukertan 2008; Sosnin and Ryzhov 2010;
Stolbov 2009; Tamitskiy 2012; Timoshenko 2011; Vasilev, Selin, and Tereshchenko
2009; Vsevolodovich 2012).
With advances in science and technology (particularly over the last decades), it is
possible to measure and quantify the economic potential of these resources more accurately. Consequently, it would be fair to argue that this changing situation has made
the region more attractive for the big powers surrounding it. Russia, with an extensive
coastline in the Arctic zone, has increased its strategic operations and started to sign
some international economic agreements concerning the region (Byers 2009; Dalby
2003; Emmerson 2010; Fairhall 2010; Gerhardt et al. 2010; Grant 2010).

CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES OF THE BERING
STRAIT CROSSING FOR THE RFE
Since the beginning of the 20th century, Russia and the United States have been
holding talks on probable collaboration on this issue and have given some important indications of joint efforts to construct a railway tunnel under the Bering Strait
to link Siberia with Alaska. During the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC)
Forum in 2012 at the Russian Pacific port city of Vladivostok, the Russian Railways
president asserted that the project to extend a railway line to Kamchatka and then to
build a tunnel across the Bering Strait could be actualized in the not very distant future
(Douglas 2007). The technical and financial aspects of the project are not that much
related to the tunnel itself (somewhere around 100 kilometers), but in building links
to the tunnel from existing rail lines in Russia, the United States and Canada. On the
one hand, from the Russian perspective, the Bering tunnel is meant to connect to the
Trans-Siberian and Baikal-Amur main line subsequently—Baikalo-Amurskaya magistral—and would require about 4,000 kilometers of rail lines to be built from Yakutsk
(Sakha Republic/Yakutia). On the other hand, in the United States and Canada, ap-
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proximately 2,000 kilometers of track would need to be made ready from the tunnel’s
landing point to the existing rail connection in Canada. It’s hard to come up with exact
figures on the total cost of the project. However, estimates range from $35 billion to
as much as $100 billion (Panin 2013).
Moreover, Russia also plans to build a railroad that links Eurasia with Sakhalin
Island—extremely well endowed regarding natural gas fields—and eventually reaches
Japan’s northern island of Hokkaido. The Ministry for Development of the Russian
Far East has said that construction would start in 2017 on the 580-kilometer railroad
that will connect the Khabarovsk region and Sakhalin Island. A bridge is envisioned
over the narrowest part of the Tartar Strait11. The total cost of the project is estimated
to be at around $10 billion (Nishimura 2013).
In recent years, the RFE has also been a point of interest in academic circles
(Alexeeva 2008; Arsenov, Artemkina, and Zaboev 2005; Barkovsky 2006; Blank 2011;
Bliakher and Vasil’Eva 2010; Kangas 2007; Kuhrt 2012; Nemchaninova and Buldygerova 2012; Rozman 2008; Sullivan and Renz 2010; Troyakova 2007; Vishinevskii and
Demyanenko 2010; Zausaev 2012). It is considered a region in crisis due to troubled
economic conditions, corrupt governance, and problem-ridden cross-border relations
with China, Japan, and both Koreas (Rozman 2008). Due to some fears that the Russian Far East might disengage itself from the center and other regional/global powers
may end up having a major grip on the region, Moscow has started to show some
genuine interest in these eastern border provinces (Kangas 2007).
The region in question covers a broad geographical area from Siberia to Russia’s Pacific coast, forming the northeastern corner of Asia. Although the Far East
constitutes one-third of Russia’s total landmass, it has only 6.6 million residents—4.7
percent of the total population. The low population density, just over one person
per square kilometer, makes the region one of the most sparsely populated places
in the world. The scarcity of residents exists alongside a wealth of natural resources
that have attracted the interest of the Russian central government as well as foreign
investors. The current situation is deemed so critical that President Putin approved
a law offering land plots of 2.5 acres to any Russian citizen willing to migrate to the
RFE with the aim of boosting the economy in the region. Furthermore, foreign entrepreneurs investing $10 million or more in the economy of the RFE can receive
Russian citizenship without going through the required five-year legal stay on Russian
11

The Tartary Strait divides the Russian island of Sakhalin from the Eurasian continent and connects
the Sea of Okhotsk with the East Sea. It is 4–20 m deep and 7.3 km wide at the narrowest point.
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territory (Kovalev 2017). Evidently, Russian politicians and bureaucrats/technocrats
are all concerned about the level of socioeconomic development in the region (Troyakova 2007).
However, it would be fair to assert that the developmental troubles of the RFE
partly relate to the region’s history and location. The USSR also neglected the region
socio-economically until its collapse in 1991. After the disintegration of the Union,
the RFE, like many other regions, was to a great extent abandoned by the financially
struggling central government in Moscow. The extended negligence towards the region has left the RFE provinces economically vulnerable, demographically challenged,
and geographically isolated. The Russian government has recently begun to focus
unequivocally on rejuvenating the RFE. The decades-long dynamic economic growth
and surging global trade in neighboring China have drawn the international community’s attention to the potentiality of further developments in the Pacific region.
The geopolitical center-of-gravity moving to the East through the transformation of
the global political and economic state of affairs has given birth to a reassessment of
Moscow’s policy in the RFE. Notably, given the region’s exorbitant amount of natural
resources and its strategic location, Russia has initiated an overhaul of its policy guidelines vis-a-vis the region (Alexeeva 2008; Blank 2011).
Russian leadership considers the development of transportation infrastructure
a fundamental element for uplifting the large underdeveloped regions of Siberia and
the RFE. The planned road, rail, and pipeline system would be instrumental in intensifying the integration of the global trade. Moreover, it will make it possible to connect more of eastern Russia’s hydroelectric potentiality. Russian leadership envisions a
4,000-km rail line from the Lena River to the Bering Strait, as a high-priority task and
very consequential in terms of economic development. The Lena is the easternmost
of Siberia’s three great river systems – the others being the Yenisei and Ob Rivers –
and is the tenth longest river in the world. Consequently, it will allow development of
previously inaccessible mineral resource deposits. The connection of the power systems of Siberia, the RFE, and North America would generate significant economies
in electricity supply (Douglas 2007).
There is no doubt that spectacular economic growth is taking place in Asia and
the world’s economic center has swung towards the Pacific region. The prevalence of
transatlantic trade is losing momentum to the benefit of transpacific trade. The industrial regions of China, South Korea, and Japan can be linked to the Russian railroad
system with the ultimate goal of connecting them to the manufacturing centers of the
midwestern United States and the critical Pacific ports in California, Washington State
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and British Columbia. The Bering Strait crossing can be an essential raison d’être to
trigger such a project. Consequently, it is possible to observe a significant geopolitical
shift towards the Pacific region. Due to global warming, the melting of Arctic ice is
opening up northern shipping routes and Arctic development is increasingly becoming an area of significance with major untapped resource deposits. The extensive resources available in the Arctic can be developed, and raw/semi-processed/processed
goods can be rapidly delivered to the industrial centers in question at each end of Asia
and North America, radiating the effects of a higher level of productivity throughout
the global economy (Deniston 2013).

STRATEGIC QUADRANGLE IN NORTHEAST ASIA: RUSSIA, CHINA, JAPAN AND KOREA
Northeast Asia is home not only to two members of the United Nations Security
Council (UNSC) – China and Russia – but also three countries with nuclear weapon
capabilities (Russia, China, and North Korea) and two of the world’s largest economies (Japan and China). All these aspects converge around the unstable pivot of the
Korean Peninsula. Probably, it ranks today among the most dangerous areas of the
planet, tormented by security problems of nuclear proliferation (Rozman, Hyun, and
Lee 2008). However, despite all these unfavorable facets, the Bering Strait crossing can
present an opportunity to strengthen the evolution of social, economic, and political
ties among Japan, Russia, China and both Koreas. Currently, regarding the political
uncertainties, Northeast Asia, along with the Middle East, holds a dangerous potential
to transform the global outlook. However, an economic interdependence facilitated
by the transport corridors of the Bering Strait crossing would be a significant catalyst
to establish a constructive environment.
The Third Eastern Economic Forum, which was held in Vladivostok in September 2017, affirmed again the efforts of Moscow to attract much-needed foreign
investment and expand international cooperation for the economic development of
the RFE. These resolutions are good indications showing the vulnerabilities of the
RFE such as the process of depopulation since the collapse of the Soviet Union. The
primary rationale behind the Eastern Economic Forums in Vladivostok since 2015
has been to make foreign investment/economic collaboration attractive and beneficial to all parties in Northeast Asia. President Putin has highlighted, on numerous
occasions, that the country’s Far East region should become an absolute priority for
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the entire 21st century. Some radical reformists have even argued about the so-called
“Doctrine of De-Moscovication” of the Russian Federation by shifting the political
and economic center of gravity from European Russia to East of the Ural Mountains
(Velanskaya 2017).

RUSSO-JAPANESE RELATIONS
The two new extensions of the iconic Trans-Siberian rail network are good indications showing Russian strategic thinking about the region. The first bridge would
connect Vladivostok with Sakhalin Island through the Tartary Strait, while another
bridge would connect the southern tip of Sakhalin with Japan’s northernmost island
of Hokkaido. Consequently, Japan, for the first time in its history, would be joined
directly to the Eurasian continent.
The Third Eastern Economic forum in Vladivostok was again instrumental in
drafting the Muscovite plans for this direct rail connection to strengthen relations between the two countries. Historically speaking, the proposed bridge and tunnel would
be as revolutionary as the Channel Tunnel joining Britain with the rest of Europe.
There is no doubt that the materialization of this project will be a breakthrough in
global politics. The envisaged rail connection would boost Japan’s trade with Eurasia
and the Americas by lowering the transportation cost/time and increasing its dependability. That would give a much-needed stimulus to a stagnant Japanese economy.
The strategy of Russia’s Japan diplomacy aims to create an atmosphere of mutual
trust and long-desired stability in bilateral relations—like Moscow’s initiatives vis-avis the Korean Peninsula—with the hope that there would be some spillover impact
and positive ramifications in other issue areas. To this end, during President Putin’s
2016 visit to Japan, the leaders declared a joint initiative on economic ventures in the
South Kuril Islands while still being truthful to their respective positions regarding the
Northern Territories. That was a win-win situation for both sides. For Japan, it was
a step towards securing an economic presence in the region to further its territorial
claims over the islands. For Russia, it was a great convenience to attract much-needed
foreign investment to this undeveloped corner of the RFE.
Consequently, the long-disputed Kuril Islands issue between Russia and Japan
may finally come to a halt, and the process of diplomatic normalization can be initiated through signing a comprehensive peace treaty.
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SINO-RUSSIAN RELATIONS
Historically speaking, Sino-Russian relations have probably gone through their golden
years since the end of the Cold War. Both countries are working closely in a number
of regional or international organizations such as the Shanghai Cooperation Organization12 (SCO) and BRIC13 or Chinese initiated projects such as One Belt-One Road14
(OBOR). This last project involves the Silk Road Economic Belt (SREB) project,
covering land routes, and the Maritime Silk Road (MSR) project, covering sea routes
(Toksoz 2017). On many levels, these are manifestations of China’s rapid rise to global
power status and have unquestionably changed the parameters of the strategic chess
game in global politics. Consequently, its relationship with Russia is also frequently
renegotiated because Russia is an important neighbor and a crucial natural resource
base in a time of ever-growing Chinese energy hunger. Overall, it would be fair to
describe the flourishing Sino-Russian relations as a game changer in international relations.
However, Chinese investment and China’s growing presence in the RFE is viewed
with suspicion by some Russian policymakers and administrators or simply locals. The
arrival of Chinese migrants through Chinese investment is often perceived by locals
as an expression of China’s de facto territorial expansion. Russian public sensitivity
over the issue originates from the ever-expanding Chinese economic and demographic realities (Zeihan 2017).
Russia is almost twice the size of China regarding territory, but China’s population is about ten times that of Russia. Remarkably, as mentioned earlier in the article,
the population of the RFE, comprising seven provinces, is only a little more than 6
12

The SCO is an intergovernmental organization founded on June 15, 2001, in Shanghai by China,
Russia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan. The primary objectives are establishing
confidence and good neighborly relations between the member countries and promoting efficient
collaboration in all areas ranging from politics/trade to science/technology to energy/transportation.
It is clear that the end of the Cold War did bring with it some significant alterations to global politics.
Russian and Chinese foreign policy concerns have become increasingly aligned, which in turn has been
influenced by both countries’ anxiety about American power in Eurasia as well as a joint preference
for the construction of a multipolar international system rather than a system based on US hegemony.
The SCO was a great vehicle for both countries to realize their strategic goals.

13

BRIC is an acronym coined in 2001 by the former chairman of Goldman Sachs Asset Management,
Jim O’Neill, for Brazil, Russia, India, and China.

14

OBOR is considered the most substantial overseas investment initiated by a single country. China is
planning to invest up to $900bn in infrastructure projects ranging from ports to high-speed railways
to gas pipelines to increase Chinese access to markets. For further information, see Hancock 2017.
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million—an average density of less than one person per square km. Furthermore, the
region is going through a depopulation process with low birth rates and migration to
other areas of the country deemed to have better living and working conditions. Since
the establishment of the Russian Federation in 1991, the RFE has lost almost a quarter of its population (Tselichtchev 2017). That depopulation trend is notably affecting
the agricultural sector. For instance, China and Russia have a long border of over
3000km, mostly along the RFE. The southernmost areas bordering China contain the
majority of the RFE’s arable land, and one-fifth is already owned or leased by Chinese
entrepreneurs to produce vegetables, grains, and livestock.
Economic interests for both sides are complementary, not contradictory. The
RFE needs Chinese labor resources, investment, and technologies. On the other hand,
China needs the RFE’s land and natural resources. In 2014, the Russian government
enacted a bill establishing the Territories of Accelerated Development (TAD) law for
the RFE, creating special economic zones providing significant tax and other benefits
to attract foreign investors. However, Russia’s desirability as an employment destination is fading fast because earnings in China are catching up very fast with Russian
levels.

RUSSO-KOREAN RELATIONS
After the establishment of the Korea Arctic Scientific Committee in 2011, Korea
opened its first research station in Svalbard, the northernmost island of Norway in
the Arctic Ocean. In 2009, for the first time, Korea used the Northern Sea Route
(NSR) by sending two cargo ships from Ulsan and to Rotterdam via the Bering Strait.
Throughout the last decade, there has been an increased awareness about the Arctic
region among the Korean public. In October 2013, the Korean shipping liner Hyundai Glovis completed Korea’s first cargo transportation through the NSR after a 35day navigation (Tonami 2016).
South Korea enjoys a unique, stable and mutually beneficial relationship with
one of the most critical Arctic coastal states, namely Russia. Unlike the remaining
northeastern countries, there are no unsolved issues between these two countries.
The relationship between Russia and South Korea is dependent on strategic triangular relations between South Korea, Russia, and North Korea. Russia borders North
Korea just south of Vladivostok, and from Soviet times has provided full support as
a staunch ally of North Korea.
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Although South Korea and Russia had virtually no contact for three decades
after the end of the Korean War, the 1980s saw a change not just in Soviet behavior
vis-à-vis South Korea but also South Korean behavior regarding the USSR. From the
Soviet point of view, the rationale behind such a strategic move was related to the very
challenge of ignoring the rising economic power of South Korea. For an increasingly
prosperous South Korea, communism was no longer something to be feared. On
the one hand, since the normalization of relations in the 1990s, Russia has considered South Korea as an influential player in Northeast Asia and a key partner for its
economic revitalization policies in the RFE. On the other hand, Russia views North
Korea as a valuable opportunity in its attempt to initiate its long-desired diplomatic
and geopolitical renaissance (Tonami 2016).
Most recently, Russo-South Korean relations look very promising after the South
Korean president’s speech at the Third Eastern Economic Forum in September 2017
highlighting the desire to expand financial, economic and trade links in Northeast
Asia. South Korea’s new northern policy is constructed around the strategy of “nine
bridges” in the region, to open the era of the Pacific Ring. The approach involves
projects ranging from natural gas pipelines to railroads to the Northern Sea Route.
Evidently, President Moon’s principal concern revolves around the current insecurity
on the Korean Peninsula. South Korean authorities’ attempts to create better ties with
Russia are related to finding possible new diplomatic overtures to resolve the North
Korean nuclear crisis. The Moon presidency, by promoting trilateral projects involving both Koreas and Russia, is aiming to connect the Korean Peninsula and the Russian Far East, and subsequently bring peaceful cohabitation on the peninsula.
At the same venue, along the same line of logic, President Putin also indicated
Russian enthusiasm for putting together infrastructure projects with the participation of North Korea that would facilitate the delivery of Russian energy resources
to both Koreas. The integration of power lines and railroad networks by connecting
Russia, the Republic of Korea, and North Korea would also create an uninterrupted
transport corridor from Pusan to London. Most importantly maybe, those initiatives
would form a great platform to build up a much-needed atmosphere of mutual trust
and stability on the Korean Peninsula. In crude terms, we can call those attempts a
revival of the Sunshine Policy.
Consolidating the Korean Peninsula with the RFE would open a direct connection
not only with Russia but also with the members of the Eurasian Economic Union15
15

The EAEU is an integrated single market—Russia, Belarus, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Armenia,
Tajikistan—of 183 million people and a GDP of $2 trillion in nominal values.
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(EAEU). The Russian grand strategy to create a Russia-Korean economic corridor
would inherently require the interaction all of three countries, which in turn would
be a preferable approach to alternative proposals presented by the Americans –
economic sanctions or military solutions. It seems that the carrot-and-stick model
is more suitable than tit-for-tat as a foreign policy orientation. The anticipation of
material gain may push North Korea into a position of de-escalation regarding the
nuclear issues.

CONCLUSION
The recent developments vis-à-vis the RFE, in particular, have great potential to create a window of opportunity for further improvements of bilateral relations in the
region. The construction of a major transport route by including infrastructure projects such as high-speed electric trains, a highway, power lines, oil and gas pipelines,
and fiber optics would most certainly create an environment of trust and stability.
Opposing arguments, mainly from some economists, indicate serious concerns and
doubts about the economic feasibility of the project. It is important to remember that
at the turn of the twentieth century, on a macroeconomic level, some economists/experts claimed that the Trans-Siberian Railroad—built between 1891 and 1916—would
also not pay for itself, but it did so in only six years. More importantly, this visionary
project politically and militarily made Tsarist Russia a powerful player in any Eurasian
geostrategic calculations. Equally, the current project would also take some years to
complete but would pay for itself considerably fast. It could contribute tremendously
to Russian political/economic power in Eurasia.
Moreover, the Bering Strait crossing has a wider significance for global politics,
security, and economics because the adjacent states with almost 30 million km² form
one-fifth of the earth’s landmass and half of global GDP. The Russian Federation
and the United States are two of the most prominent states of the international system as permanent members of the UN Security Council.
There is no doubt that the RFE has many barriers to economic development. It
is very important for Northeast Asian countries to establish a friendly and mutually
beneficial relationship by following their converging interests. While discussing longterm prospects of cooperation, it is possible to envisage some scenarios of economic
development that may be useful to policymakers. The active involvement of Korea
and Japan in the economic development of the Russian Far East seems to be the best
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way to accelerate not only the economic development of the region but also give a
long due stimulus to their slowing economies. Consequently, it is possible to generate
powerful arguments for such a policy regarding the region (Arsenov, Artemkina, and
Zaboev 2005)
On the other hand, the very dynamic Chinese economy shows remarkable
strength not only in the region but also all over the world. The length of the border
between Russia and China in the RFE makes possible the development of joint production facilities by creating “frontier zones” of economic interaction. This desired
economic interaction could make the region more attractive for Chinese labor, which
in turn would promote stable/friendly interstate and inter-regional Russian-Chinese
relations.
Moreover, the relationship in this Northeast Asian strategic quadrangle can be
characterized by mutual security, cooperation and mutual economic development.
There is no doubt that the countries in question have different political/economic
systems and social structures and maybe more importantly dissimilar national interests. Consequently, there are often misapprehensions regarding a number of issues.
However, through a regional cooperation scheme, all sides would get familiar with
these situations which may prevent misreading each other. A strategic partnership
between Japan, Korea, China and Russia should be forged on interests, rationality
and the rule of law by avoiding the dangers of excessive sentimentality. The RFE can
present a good opportunity and induce them to create the environment where the
mutual interests of all sides would come together.
Although much remains to be done, this study mainly focused on the RFE and
the strategic quadrangle countries in Northeast Asia. It was not in the scope of this
paper to provide an extended discussion on the possible impacts on the Americas.
However, the article would benefit substantially by extending the analysis to the US
and Canadian side of the Bering Strait. An investigation of the possible benefits and
drawbacks of the Bering Strait crossing for the Americas would be complementary to
the current study by providing a better understanding of the big picture. Moreover,
in future research, the author also intends to investigate in depth the impact of the
Bering Strait crossing and the accompanying ambitious infrastructure projects from
the Korean, Chinese and Japanese perspectives.
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A Late Sasanian Hoard from Orumiyeh. Daryoosh Akbarzadeh and Nikolaus Schindel. Austrian Academy of Sciences. 2017. 304 pp. (ISBN-13: 9783700179566).
A Late Sasanian Hoard from Orumiyeh presents an extraordinary coin hoard within the
Sylloge Nummorum Sasanidarum (SNS) series for the first time. The book lists 1267
silver coins from Khusro I (531-579 AD) to Khusro II (590-628 AD) /posthumous
which were found in 2007 in the Piran-Shahr region in north-western Iran. PiranShahr is located 120 km north west of Orumiyeh City in West Azarbayjan Province.
The book answers questions about the monetary system and economic history of the
late Sasanian period. Orumiyeh Museum houses the 1267 drachmas which form a
constituent part of Sasanian mint history.
The “Sylloge Nummorum Sasanidarum (SNS) international joint research project being undertaken by the Numismatic Commission of the Austrian Academy of
Sciences, Vienna, Mondes Iranien et Indien (UMR 7528), and the Centre National de
la Recherche Scientifique is the published collections of Sasanian coins housed in the
museums.”1 Previous SNS publications were about the different collections of Berlin,
Paris, Vienna, and Israel museums (by well-known European scholars, i.e., M. Alram,
F. Sinisi, and N. Schindel), but this book publishes the largest and the most important
hoard ever discovered in Iran. In addition, an Iranian scholar, Daryoosh Akbarzadeh,
is the first Iranian author of an SNS publication and worked on the hoard as one of
the two authors.

1
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The hoard of Orumiyeh was collected from a specific historical site which establishes the authenticity of the hoard. Daryoosh Akbarzadeh, the first author, is a
prominent Iranian scholar who has written several articles and books about ancient
Iran. N. Schindel, a well-known Austrian scholar, is one of the best numismatists in
the world.
The book contains two main chapters: The Orumiyeh Hoard in Context and
Catalogue. Indices, Abbreviations, and Bibliography are the other parts of the second
chapter.
The first chapter details the metal analysis coin by coin and then compares the
rate of silver content in different regality (pp. 15-18). The XRF analysis on 10 percent
of the entire find was done in one of the best Iranian technical institutes, which is a
huge advantage of the book in comparison with previous volumes. Also, the authors
try to compare the hoard with other published hoards to make a clear way for future
research.
The book makes any kind of research more comfortable by making a short overview of the hoards entered into the SNS project database. The information includes
“find spots, closing date, published and tables of mints and years” (pp. 19-48). At the
end, the various hoards from unknown sites are also arranged in ascending order by
their date of publication (pp. 49-55). Then the authors compare the relevant hoards
with the Orumiyeh hoard. The comparison gives new and fundamental information
about different factors such as the percentage of coins found from different rulers
in selected hoards (table 70), the percentage of Sasanian coins after Khusro II in the
selected hoards (table 71), and coins from different years in the selected hoards (table
72). The other useful content in this chapter is a review of the mint signatures in the
selected hoards and the distribution of the Orumiyeh hoard (table 73, 74). Although
the authors try to give a clear analysis of the hoards, it might have been better to allocate a specific part for writing a conclusion about all they have found. However,
they prefer to continue the analytic information up to the end of the first chapter. In
addition, it is worth mentioning that the most brilliant characteristic of the book is the
different tables which contain the coin analysis, mints, and reign years (king per year).
The second chapter addresses the typology of the Sasanian coins at first by introducing the following kings and queens: Khusro I (531-578 AD), Ohrmazd IV
(578-590 AD), Khusro II (590-628 AD), Ohrmazd VI (630S), and Azarmigdukht VI
(630S) (pp. 71-73). The arrangement of the catalog obeys the principles of SNS32 and
2
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SNS Israel3. The coins are organized by king, mint, and type (pp. 75-295). However,
some of the coins remain unknown, and the authors were not able to find exact records about them.
The book presents clear photos of the coins. The photos are taken and published
in high resolution. The obverse and reverse of each coin are printed separately which
is a new method in the SNS series and shows how the book is incomparable with
previous ones.
Like the other books of SNS, the book is a high quality publication and two
eminent scholars, Michael Alram and Rika Gylselen, have edited it and also written a
preface. As with other publications in the SNS series, the book has few editorial and
technical errors.
Azadeh Ardakani
Tehran, Iran

Qazaqlïq, or Ambitious Brigandage, and the Formation of the Qazaqs:
State and Identity in Post-Mongol Central Eurasia. Joo-Yup Lee. Brill.
2016. 238 pp. (ISBN-13: 9789004306486).
This book by the Canadian Turkologist Joo-Yup Lee is devoted to the origins of one
of the largest Turkic peoples of the modern world. The Kazakhs are the biggest
ethnic group in the 9th largest state in the world, Kazakhstan. This people gave the
name to their country. However, it also happens in history that the land gives its name
to the people inhabiting it. A country’s name can be just a geographical term (Austria, America, Spain, the Netherlands, Azerbaijan, Georgia, the Ukraine), or can also
originate from the name of a previous population, which was not necessarily direct,
or the only ancestor of the modern inhabitants (Britain, Romania, France, Bulgaria).
Sometimes the self-name (endonym) of the people and the name under which the
neighboring peoples know it can be completely different: gypsies (self-names: Romany,
or Roma), Finns (suomalaiset), Hungarians (magyarok), or Albanians (shqiptarët).
In the names of peoples, both designated by neighbors and self-names, different
stages of political and ethno-linguistic history can be reflected. The most important
3
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event, of course, is the creation of statehood. An interesting example is Syria. The
ancient country of Assyria gave the name to this historical region. The Semitic tribes,
mainly the Arameans, used to inhabit it, and their language was a means of communication throughout the Middle East from the middle of the second millennium B.C.
up to the early Middle Ages. About 17% of the Dead Sea Scrolls that were a source
of the Old and New Testaments, including some books of the Old Testament, were
written in Aramaic language. With the adoption of Christianity, the Arameans began
to call their language Syrian (or Syriac), and after the spread of Islam and Arabization,
the population of Syria became predominantly Arabic in language and national consciousness. The emergence of national Arab states after the First World War gave impetus to Syrian nationalism. Today, the Syrians are an Arab-speaking Muslim people,
and what is very interesting is that a part of the Christian Arameans have begun to be
called Assyrians, returning to the earliest name of the country and people. Changes
of language, faith and political fate have been reflected in the names of the country’s
inhabitants.
A similar linguistic-historical analysis of the term Qazaq is the basis of the research by the author of the book under review. This research is a guiding thread for
studying the early ethnic history of the Kazakh people. At the same time, the focus
on studying the historical forms of the term Qazaq does not narrow the geographical
scope of the study to the limits of the habitats of the Kazakh ethnos, but raises the
importance of the book to the study of common problems of statehood and national
identity in the wide space of western Eurasia.
The principal conceptual frame of the book is based on the fact that clanship was
the foundation of the social organization of the nomadic communities of Eurasia,
and the clans themselves were more tightly connected by their intra-clan ties than
the flexible framework of inter-clan discipline. This gave the clan units of the tribal
confederation considerable freedom in relation to the centralization efforts of emerging imperial structures. The resistance of certain clans to central government on the
steppe often led to the emergence of new state formations. The book thoroughly
explores the socio-political phenomenon of the withdrawal of individual groups of
nomads led by a charismatic clan leader from the inter-clan political structure, the
tribal confederation. This phenomenon was called Qazaqlïq, or vagabondage. If a new
independent core group could provide leadership in organizing trophy campaigns, it
would attract new clans and warriors and could lead to the emergence of a new state
(p. 48). According to the author, the rise of these nomadic freebooters to statehood
passes through three stages: the breakaway of the politically ambitious clan leader, the
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organization of successful military campaigns against nomad neighbors and residents
of neighboring agricultural regions, and the creation of new state structures (pp. 2,
7, 48-49, 57).
The author of the book gives numerous examples of such centrifugal phenomena in the history of Eurasia, which led to the formation of the nomadic states of
the Rourans (52), the Tiele tribes (53), the Ashina Turks (pp. 53-54), the Shatuo Turks
(p. 55), and the Qara-Khitai state (p. 54). He discerns a nomadic vagabondage in the
founding story of almost all the nomadic empires of the Eurasian steppes (p. 61).
At the same time, the author also provides a rationale for such consecutive phases
of this phenomenon. He believes that the most important condition for the creation
and survival of nomadic states and empires is the successful organization of raids
against the agricultural population and the effective management of booty distribution. Violation of these conditions leads to the decline of the nomadic state (pp. 55,
57). An important theoretical significance of the book is also that the author draws a
clear line between the methodological basis of Soviet historiography of the nomadic
peoples of Eurasia and his own approach. He reasonably criticizes the ideologically
imposed position of Soviet historiography about the autochthony (indigenousness)
of every modern people in its present national territory and juxtaposes the latter with
his own vision, according to which the identities of modern peoples begin with the
use of a modern ethnic name coinciding with decisive historical shifts in the history
of the ethnos (p. 5). He puts his own account of the origins of the ethnic history of
the Kazakhs and Uzbeks onto this theoretical platform. For both modern peoples,
the initial event in their ethnic identity was the falling away of the charismatic leaders of Abul Khair Khan and two other groups led by Janibeg Khan and Giray Khan
from the Uzbek Khan ulus of the Golden Horde. The horde of Abul-Khair Khan
was called Uzbeks, but Janibeg and Giray, who split from Abul Khair Khan, became
known as Uzbek Qazaqs. It was the word qazaq that distinguished them from Uzbeks,
followers of Abul Khair Khan and his descendants the Shibanid dynasty. Later, this
word became the name of the Kazakh people (pp. 124-125, 129).
Having put the institution of the nomadic vagabondage (Qazaqlïq) at the center
of the research, the author subsequently examines the manifestation of this practice
on the wide expanse of Eurasia. For many readers and novice researchers, the connection of this institution and the term with the freemen populations in the eastern
Slavic states may not seem obvious. Dr. Joo-Yup Lee, on the basis of eloquent evidence from sources, convincingly shows that Russian and Ukrainian Cossacks also
originate from a similar phenomenon of nomadic freemen. Moreover, the ethnic core
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of the formation of the Russian and Zaporozhye Cossacks were the Tatar Turks (pp.
9, 74). Cossacks and Kazakhs, connected with each other through the institution of
freemen and freebooters (Qazaqlïq), were the only ones among many other similar
groups in Eurasian history for whom their socio-political status became an ethnic
name. Continuing this logic of presentation, the author considers it possible to argue
that the two peoples, Kazakhs and Ukrainians, are descendants of the Qazaq freemen,
the former coming from the qazaqs of Janibeg and Giray, and the latter from the Zaporozhye Cossacks and Cossak Hetmanate of the 17th century (pp. 90, 98)
A consistent and complete selection of evidence from various sources about the
phenomenon of the Qazaqliq and the semantic nuances of this term is an evident
advantage of the book. The reader will be interested to learn about the origin and use
of such widely known ethnic terms as Turk, Mongol, Uzbek, Kazakh, and Tatars (pp.
129-134).
Having noted the persuasive presentation of the author’s concept of origin and
designations of the modern peoples of Central Asia, it should be pointed out that
the prevalence of the institution of vagabondage and its importance in founding the
states of Central Asia is not exclusively a Eurasian phenomenon, as one might think
following the author’s account. Some other state formations in the Near and Middle
East had similar stories of their emergence in antiquity and the Middle Ages. The story of Idrimi, the son of the ruler of the country Yamhad (Aleppo), unfairly expelled
from his city, but returned to power with the help of nomadic vagabonds known in
many ancient Middle Eastern sources as habiru, or apiru (15th century BCE), became
very famous. Some researchers even linked the origin of the ancient Jews to these
habiru. The legend of Romulus and Remus and the founding of Rome is surprisingly
reminiscent of the history of the charismatic Qazaq-eponyms of Eurasia.
It should also be noted that a distinction between the Qazaqs ambitious clan
leaders who chose vagrancy for political reasons, and fugitives descended from the
common people who sought to get rid of the oppression of the nobility has not been
laid down distinctly in the book. The history of Mugulü, the founder of the Rouran
horde, who fled from punishment to the steppe, is visibly different from other examples of political vagrancy. Perhaps the peculiarity of the Russian Cossacks vis-à-vis
the movement of the Kazakh Khans Janibek and Giray is hidden in this distinction.
The concentration of the author’s attention on the materials of the history of
nomadic Qazaqs sometimes leads to unjustified generalizations. The statement that
Kazakhs and Mongols are the only direct heirs of the great empires of the Hunnu,
the Kok-Türks and the Mongols of Genghis Khan can hardly be considered correct.
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The author overlooks that the Khazar Khaganate in the Caucasus and the Qarakhanid
state in Central Asia, and after them the Timurids, were a continuation of the traditions of these great states; and the present Uzbeks, Azerbaijanis and Anatolian Turks
can equally link their ethnic history to the ancient Turks. It was in the empires of the
Eurasian nomads that the mastering of the achievements of agricultural civilizations
took place and brought the settling of former nomads, which in turn influenced the
formation of a new identity for the Turkic peoples. The success of the Turkic state
formations and their economic well-being depended not only and not so much on the
organization of predatory campaigns in agricultural areas, but rather on the ability to
organize international trade on the Silk Road, secure timely cultivation and harvesting of lands under their control and maintenance of handicraft production in trade
centers.
The publication of this book by Joo-Yup Lee is a remarkable event in the historiography of the nomadic peoples of Eurasia. This book presents the social mechanisms of the development of the ethnic and political landscape of the central Eurasian
steppes in the post-Mongol period in a colorful and convincing manner, explains the
appearance of ethnic names on the map of modern Central Asia and at the same time
shows how integrated and interconnected has been the historical development of
the contemporary population of this region – the Uzbeks, Kazakhs, Tatars, Kyrgyz,
Uighurs, Mongols and other Eurasian peoples.
Farda Asadov
Institute of Oriental Studies, Baku, Azerbaijan

Two Eyes of the Earth: Art and Ritual of Kingship between Rome and
Sasanian Iran. Matthew P. Canepa. University of California Press. 2009. 456
pp. (ISBN-13:9780520294837).
Between Two Eyes of the Earth is written by Matthew Canepa, a prominent author in the
field of art and archeology. Although Irano-Hellenic art has been discussed by many
scholars for a hundred years and distinguished works have been published (Schmitt
1994; Gignoux 2014; Miars 2014), the title of this book is unique.
There are many untold stories about the cultural and artistic fields between the
two glorious poles of the ancient world, Iran and Rome. However, the author of this
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book has tried to provide rigorous inferences to the reader by comparing and contrasting Hellenic and Sasanian heritages with each other. The author also prepares a
precise list of the most important references for Iranian-Hellenic arts studies in the
bibliography, which in turn is a great indication of mastering the field of study. The
grants used by the author as well as the name of the publisher (University of California) also lend credit to the book.
Although the new and unfrequented sections are straightforward and comprehensible for professional readers, I would like to mention three general points in the
book that pose questions. My questions are thematic and can be used to illustrate
some general aspects. First, some parts of the book have also been seen in previous
scientific books. In other words, the book can be called a “compilation” of previously published essays. The author mentions different items such as the routes where
Iranians and Romans met each other from Mesopotamia to Central Asia and India to
China (p. 24), political relations, descriptions of rock relief from Fars to Kirman-shah
(p. 72), and occasionally some references to Sasanian silver vessels, trade relations,
Islamic references, and even reconstruction of some Pahlavi words which are not
novel in the field of Iranian studies. However, the value of Sasanian art heritage has
not been properly reflected by the author. It is not the only point which is missed. The
author has also neglected to mention the rich Sasanian heritages in the Far East and
political relations with China. The book does not narrate any point about the valuable Sasanian items found in Gyeongju (South Korea). The author has also failed to
present texts such as Kush-nameh and Mojmal-al-Tawarikh. The author writes about
Constantinople (p. 10-12) without indicating the Book of Roads and Kingdoms (Kitāb alMasālik w’al-Mamālik) (pp. 92-93) by the Persian geographer Ibn Khordadbeh, which
is a necessary complement to the topic. Second, although the author tries to compare
artistic relations between Rome and Iran impartially, the entire book shows that it
has only one “Eye,” not two. It seems that Hellenic culture is the cornerstone for the
references. However, this kind of one-sided unconscious attitude originated in centuries past when the Greeks used the term “Berbers” for other nations in the East. The
introduction of the book starts with (narration): “God effected … the most powerful
kingdom of Romans … and prudent scepter of the Persian State” while Sasanian heritages and many post-Sasanian texts such as Shah-nameh ignored the term4. Shadows

4

In all Iranian documents (i.e., coins or inscriptions and texts), Iranian kings introduced themselves
first and then mentioned their rivals or foreigners (cf. Chatrang text, Shah-nameh: Khosrow and
Qaysar). May I consider the above narration as a false report?
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of contradiction can be seen in some parts of the book (pp. 30-40). As a matter of
fact, the Parthians and the Sasanians committed little exaggeration or forgery in relation to the Romans. As evidence to this claim, I can refer to the majestic portraits of
defeated Roman kings in Fars Province (under Shahpur the Great). A comparison of
these drawings with what the West portrays about the Parthians (Rome’s ruins) could
indicate Western artists’ imaginations that the Parthians (East) were Berbers.The author also writes about mythic subjects. Some refer to Iranian mythic kings such as
Fereydun and Jamshid (p. 126). In fact, there are two kinds of narrations about Fereydun and Jamshid. The first narration is a natural tradition which comes from Avesta
and Pahlavi manuscripts, and the second narration is a modified tradition which is affected by the collapse of the Sasanian Empire. The changes in the narration occurred
because of the Arab invasion of Iran. Therefore, a question comes up: according to
Shah-nameh, why was Jamshid killed in China? Why did Jamshid and Fereydun appear
in different places, sometimes in China, sometimes in India and occasionally in Silla
(Kush-nameh and Mojmal-al Tawarikh)? The fact is that to have a better grasp of the
art and culture of the Sasanians, it would be suitable to study Iranian art and texts to
explain the diffusion of Sasanian art and culture through the “political immigration”
to China and “religious immigration” to India following the collapse of the empire.
However, while doing that, the critical role played by the Parthians in transferring
Hellenic arts to the Sasanian period would be noticeable. It would also be useful to
explore some other areas also such as if the lion portrait on the Nara curtain in Japan
is the same as the portrait of the Iranian lion of Silla.
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Making Uzbekistan: Nation, Empire, and Revolution in the Early USSR.
Adeeb Khalid. Cornell University Press. 2015. xix + 440 pp. (ISBN-13: 9780801
454097).
Adeeb Khalid’s book provides an excellent narrative of the construction of 1920s
Uzbekistan. Khalid successfully compiles an impressive and outstanding account of
the unfolding events in the making of Uzbekistan in the tumultuous epoch of the
Russian Revolution as a result of his encyclopedic comprehension of the sociohistorical considerations of the period and his unique linguistic capabilities. The book relies
on a rich array of both Russian and Central Asian sources. He eloquently presents all
that primary data within an interpretative framework to explain the transformation of
Central Asia during the early Soviet period.
The fin de siècle created the necessary social/political conditions for significant
transformations vis-à-vis Muslim modernization in tsarist Central Asia. It is important to reveal how political, social, cultural, and demographic shifts altered the nature
of Central Asian society from the tsarist conquest of 1865 to 1923 when Bolshevik
authorities subjected the region to strict Soviet rule. Equally, it is essential to decipher the impact of Russian imperial conquest on its Central Asian periphery. At the
turn of the century – mainly due to the effects of the Age of Discovery, the Age of
Enlightenment, and the Age of Revolution – a large part of the Muslim world had
begun to lose much of its cultural and political sovereignty to occupiers from Europe.
The impact of the European Enlightenment period and its subsequent implications
for Western sociopolitical, economic, scientific, and technological advancements facilitated this historical development. Equally, there was a massive shift of power due
to the declining Ottoman Empire, which led to the subordination of Muslims. The
subjugation by the Tsarist Russian Empire prompted the Muslims of Central Asia to
question their beliefs as well as their aspirations, creating skepticism over whether the
success of Western occupation was due to the inferiority of their Islamic ideals. Out
of these self-criticisms came a variety of responses, including the adaptation of West-
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ern principles, advocating the separation of religion and politics – laïcité, and calls for
armed struggle against the Western colonial powers. Khalid marvelously diagnoses all
the epical changes that were taking in Central Asia.
Most certainly, the successes of European and Russian advances into all of the
historic centers of world civilization – India, China, and Islamic Central Asia/Middle
East – set off a number of reactions ranging from indifference to multiple forms of
resistance and accommodation. This involuntary and to some degree forced interaction with the West convinced some intellectuals not only in tsarist Russia but all
across the Islamic world to question/reevaluate the existent standards vis-à-vis cultural tenets and education in conjunction with political, economic, and social norms/
practices. The main conclusion was that Islamic modernism was a goal toward which
all peoples had to strive in order to face the challenges posed by European colonial
expansion. The pursuit and realization of these objectives entailed serious reforms
within the indigenous cultures pertaining to Muslim geography. Uzbekistan, with traditional Islamic cultural centers such as Bukhara and Samarkand, was also predisposed to these dramatic transformations.
The reformist Jadidist movement was at the heart of the debates, which was
initiated by the Crimean Tartar Ismail Gaspirali in 1883 and later gained prominence
among Uzbek intellectuals. They were sympathetic to a socialist revolution, which
they hoped would not only get away from Russian oppression but also get rid of feudal and tribal elites in their respective communities. The movement derived its name
from its advocacy of the usul-i cedid, the new method of teaching the Arabic alphabet
to children and conceptualizing a new way of looking at the world. Jadidism, around
the Bolshevik Revolution, was a socially totalizing movement ultimately revolutionary
in its expectations and consequences.
Jadidism appeared in Uzbekistan in the closing years of the 19th century, a generation after the Russian conquest. It focused on the notions of progress, development, rise, and growth. The Jadidist movement believed that the Muslim society of
Uzbekistan was in grave crisis, in which its survival depended on significant and radical changes with respect to traditional Islamic education. The conviction was that the
only way for Central Asian Muslims to combat growing Russian colonialist policies
and influence in the region was the reformation of Islam and spreading education.
This change through enlightenment and modern learning would provide an adequate
remedy to all the maladies of the Islamic community in Uzbekistan. Its proponents,
the Jadids, formulated a ruthless critique of their society based on a fascination with
modernity. The Jadids widely shared the sense of decline. In a sense, reform was nec-
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essary to continue to exist as a coherent social/cultural/religious entity.
Up until the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917, the Jadids’ perspective on Russia and
Europe was on the positive end. The Jadids wanted to incorporate all the knowledge,
wealth, and military might associated with these advanced societies into Uzbekistan.
This high esteem for Western knowledge, order, discipline, and power pushed them
to obtain all those aspects for their communities. Although there was this fascination
with the West, it would be fair to argue that that fascination cohabitated with a fear
that if Muslim societies did not catch up, their situation would become even more
challenging in the not very distant future. The practically unchallenged encroachment
of Western powers at the turn of the century over the rest of the planet sustained
these fears. The Jadidist movement was also kept under unrelenting surveillance and
repression. Jadidism was wiped out by the Bolsheviks since the concept of nationstate formation and society’s breaking of the colonialist impasse was considered a
likely option to the totalitarian Soviet system. However, despite this adverse outcome,
the Jadidist movement did a great service to the development of national self-consciousness in Uzbekistan and played an indispensable role in the formation and development of a national liberation ideology. Most importantly, the movement reminded
the Turkic/Muslim populace of the region of ideals such as freedom, national pride,
great ancestors, and rich cultures that were put down in a dormant phase by tsarist
Russia. Their action program became a model for future generations. The historical
merit of the Jadids was their attempts to uplift the society starting from the fundamentals, i.e., education, and its development.
Following a well-detailed section on the burgeoning of the reform movement
and intelligentsia in Turkestan in tsarist times, the remaining chapters of the book can
be broadly divided into three parts. The first part investigates the agitated and perilous
period up to 1924, focusing mainly on the notion and idealization of an autonomous
Turkestan and covering the impact of events ranging from the February Revolution
to the Muslim modernist republic in Bukhara to the Soviet engineering of a Soviet
Central Asia. The author in this first part displays the importance of Turkestan and
Bukhara to the Islamic world. The second part addresses the nature of the cultural
revolution of the era. The chapters in this section feature the different phases of
cultural radicalism of the period and detail the idea of Uzbekistan and Tajikistan in
the making as two definite national republics. The final part reveals the political and
cultural changes that took place after 1926, when the Soviets debuted the ideological
and cultural confrontation in the region, all the way to the decimation of the Uzbek
intelligentsia in 1938.
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To truly appreciate Making Uzbekistan: Nation, Empire, and Revolution in the Early
USSR by Adeeb Khalid, readers should be familiar with the general history of the
late Russian Empire and the early Soviet period. Consequently, it is a must-read for
specialists and graduate students focusing on Central Eurasia. The book yields an exceptionally compelling account of the origins of the modern nations of Central Asia.
Cagri Erdem
Keimyung University

Politics, Identity and Education in Central Asia: Post-Soviet Kyrgyzstan.
Edited by Pınar Akçalı and Cennet Engin-Demir. Routledge. 2013. 248 pp.
(ISBN-13: 9780415816137).
This book takes post-Soviet Kyrgyzstan as a case study from among the Central Asian
states to shed light on the recent past of the country and discuss some of its current
challenges. It is neatly organized into 3 sections on issues of politics, identity and
education, comprising 3 articles in each section, supplemented by an introduction and
a conclusion penned by the two editors to link and summarize the entire book. In the
words of its editors, the main concern of the book is to look at how the country is
“balancing the legacy of the past with the challenges of the present on the one hand
and the demands of domestic and international actors on the other.”
The first section, which is on politics, studies the issues of elite consolidation
and rivalry, political leadership and constitutionalism in 3 different articles. In the first
article of the section, Irina Morozova looks at the phenomenon of elite consolidation
and rivalry in the country between 1960 and 2010, both during the Soviet period and
post-independence, by entering factors such as ethnic, political, geographical, economic-developmental and educational divides within the population and thus traces
the continuities and the ruptures in this regard. In the second article of the section,
Seçil Öraz scrutinizes the links between political leadership and democratization during Askar Akaev’s rule. Using methods of discourse and policy analysis, the author
evaluates Akaev’s leadership against the backdrop of literature from Weber, Burns and
Linz & Stepan. She argues that although the country was initially seen as an exception among other Central Asian Republics with its high potential for democratization,
Akaev’s presidency shifted from democratic to authoritarian and from legal rational
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to traditional styles of governance, which hurt the prospects of democratization in
the country. The last chapter of the section by Anita Sengupta looks at the short but
lively story of institution-building in general and constitutionalism in particular in
Kyrgyzstan and demonstrates how the country oscillated between different forms of
political systems during its first two decades, for example, from a semi-presidential
system in 1993 to a presidential-parliamentary one in 2007.
The first two chapters of the second section of the book, which is on identity, are
ethnographic studies. In the first chapter of the identity section, the author Aksana Ismailbekova deals with the issue of identity through the lens of field research in a Kyrgyz village where she looks at the patron-client relations on a new private farm which
used to be a kolkhoz in a highly detailed and interesting story of economic transformation from a centrally planned to a market-based economy in the post-Soviet period.
Comparing the current new farm system to the old kolkhoz system, the author successfully explains the challenges of the new system and shows the adaptations both
parties have made to the new circumstances by reappropriating their former functions
and mechanisms, especially those related to kinship. The next chapter of the section,
a similar ethnographic study, is brought to the reader by Svetlana Jacquesson, who has
conducted research to look at widespread current “social uses of descent and kinship
in a Kyrgyz village” in the post-independence period. In the village where the decline
of herd breeding as a result of the transformation of kolkhozes into private farms
has resulted in land farming being defined as the most important activity, she studies
different families (the basic social unit) and their private farms to trace how relations
of descent and kinship unfold and what impact they have on business. In the last
chapter of the section, David Radford, in a qualitative study of in-depth interviews
from 2007, studies the identity of a group called “mashayache,” those Kyrgyz who
converted to Christianity in post-independence Kyrgyzstan after the end of the 70year ban on religions. He looks at how “mashayache” argued that the identity of being
a Kyrgyz was not confined to being Muslim, proving that “ethnic identity is not fixed
but is dynamically affected by its constant interaction with external changes and new
opportunities,” in the words of the author.
The last section of the book jumps to a different area, education. In the first
chapter of the section, Düishön Alievich Shamatov, lamenting that most of the studies on education in the region are quantitative and statistical studies with severe limitations, focuses on the personal story of a young history teacher in a rural area in postSoviet Kyrgyzstan as a qualitative study. After summarizing the practice of teaching
of history during the Soviet period, the author looks at the political changes that
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came after perestroika and glasnost and highlights the professional challenges that
history teachers in general faced during the transition period and finally through the
personal story of a young history teacher. Next, Alan J. DeYoung studies universities
in post-independence Kyrgyzstan from inside out by listening to the views of several
parties such as students, teachers, administrators and parents. He successfully shows
the gaps between dreams and realities, expectations and practices in an atmosphere
where higher education has become highly demanded, more easily available and accessible yet with lower quality and with lesser prospects for many in the end due to the
circumstances of the new era. In the final chapter of the section, Martha C. Merill also
looks at the issue of higher education but from a different angle: what she calls “the
inevitability of international actors.” She lists and elaborates on 12 different reasons
– some completely within the country’s control, some where the country has limited
control and some beyond its control – why Kyrgyzstan cannot escape the influence
of international actors on its educational sector. Her chapter not only summarizes
the serious challenges of the country’s educational system but could also be a great
guideline for policy changes for decision makers in this field.
Overall, the book is clear enough to help a novice reader on Kyrgyzstan understand the main debates in its recent history and detailed enough to satisfy the appetite
of scholars of post-Soviet/Central Asian studies. The book includes authors from
various countries and disciplines, and the variety of disciplines makes it both a challenging read for those who are used to reading only in politics or economics about the
region and a rewarding learning experience. For those who think they may be lost in
the midst of various topics, the editors are there with their introductory and concluding chapters where they do a good job linking together the 9 articles that make up this
rich book.
Itır Toksöz
Doğuş University, Istanbul-Turkey.
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Sustainable Energy in Kazakhstan: Moving to Cleaner Energy in a Resource-Rich Country. Edited by Yelena Kalyuzhnova and Richard Pomfret.
Routledge. 2018. (ISBN-13: 9781138238442).
An increased consumption of natural resources has created an imbalance between the
environment, society and economy. Sustainable Energy in Kazakhstan: Moving to Cleaner
Energy in a Resource-Rich Country reflects the views of experts from both Kazakhstan
and the United Kingdom. This book examines the perspectives of sustainable energy
production. The focus is energy production in Kazakhstan and the transfer from fossil resources to renewable ones, with case studies from other oil-rich countries.
The book covers interconnected domains in sustainable energy resources: the
environment (geographical conditions), green energy policy, transition economics,
and pro-green energy culture. The book chapters develop two approaches in energy
transition: renewable energy and energy-efficient technologies.
Structurally, the book is set in four parts that describe the challenges that could
lead Kazakhstan to introduce green energy technologies. The first part explores the
political choices involved in transforming an oil-based energy program to one also
incorporating renewables; the economic repercussions that such a transition would
entail; and the feasibility of this kind of transition. The political treaties on CO2 emission reduction are also considered, and the non-preparedness of some countries to
follow the rules stipulated in these treaties, because of conflicts with the oil and gas
strategies and technologies that are already deeply entrenched. The economic security
of the country is based on carbon resources, and “green energy” needs comprehensive study before its introduction.
The next section takes a close look at opportunities to develop renewable energy
resources that can replace the oil-based energy which is the main cause of greenhouse gases (GHG). Discussion of the integration of wind and solar power reveals
the complexities within the attempt to integrate in this field. Essentially, there are few
incentives that are outweighed by a raft of barriers in the way of allowing goals to be
achieved. On top of this, there is not a process in place to help eliminate the barriers. Without this, there cannot be the right motivation to intergrade wind and solar
reserves.
As an opportunity to introduce these energy resources, wind and solar maps have
been worked out and three scenarios (base-case, green-scenario with expensive gas,
and green-scenario with cheap gas) are discussed as possible ways on the green energy
path. Detailed analysis of energy production costs and the price of energy consump-
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tion is another interesting discussion in efficient energy technology development.
Moreover, a proper dispatch of power energy that saves energy consumption requires
the renovation of power plant operations. Along the path to low GHG emissions,
there are some scenarios that can be applied to mitigate both transport and industry
GHG emissions inexpensively.
The authors argue that, through the development of efficient technologies such
as carbon capture and storage and carbon clean technologies, and the usage of appropriate carbon-storing geo-formations, Kazakhstan can effectively move to reduce environmental pollution. In their view, there are several areas where the existing energy
industry needs to improve, notably in the area of coordination of research and application between energy researchers, producers, and distributors. They suggest that the
creation of service centers for the coordination of these elements can help the energy
industry achieve better results in the future, allowing for enhanced efficiency and also
a better climate for the ongoing incorporation of innovative ideas and technologies.
This might become the basis to build and increase an effective energy service capacity.
In addition, we can see the experience of Samuruk Green Energy LLP in promoting
solar and wind-based energy generation and developing renewable energy production
plant equipment. These attempts face a high cost of R&D to construct such plants. In
addition, the Chinese market significantly makes wind-solar plant energy sales revenue
non-profitable. Despite these facts, the study results give some recommendations on
avoiding the obstacles and developing wind/solar plants further to create a cleanenergy producing country.
The third part of the book presents arguments in the clean energy debate. The
authors share their study on the examples of case studies on creating other sources
of sustainable energy: producing biogas out of biomass and biofuel out of wheat
and crops. These fields in green energy remain an extra potential for Kazakhstan to
develop its green energy. However, these capacities are possible but in the future. It
is worth considering the two chapters on pro-green energy activities of businesses,
particularly how businesses can use incentives for the transfer to green energy, for
example, the relocation of green technology developing enterprises from technologically developed countries to Masdar City to test their equipment to reduce GHG
emissions. Thus, operating their businesses in the city is another start-up project in
attempting to reach cleaner environment. The studies in this chapter share ideas and
give possible ways to adopt other practices, considering Kazakhstan’s economic, political, financial and environmental stipulations.
The fourth part of the book contains a wrap-up chapter which shares the predic-
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tions of the author for the energy sector in Kazakhstan up to 2050, based on the studies given in the book. He claims that despite Kazakhstan joining the Kyoto Protocol
and the Paris Accord and its demographic state, energy production is intensive and
exceeds the global norm. Nevertheless, climate change will cause a gradual reduction
in its GHG emissions in the future. In addition, the author argues that demand for
coal-based energy production might continue as long as industries are equipped with
conservative technologies while oil and gas based energy might be reduced as a result
of innovations in the transport sector where this energy continues to be widely used.
These innovations in the transport sector, using electricity and natural gas, will replace
the demand for oil and gas resources. It is the assumption of the author that Kazakhstan has a high potential to develop its gas industry and wind-solar based energy and
export the energy to other countries. Moreover, there are high expectations for the
Eurasian grid construction to change the energy sector, both internally and externally.
The recommendations given by the author in this chapter are that Kazakhstan needs
to focus on its energy policy and economy along with its management. The energy
sector should become a key sector in the formation of the country’s policy up to 2050.
Another issue which concerns the technological aspect of power grids is the shift
from an internal electricity grid to an international one. Further, the author states that
there is weak collaboration and interconnection of institutes in achieving sustainable
energy growth.
This book gives a comprehensive view of contemporary issues in energy policy,
production, and economics in Kazakhstan, in a period in which the country is exploring ways to reshape this field with the advent of new green energy ideas and technologies. It also considers the reality of businesses in the energy market along with
the technological and managerial capacity to integrate cleantech equipment to reduce
GHG emissions. In addition, it investigates their ability to construct wind-solar power
plants and consider potentials on developing biogas and biofuel sources. The authors
have tried to bring this issue to their readers by looking at the situation from the aspect of “insiders,” Kazakhstani experts, and “outsiders,” the foreign experts in this
field. This attempt has been successful in my view. Moreover, unlike many foreign papers where a literature review is based only on the foreign sources, the papers included
in this collection are rich in Kazakhstani official documents, databases, and statistics
and refer to local experts who know the issues of the energy sector in Kazakhstan and
its related policies intimately. This fact makes the book a reliable study of the energy
sector of Kazakhstan. The views and recommendations of the foreign authors in this
book open new thoughts and look at developing a sustainable energy sector. Joining
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these two significant perspectives, this book is a valuable resource for those who seek
to find new approaches to creating sustainable energy development in the country and
will be a foundation to bring balanced environmental, economic and social development while using safe natural resources for future generations.
The authors’ calls for better coordination between the various institutions in the
Kazakhstan energy sector and the creation of service centers to improve networking
and interconnectedness are something that merits consideration and further study.
This book is valuable for a wide audience: students, scholars, practitioners in this
field, policy-makers, investors and those who work in innovation technology centers.
It might be read in tandem with the book by Daniel Yergin The Quest: Energy, Security,
and the Remaking of the Modern World, which might give thought-provoking ideas on
the case of Kazakhstan energy sources and its in-time shift to sustainable energy
resources.
Zhibek Tleshova
Nazarbayev University, Astana, Kazakhstan

Women, Islam, and Identity: Public Life in Private Spaces in Uzbekistan.
Svetlana Peshkova. Syracuse University Press. 2014. 368 pp. (ISBN-13: 9780815
633730).
Through a rich experimental ethnography, Svetlana Peshkova, the author of Women,
Islam, and Identity: Public Life in Private Spaces in Uzbekistan, portrays an agentive dimension of Muslim Uzbek women. Moreover, the author traces the process through
which Islam is transformed into “national Islam” in step with social and historical
changes witnessed in Uzbekistan. Concepts such as the self and individual, identity
and “truly Muslim” are defined, and the interrelationships of and interactions between each concept are addressed at multiple levels. Throughout the book, Peshkova
is especially critical of the fact that in many writings on Islam society, it is not the
individual voices, but rather clusters of voices presented as the voice that represents
the society. By paying attention to each individual voice of Uzbek woman, Peshkova
delivers these voices very vividly to the readers.
Through ethnographic narratives, Peshkova weaves together the stories of Uzbek women told in their own voices to examine how they define the “real Muslim”
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and how personal emotions such as sadness and happiness are employed in the language defining Islam. It is also interesting to note Peshkova’s interpretation of how
religious practices of Islam are associated with the formation of personal identities,
families and personal lives to touch the hearts of the people. The reader will also find
Peshkova’s portrayal of the relationship between the self, emotions, self-identity, personal memories, and physical memories compelling.
On a more personal note, Peshkova shares very candidly the emotional changes
and contemplations as a human being that she experienced during the extensive field
research, which lasted over a decade, and the interactions she had with the key informants. Her work also helps the reader gain an appreciation of women’s religious leadership that is manifest in Uzbekistan as well as in other Islam countries, yet unfamiliar
to the rest of the world. By casting light upon the typical Muslim women educated by
female religious leaders, Peshkova addresses the significance of Islam within the daily
lives of the people as well as within the practical private spaces of their lives. Peshkova’s work, which encompasses ethnographic sources and theoretical discussions on
the tradition of ritual performances by female Muslim leaders known as otinchalar in
Uzbekistan, is an important contribution to studies of the role of women in Uzbekistan as well as in other Islamic societies.
Unfortunately, despite Peshkova’s emphasis on public life in private spaces, as
the book’s subtitle suggests, she has failed to illustrate how the public life within the
private sphere is associated with actual public discourse. It can be surmised that the
deeply-rooted controls and the absence of freedom have led to the merging of private
space and public space. However, the author’s intention to emphasize the changes
made in the discourse of “National Islam” and the public and social background,
which no longer places emphasis on Arabic languages but on the Uzbek language, is
not elucidated. The readers have access to abundant examples of activities within the
private space, yet Peshkova fails to elaborate on what these activities actually mean in
the public space. Also, how personal emotions are constructed socially and how they
reflect historical changes are not clearly defined in Peshkova’s accounts.
Despite the afore-mentioned shortcomings, Peshkova’s Women, Islam, and Identity:
Public Life in Private Spaces in Uzbekistan is a well-written ethnographic review that successfully demonstrates “how it is said” and illustrates why “the unsaid is intentional”
in Uzbek society. Through insightful descriptions of the everyday lives of people as
individuals in Central Asia and the Ferghana Valley, Peshkova inspires the reader to
contemplate the meaning of “truly Muslim” and how the members of Uzbek society
think and imagine it to be. As one of the informants in the book confessed, the true
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me and the true Muslim is “dynamic and not abstract,” and Islam is pragmatic and
not abstract as it is “about real life.” Through her work, Peshkova rebuts the claims
that Islam is a superficial religion that is difficult to approach and only emphasizes
holiness. Instead, she successfully shows that Islam as a religion is closely embodied
in the practical lives of Muslims and that it is a dynamic and living religion that does
not linger in the past as a traditional and conservative religion.
Gi Yeon Koo
Researcher, Institute of Cross-Cultural Studies, Seoul National University

Islam, Society, and Politics in Central Asia. Edited by Pauline Jones. University of Pittsburgh Press. 2017. 392 pp. (ISBN-13: 9780822964278).
The collapse of the Soviet system marked the closing of the Cold War period, with
some serious implications on multiple levels for the regions that it was encompassing.
Subsequently, Soviet Central Asia’s global isolation also came to an abrupt end. The
Central Asian states represent to this day a mystical puzzle and stir curiosity among academics around the world. In a parallel development, in the past three decades, Islam
as an ideology has inaugurated itself as a relevant actor with a significant impact on
global politics. Consequently, in addition to academics, government officials and policymakers around the world also delve into the decipherment of Central Asia. Islam,
Society, and Politics in Central Asia engages in a subject of central interest to academics
and policymakers alike. The multidisciplinary aspect of this edited volume allows Pauline Jones and her colleagues to treat the issue(s) at stake in a very comprehensive way.
In a series of meticulously detailed essays analyzing the link between Islam and
society on the one hand and the state on the other, the contributors investigate the
extent, nature, and meaning of Central Asia’s Islamic revival, and its social and political implications over time. This edited volume thrives on providing a comprehensive
depiction of Islam in the region to forge a venue for a cumulative body of knowledge.
The four parts of the book attempt to display a complete and aggregate portrayal of
Central Asia’s Islamic revival from a different perspective by exploring the role that
the religion has played in Central Asia since independence.
Part I centers on the usual facade of ordinary Islam in local communities across
the region. All three chapters in this section accentuate the pivotal role played by both

184

Acta Via Serica, Vol. 2, No. 2, December 2017

individuals and organized groups in determining the parameters of Central Asia’s
Islamic revival. Chapter One looks at the possible connection between the process
of religious revival in Kyrgyzstan and any potential increase in religiosity in Kyrgyz
society. Chapter Two recognizes the individual uniqueness of Central Asian Muslims
and subsequently, disputes the prevailing and expected assumptions about Muslim
piety as an impediment to the portrayal of religious diversity in the region. The final
chapter scrutinizes the impact of groups such as Mujaddidiya and Hizb-ut Tahrir in
the Ferghana Valley, not only during Soviet times but also after the collapse of the Soviet Union. It argues that the state-driven approaches to analyzing the role of radical
Islam in the Ferghana Valley are not rewarding, and that other perspectives are needed
to understand the reality on the ground.
Part II screens the transformation of state policies towards Islam by using the
cultural, legal, and political institutions in place and showing the main differences
from the prior Soviet religious system. Along with this line of logic, the chapters in
this section advance another set of collective insights vis-a-vis the evolution of state
policies towards Islam arguing that the self-professed secular governments of Central
Asia have maintained approaches to controlling Islam. Chapter Four scrutinizes the
Uzbek state policies of control of Islam in the country with the aim of engineering
Muslim religiosity à la Karimov, which in turn gave birth to a much more restrictive
set of rules and regulations than the Soviet period. Chapter Five takes a look at the
interplay between Sufism and the use of it by the authoritarian state(s) in Uzbekistan,
Turkmenistan, and Tajikistan, highlighting how Sufism was instrumental in manufacturing their brand of secularism. Chapter Six raises the question of the Soviet state’s
enduring authority over Islamic belief and practice in the region by investigating the
perseverance of unregistered Muslim religious leaders despite the strict registration
requirements that originated in the 1940s.
Part III details the role(s) of the multitude of religious actors at the local and
national levels and how they are endeavoring to shape communities’ understanding/
practice of the religion alongside state policies towards Islam, and public receptions
of those policies. Chapter Seven, by focusing on the case of Kyrgyzstan, asserts how
the sources of religious authority have evolved and how these contending sources
have forged local spinoffs of Islam in the region. Chapter Eight points out the case of
Tajikistan to show how the government has failed to restrain the influential role played
by a number of non-state religious figures in fostering a national following through a
sort of historical lineage and/or economic achievements as their source of authority.
Chapter Nine, by centering on the case of Kyrgyzstan, shows how local informal ties
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and dispute-resolution mechanisms developed during Soviet times are instrumental
in safeguarding the legitimacy of local religious leaders while functioning as a natural
dispute-resolution mechanism between the community and the secular state.
Part IV reassesses the possible ramifications of transnational Islam on Central
Asia in terms of shaping the content of Central Asia’s Islamic revival and subsequent
state responses. Chapter Ten examines the aspirations of global Tablighi Jama’at in
Kyrgyzstan in terms of readjusting their strategy to the local environment. Consequently, the localization mechanisms empower the Jama’at to further beliefs and practices affiliated with scripture-based understandings of Islam. Chapter Eleven, equally, accentuates the pivotal role played by domestic actors in terms of adapting the
concepts/notions generated by transnational Islamic institutions to the local setting.
Chapter Twelve delves into the variety of motivations among young Tajiks to study
religion abroad, even though they may face more scrutiny by the state upon their return. The findings point to more tangible material gains than religiosity.
This edited volume is an exceptional addition vis-a-vis the study of Islam in Central Asia. It provides numerous insights into the ways Islamic ideology interacts with
society and the nation-state building efforts undertaken by countries of the region.
By doing so, the volume in question deepens the reader’s understanding of Islam
in Central Asia. The book has immense value for Central Asian studies, and it will
benefit academics and researchers as well as policymakers and students focusing on
Central Eurasia.
Cagri Erdem
Keimyung University
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