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ISLAMISATION ON THE IRANIAN
PERIPHERY: NASIR-I KHUSRAW AND
ISMAILISM IN BADAKHSHAN

Daniel Beben

IT HAS LONG BEEN recognised in the scholarship on Islamisation that Muslim gover-
nors and administrators in Iran and Central Asia under the early caliphate, with few
exceptions, displayed little interest in instigating mass conversion to Islam. As research
by Wilferd Madelung, Patricia Crone and others has demonstrated, the cause of mass
conversion was taken up more directly by the early Islamic sectarian movements, who
sought out new converts to their causes among non-Arab populations and who often
combined their religious appeal with various political objectives in opposition to the
caliphate.! The competitive nature of these movements contributed in no small part to
rapid Islamisation in the Iranian world from approximately the mid-second century of
the Hijra onwards. Yet while many of these movements disappear from the sources in
subsequent centuries, the populations among which they once held sway, by and large,
retained an attachment to Islam.

In this chapter, I propose to tackle a number of methodological concerns regarding
the study of Islamic sectarian movements as agents of religious conversion as well as
the evaluation of their long-term relevance and consequences for the broader process
of Islamisation.? I examine this question through a case study of the Shi‘i Ismaili
community of the highland Badakhshan region of Central Asia, a historical province
encompassing the mountainous districts of present-day north-eastern Afghanistan
and eastern Tajikistan, along with bordering areas of northern Pakistan and north-
western China (Figure 16.1). I focus particularly on the role of the eleventh-century
Persian poet, philosopher and Ismaili missionary Nasir-i Khusraw, who is widely
credited today with the introduction of Ismaili Shiism to this region. Through an
analysis of a range of sources examining the legacy of Nasir-i Khusraw, as well as the
broader array of literature on conversion within the Ismaili tradition, I argue that the
idealised conception of religious conversion derived from this literature is untenable
as a historical explanation. In its place, I propose a new framework for understanding
the long-term significance of Ismaili and other ‘sectarian’ missionary activity, which
measures their impact not merely through the ‘success’ of their particular communal
interpretation of Islam, but rather through their contribution to the broader process
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of Islamisation. In pursuing this argument, I stress a fundamental distinction between
‘conversion’ as a more immediate and individual shift in religious adherence and
‘Islamisation’ as a broader and more gradual process of social change. While the
main significance of Nasir-i Khusraw’s career has been most commonly assigned to
the former category, rather I find that it is the latter category, namely his contribution
to the process of Islamisation, which should rightly be considered his most notable

legacy in Central Asia.

Scate 110,300,00

Sources for the Study of Conversion in the Ismaili Tradition

Scholarship on Ismaili history has rightly emphasised the centrality of missionary
activity in the development and propagation of the tradition. From an early period,

(eds), Islamic Central Asia: An

2]
= ‘}’; and especially under the leadership of the Fatimid imam-caliphs in Egypt in the tenth
< S and eleventh centuries, the Ismailis pursued a vigorous agenda of expansion and
g So propagation of the tradition, pursuing converts from among both Muslim and non-
H o Muslim populations. This effort was carried out under the guidance of what was, at
° § § least in theory, a centrally controlled and hierarchical missionary institution known
TR as the da‘wa, or ‘summons’.’ In the early Fatimid era, the Ismaili da ‘wa obtained
—H g success in such far-flung regions as Yemen, the Sind region of the Indian subconti-
O ,_-E nent, the Caucasus, as well as, at least for a short while, Samanid Central Asia. Yet

while the inner workings of the Fatimid-era da ‘wa and its theoretical elaborations
have been the subject of some attention in scholarship, our understanding of the
broader historical process of conversion within the Ismaili tradition remains regret-
fully underdeveloped.

Our understanding in this regard is hampered in large measure by the nature of
our sources. Until fairly recently, scholars were almost entirely dependent on heresio-
graphical literature for reconstructing the history of sectarian movements and groups
such as the Ismailis.* By their very nature, such texts displayed an acute awareness of
distinctions between Islamic communities. Furthermore, great attention is given in
these sources to the role of individual agents and doctrines, while providing at best
an unclear or exaggerated account of the geographical distribution and prevalence
of the groups under consideration. Consequently, while the heresiographical sources
may provide some filtered indication of the beliefs and doctrines of a various group,
they remain insufficient for understanding the true extent or social prevalence of these
communities. Historical chronicles, for their part, generally speak of the Ismailis and
similar groups only once they have reached a critical mass and become an irritation
to the ruling elite, often giving little indication of the internal workings of these com-
munities or how they came to exist in the first place.

Ismaili sources, on the other hand, present their own set of problems and chal-
lenges. While the Ismaili tradition has left a rich body of doctrinal and theological
writings, these sources generally present only limited and largely incidental references
to the historical development of the community. Above all, the bulk of the communal
lore regarding the conversion and foundation of the community is found within the
context of hagiographical accounts of its missionaries (da 7). Below I will explore fur-
ther the question of conversion as it is presented in the hagiographical accounts of the

two leading da s of the Persian Ismaili tradition, namely Nasir-i Khusraw and Hasan-i
Sabbah. Yet despite the prevalence of these works within the literary tradition of the

Copyright © 2009 Ron Sela
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Ismailis, on account of their ‘legendary’ character their study has remained largel
neglected within the scholarship of Ismaili studies. 5

In the absence of more ‘reliable’ internal Ismaili sources concerning the historical
spread of the community, scholars have come to rely upon another body of work for
‘clues. to thfe f.unction of the da ‘wa. Among the aforementioned body of doctrinal writ-
ings is a distinct genre of works dealing with conversion and serving as manuals for
the conduct of the Ismaili da ‘wa. One of the earliest texts dealing with the topic of
conversion within the Ismaili tradition is the Kitab al-‘Alin: wa’l-Ghulam (The Book
of the Master and the Disciple) of Ja‘far b. Mansur al-Yaman (d. before 95 7), son of
the r‘enowned da 7 Ibn Hawshab ‘Mansur al-Yaman’, who is credited with th:e intro-
ducthn of the Fatimid dz ‘wa to Yemen. The Kitab al-‘Alim wa’l-Ghulam presents a
par.adlgmatic model of conversion within the Ismaili tradition as illustrated through a
series of extended Socratic dialogues between spiritual seekers and their instructgrs d
The model of conversion that emerges from this text is one entailing an extensiv.e
process of personal search, individual instruction and mentorship, as well as gradated
levels of initiation. ’ ©

This same model of individual conversion is presented in an early eleventh-cen-
tury da .‘wa manual composed by the Iranian da 7 Ahmad b. Ibrahim Naysaburi. The
emp}.las1s of this work is on the duties and obligations of the da 7, who is expect.ed to
be pious, humble, educated in a vast array of sciences and disciplines, skilled in the
management of money, proficient in the etiquette of debate and diplomacy, and of
noble lineage. As to the process of the initiation of a novice (mustajib) into th:e secrets
of the faith, the author writes:

That he. knows the objective of the novice and has investigated his purpose
in entering the religion, and what caused it, is indispensable. If his goal was
otl}er Fhan God, he should not be administered the oath of covenant. If his
objective was God and religion, let the da % first break him down and extir-
pate those notions he previously upheld, his prior beliefs having then become™
0 thoroqghly destroyed he no longer has an argument in their favor . .,
Shower him with arguments, as the sacrificial animal is not slaughtered until
it has been watered. Then, when he has been broken down and wants to take
the oath, the rule is to take it of him after he has fasted for three days .
TheFeaftqr, if the covenant and the pledge is sure, he begins to educate t};(;
novice with the sciences, to ground him firmly in the fundamentals in their
proper order, not to overly burden him at the state and thus cause him to
mix them up . . . The da i should know that, if once having taken the noble
oath from him, the da subsequently does not educate him and firmly fix the

g g

The: process of conversion described in these works is intensely personal and extraordi-
n‘anly labour-intensive, hardly suitable to the type of mass or community-level conyer-
sion that would explain the extensive and enduring presence of Ismaili communities
found in Badakhshan or in other areas today.

Another body of material that has been taken as a source for understanding the
phenomenon of conversion to Ismailism are the biographical and autobiographical
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narratives of Ismaili converts. Among this group are included the two most renowned
da s of the Persian Ismaili tradition, Nasir-i Khusraw and Hasan-i Sabbah, both of
whom found their way to Ismailism after having been born and raised in different
Muslim traditions.” While the original autobiography of Hasan-i Sabbah does not
survive, sources quoting from it preserve an account of his conversion at the hands of

o= &

an otherwise unknown da 7 named Amira Darrab:®

I held to the faith of my forefathers, the faith of the Ithna‘ashari Shi‘a. In Rayy
there was an individual named Amira Darrab, who was of the faith of the Bati-
nis [Ismailis] of Egypt. We constantly used to debate with one another. He used
to denigrate my faith, but I would not submit. However, those words took root
in my heart. At that time, a frightful illness took over and I thought to myself:
“That is the true faith, and because of my great stubbornness I did not acknowl-
edge it. If, heaven forbid, the promised hour should arrive, I would have died

without attaining the truth’.’

Following his initiation, Hasan’s training was continued by ‘Abd al-Malik b. ‘Attash,
the head of the Fatimid da ‘wa in Iran, who later brought Hasan to Cairo. Hasan later
returned to his homeland and in turn became the head of the Ismaili da ‘wa in Iran.

Nasir-i Khusraw, for his part, describes his conversion in two sources: his trav-
elogue (the Safar-nama) and in his so-called ‘Confessional Ode’. His Safar-nama in
fact mentions nothing directly of a conversion, but rather describes only the ‘midlife
crisis’ he encountered in the year 437/1045, on account of which he pledged to for-
swear drinking and to set out on the hajj.'® In addition, there is considerable reason
to question whether or not this portion of the Safar-nama is original to the text or
was included in the course of a later editing process, which appears to have largely
effaced any evident Ismaili elements from the text.!’ The main source, therefore, for
understanding Nasir-i Khusraw’s conversion is his famous gasida known commonly
as the ‘Confessional Ode’.** In common with the account of Hasan-i Sabbah’s con-
version, the ‘Confessional Ode’ relates Nasir-i Khusraw’s conversion as the outcome
of an extended process of personal search emerging from a deep spiritual yearning.
The text tells of Nasir’s travelling from city to city, speaking with sages of every faith
and sect in search of religious truth, and culminates with his pledge of allegiance at
the hand of his tutor, the renowned Iranian da T Mu’ayyad fi’l-Din al-Shirazi. Hence,
the conversion narratives associated with both Hasan-i Sabbah and Nasir-i Khusraw
present a model of conversion that broadly accords with the individualist paradigm
presented in the da ‘wa manuals. In modern scholarship on Ismailism, the conversion
narratives of these eminent converts have often been called upon, either explicitly or
implicitly, to serve as a paradigmatic model of conversion more broadly within the
Ismaili tradition, with little attention paid to the question of narrative agendas or
audience in these works."

Ismailism and Islamisation: Frameworks of Study

As T have outlined above, the emphasis placed in the Ismaili studies literature on the
agency of individual da7s and the centrality of personal conviction in the process of
conversion follows in large measure from an uncritical approach to this body of source
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maFerlal. But it also accords with a more long-standing trend in Western scholarshi
.dat'm.g back to the nineteenth century, which placed strong empbhasis on the rr? lpf
individual preachers and missionaries as agents of Islamisation. This emphasis en? e
from a _broader and well-worn conception in Western approaches to rgh' ion ofelfges
conversion ought to have occurred: as a product of direct contact with tl%e book acr)lvc‘i,

century historiography which, being rooted in a Protestant context and background,
Placed central emphasis on the role of personal faith and conviction, as well ; dfm ’
mtellect.ual engagement with scripture.’* The extrapolation of th’is conce a:i lfeC;
conversion to the Islamic world was reflected already over a century ago ingl"h(Z)rl .
Arnold’s survey of conversion to Islam, revealingly titled The Preacbii of Islamali
In one sense, Arnold’s work, with its emphasis on the spread of Islamgb o W;
exhort’atloq, repr.esented a major development from the notion of ‘conversi)c,)rll) bputﬁz
Zword s Wthl.l still dc?mmates many popular Western understandings of Islamisa)t’ion
A problem sﬁlill remains, however, in that both paradigms (conversion by the swor(i
dex(‘j;l; é)zfli; t.ng) take the process of conversion to be an essentially immediate and
Qven the nature and problems of our source material outlined above, it must b
admitted at the outset that a reconstruction of anything beyond the broad;st ) 1::15 :
of thf: actual process of conversion to Ismailism in Badakhshan, as with else:/hmes
rémains a near impossibility. Yet when examined in light of recént develo menter'e’
scholarshlp on conversion within the Islamic tradition, this enquiry ma alt) th ety
least provide some insight into the question of how this process did noz ha on 20
well as some possible hints at how it likely did happen. The emphasis on lzﬁen’ alls
qf the individual da 7 is, without a doubt, a necessary component of the e elro :
tion for the histprical process of conversion to Ismailism. Yet it remains insé%c%na-
for understanding the diffusion of Ismaili affiliation beyond the individual lewrit
to thf? communal or societal level. The importance of this is clearly evident l‘lle ,
examining the social reality of Ismailism today. Like Muslim communities the v Tg
over, adherence to Ismailism is found to be deeply embedded and intertwined \:’Z?;
§oc1a1 groups, communal structures and ethnic identities. This is particularly evid 1rt1
in Badakhsl'lan, where Ismailism over the course of centuries has become ne)a,lrl sen
onymous with a Pamiri ethnic identity, to the extent that there is almost a c'onr}; ly Itl-
overlap.t'oday between the prevalence of Ismailism and the linguistic commli)n(?te
of .Paml‘rl language speakers in the region. It is impossible to imagine that sul}}:
a situation could have emerged simply through a series of individual conversic
zi)(gerlel'lces; rather, to explain this phenomenon one must look towards a model ?)I}
fact:;i?::cl[ z:g :nfsr.ocess of social and cultural change, entailing a broader array of
Among the most fruitful lines of enquiry in the historical study of religious c
version, which has been particularly developed in recent years within tﬁe hist ori.
ography of medieval Christianity, is one that has sought to de-emphasise enti Orll-
the role of individual agents, focusing instead on conversion as a compl rec}i’
lengthy process of cultural shift. In particular, I would like to call at:tent}l?oCX I? .
to recent research on conversion to Christianity in Scandinavia, a region Ivlvh((:::,
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peripheral position within Christian Europe invites comparison with the position
of Badakhshan within the Islamicate world. In a recent study of the conversion of
Scandinavia, Anders Winroth describes the process of a Christianisation there as a
complex process of cultural, economic and political exchange, in which local rul-
ers and chieftains accepted Christianity as a means of boosting their own political
and economic positions.'¢ In this context, acceptance of Christianity was driven not
only by the persuasive arguments of missionaries, but also by the prestige of Chris-
tian literary culture and economy.'”

A comparable model has been proposed by Richard Eaton to account for the
Islamisation of the frontier regions of India through a process he terms ‘accretion and
reform’, or the ‘process whereby preliterate peoples on the ecological and political
frontier of an expanding agrarian society became absorbed into the religious ideology
of that society’.’® This framework likewise provides an insightful paradigm for under-
standing how the process of conversion to Islam may have unfolded in the Badakhshan
region. Within this process, consideration must be given to the attraction of Islam not
only from a strictly ‘religious’ perspective, but also as a cultural, economic and civili-
sational force. In addition, a number of studies have highlighted the role of merchants,
trade and patterns of economic exchange in the acculturation of frontier communities
to Islam.” Above all, consideration should be given to the prestige of Persian literary
culture, which often arrived as a companion to Islamisation. It is within this context
that we might see the greatest significance to Nasir-i Khusraw’s role in the Islamisa-
tion of Badakhshan, not merely as a preacher of a particular sectarian interpretation
of Islam, but, more importantly, as a purveyor of Persianate high culture. Nasir’s own
writings make it clear that it was his mastery of the literary sciences that drew the
attention of his patron in Badakhshan.”” He alludes repeatedly in his poetry to the
respect he earned there on account of his learning.”! Nasir is noteworthy for being
one of the earliest authors to conduct Islamic Neoplatonist philosophy in the Persian
language, but he is also notable for being the first individual known by name to have

composed writings in any language within Badakhshan. He is, therefore, an important
figure for the process of Islamisation in Badakhshan and for the related process of the
spread of Persianate high culture in the region.

Beyond these considerations, there remains the question of the much more mun-
dane and largely unquantifiable motivations that drove conversion at the local level.
One critical study in this regard, which has inexplicably remained largely overlooked
in the field of Ismaili studies, is an anthropological study by Robert Canfield explor-
ing religious identities among the Shi‘i Hazarahs of the Hindu Kush region, among
whose number are included both Ismaili and Ithna‘ashari communities.?” In this
work, Canfield explored the multidirectional phenomenon of conversion and reaffili-
ation between these two communities. Canfield finds that conversion in this context
emerges primarily as a result of intermarriage and economic considerations, as well
as an opportunity to escape internecine conflicts within a convert’s own commu-
nity. Yet instances of conversion based purely on belief or personal conviction find
little record in Canfield’s account. While recognising that it is impossible to base
assumptions regarding the wider phenomenon of conversion on a single case study,
Canfield’s survey nonetheless provides a plausible paradigm to explain instances of
religious conversion and communal reaffiliation in other historical contexts. Taken
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together, these considerations suggest that the paradigm of conversion found in the
Ismaili sources presents an idealised model that may indeed have been applicable in
a number of individual cases, but which is far from sufficient to explain the broader

phenomenon of conversion to Ismailism or its long-term implications for the process
of Islamisation.

Conversion to Ismailism in Central Asia

The enduring establishment of an Ismaili presence in the Badakhshan region was pre-
ceded by an earlier, and largely failed, effort launched by the Ismaili da ‘wa in Central
Asia in the Samanid era of the tenth century. The focus on individual conversion found
in the early da ‘wa manuals in fact appears to have largely defined this earlier phase of
Ismaili activity in Central Asia, in which conversion efforts were targeted chiefly at the
Samanid political elite. The elite emphasis of the da ‘wa in this period explains both the
prominence of the Ismailis in the Samanid-era sources as well as their lack of long-term
success, and hence serves as an illustration of why this model of conversion cannot
account for the later establishment of an enduring Ismaili presence in Badakhshan.?
From the start, the Ismaili da ‘wa in Central Asia, focused primarily on the conver-
sion of figures within the Samanid court, was intended to build strategic depth for the
Fatimid struggle against the Abbasid caliphate in the Near East. The Ismailis achieved
particular success during the reign of the Samanid amir Nasr II b. Ahmad (r. 914-43),
eventually leading, according to some sources, to the conversion of the amir himself.**
This fluorescence of the Ismaili da wa in Central Asia proved to be short-lived. A
violent repression of the Ismailis was led by Nast’s son, Nuh, who forced his father to
abdicate and reprimanded him for permitting the sect to flourish in his realm. A brief
reappearance of the Ismaili da ‘wa under Nuh’s son, Mansur I (r. 961-76), was met with
another violent repression, led by his governor of Khurasan, Abu’l-Hasan Muhammad
Simjuri. Following these assaults, according to Nizam al-Mulk, ‘there remained rot
a single Batini [Ismaili] in all of Khurasan and Central Asia. This group (madhbab)
disappeared entirely from the earth and not a single of its members remained.’”” It
would appear that Nizam al-Mulk’s boasting here was no mere hyperbole, as from
the late tenth century onwards the sources reveal no evidence for Ismaili activity in
Central Asia until the career of Nasir-i Khusraw nearly a century later. This hostility
towards Ismailism was perpetuated under Mansur’s son, Nuh II, who, among other
measures, patronised a Persian translation of the Hanafi tract al-Sawad al-A zam of
Abu’l-Qasim Ishaq Samarqandi, which sought to defend the creed of the Sunni ‘major-
ity’ against the Ismailis and other perceived heresies.?® Following the collapse of the
Samanid state, Fatimid missionary efforts shifted westwards to the Buyid territories of
Iraq and western Iran, where the da ‘wa was spearheaded by such prominent figures
as Mu’ayyad fi’l-Din al-Shirazi (d. 1078) and Hamid al-Din Kirmani (d. after 1020).
Generally speaking, the early efforts to propagate the Ismaili da ‘wa among political
elites in Central Asia in the tenth century appear to have had little long-term impact,
aside perhaps from a hardening of anti-Ismaili views among the Sunni scholars of
the region. The modern Ismaili presence in Central Asia, centred in the Badakhshan

region, owes its origins to a later period, bearing no connection with the earlier da ‘wa
efforts of the Samanid era.
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in the town of Khamdadh in the Wakhan region; . .
1tllll:eee centuries earlier by the Buddhist pilgrim Xuanzang, v;rxh%OdTe;cril;?Sr 61; :esii
Buddhist monastery featuring an adorned statue ;f (til?ii Budd al;lunit ;: reference &
‘ i i uddhist com
the Hudud al-‘Alam to an evidently prospenn% . v he heart
i th other evidence pointing
khshan in the late tenth century accords wi ' : .
SlfeB;i'iistfs:nce of active Buddhist communities in g;r;;t;ahAsm.l\;vellt Lr;t?ezlsii (I)srli:z?:;
3 Ibn Hawqal, writing aroun , describes  of
era.’! The geographer . ibes b e eliet
ithi f Badakhshan as the ‘realm o
Wakhan and Shughnan within the region o s the e ehat, by
ar al- 32 Hence, despite the scarcity of the sources, it secim
iﬁzrbil iknt;l’?zg of Nasii‘-i Khusraw’s career, Badakhshgn was still in the lcizarly slta%gi
of Isla%nisation, although parts of it had been nominally under Musiim rule

nearly three centuries.

Nasir-i Khusraw and the ‘Problem’ of Ismailism
on the Periphery

Nasir-i Khusrav'v’s own works leave little doubt of his strong intentions to.prbq?l:itf}?gc;
the Ismaili da ‘wa in the name of the Fatimid imam of his time, Mustalndsu 1ear [;y
Yet his effort to implant Ismailism into the Badakhshan region would app
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all accounts to have been a largely abortive one. While he undoubtedly obtained a
number of converts to the Fatimid cause during his lifetime, including the Amir of
Yumgan, there is no record in the sources of an Ismaili community in the region that
sustained past his own lifetime. In fact, neither Ismaili nor non-Ismaili sources make
any reference to an Ismaili presence in Badakhshan before the fifteenth century, by
which time the region had undergone a massive shift in the extent of its Islamisation
and in its cultural and political position within the Islamic world.** When Ismailism
does make an appearance in Badakhshan, it is within the context not of the Fatimid
Ismaili da ‘wa propounded by Nasir-i Khusraw, but rather the Nizari or ‘New’ Ismaili
da ‘wa linked with Hasan-i Sabbah. Rashid al-Din, in his account of Hasan-i Sab-
bah, explicitly mentions that, while Hasan was preceded in his mission by Nasir-i
Khusraw, ‘no success came to him’.*® Furthermore, the available evidence suggests
that the earliest establishment of Nizari Ismailism in Badakhshan was rooted in large
measure on the arrival there of Nizaris from surrounding areas of the Islamic world,
predominately Iran, many no doubt seeking refuge from the persecutions unleashed
under the Mongols. While a complete discussion of the actual process of the spread
of Ismailism in Badakhshan cannot be offered here, it suffices to mention that both
the manuscript record as well as oral histories preserved among Ismailis of the region
point to a significant migration of Ismailis from various localities in Iran to Badakh-
shan in the wake of the Mongol conquests. It was only gradually that in subsequent
centuries the Ismaili tradition came to enjoy a wider following among local popula-
tions in Badakhshan.

As I have outlined elsewhere, the earliest layer of Ismaili literature from Badakh-
shan displays little interest in the career of Nasir-i Khusraw.* Yet Nasir-i Khusraw
himself was not forgotten in Badakhshan; far from it. In the centuries following his
death in the late eleventh century, a wide array of reports and legends began to circu-
late concerning him, first in oral tradition and then in textual form beginning in the
thirteenth century, What is most remarkable about this body of legendary biographi-
cal material is that it demonstrated an almost complete effacement of Nasir’s status as
an Ismaili da 7, and instead reshaped his biography as one of a Sufi ascetic and holy
man. In particular, Nasir’s shrine in Yumgan became the recipient of patronage by
Sunni rulers as early as the fourteenth century, who lauded Nasir as a saint and as a
fellow Sunni in their endowments.’” Hence, while it is evident that Nasir-i Khusraw
had an enormous impact upon the religious and cultural history of Badakhshan, it is
not clear that this impact was felt primarily through his propagation of Ismailism in
the region; rather, his broader legacy in the region should be seen as akin to that of a
‘patron saint’, whose arrival and burial in the region sanctified the land of Badakhshan
as sacred space. The subsequent ‘adoption’ of Nasir-i Khusraw as the founding figure
of the Badakhshani Ismaili community emerges not from a direct historical connection
between this community and his career, but rather appears to have emerged as part of
a later effort by Ismaili authors of the region to nativise the tradition within the local
religious environment.

There is also a broader question that should be taken into consideration here:
in what sense can we speak of the proliferation of a discrete ‘Ismaili’ identity in
a context such as eleventh-century Badakhshan? To put the question more gener-
ally, do such intra-communal or ‘sectarian’ Islamic identities have any cogency in a
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predominately non-Muslim or newly Isla{nising environment? To af s1grn£1clircl;
degree, our ability to answer such questions 1s hampered by the pattlllre o (iu source
material. As noted above, our information on Bada:khsh'an in the egr;r s
period is limited almost entirely to the slim notices given in geographlcba fsour::ie's,
which provide only the roughest outline of the copfe'ssmr.lal situation to i ount Si:;
the region. Non-Muslim sources that might offer insight into perceptions by 0111 ¢
ers of Muslim sectarian identities are relatively rare for Central Asia 1glgir;er;1 R at nd
virtually non-existent for Badakhshan. The eaFllest such record avafl 1?/1 e oIr)OIO
period following the career of Nasir-i Khusraw is the travel account o arcoC h'na’
who passed through the Wakhan Corridor ar01.n‘1d-1274 on his )ourney;1 t}?‘ i k
Polo is renowned for his accounts of the Ismailis in ‘the Ngar ,East arcl1 : 1; l;vo:) _
played a major role in introducing the legenfis of the ‘Assassins’ to medicva % urto
pean readers.®® Given his clear fascination with .the Ism'al'hs, one may fl:)fgct ;rrtl o
have reported on even a hint of membgs of this sect living in (lllfentrlvall N smr.ne teand
reports only that Badakhshan is ‘inhablt‘ed by people who worship Ma o(in rand
have a peculiar language’, with no mention of the dreac!ed As.sassms resi mgih e
region.”” His mention of the ‘peculiar lapguage’ of the 1r.1hab1tants suggests ?d he
is most likely referring to the sarlne Pamiri peoples who in later centuries wou
i i ified as Ismailis. ' ‘
unn'll“lﬁzallz.iltlgfljftr;ﬁtion given in the sources to sec'tarian. distinci.:ions may 1tsetllf point
to a certain reality of religious life on the Islamic periphery, in \"Vth}l’ll such mIt\II'a;
communal distinctions lose their cogency in .the face of contact Wlth the ot er.t. oS
unexpectedly, the writings produced by‘religlous Fommumtxqs, Wlth t}fare el?(cif)[; sl(i?ai
frequently display a lack of concern for mter.nal d1ffereqce§ Wlthll'n oI er ;e ig ous tra.
ditions, instead ascribing to them an essentially mf)nohthlc reality. In the cot text of
a frontier zone such as pre-Mongol Badakhshan, in v.vhlcl} M.ush'ms 1ntecrlac E
non-Muslims far from the watchful eye of formal religious institutions arll1 ot ber c:rr:;
tres of power, it is not difficult to imagine that' sgch.perceptxons Ilnay 'avletheflothe
reified to a degree, in which intra-communal d}stlnCUOns became esfs v1t'<;1 ba the
broader distinction of Muslim versus non-Mushrp..Furtl‘lermore, we face t el‘ r<c)1a. e
question of how a self-conscious ‘Ismaili’ or “Shi‘l’ 1dent1ty could be. f'ully f‘el? 1s<131 Slgai
predominately non-Muslim or newly Islamising en‘vuzonrr.lent. Ismalhsrrkll, il eta ret; :
traditions, is at heart an interpretation of Islam, d{stlngpls.lrled from olt er in er;l)1 ni
tions primarily by the question of religious authority yvxthm the Mus 1mhcor}?m .ntgf:
But this is a distinction that becomes relevant largely in engagement with other 1
m.
pregilgvr:agfnljlg?lt it mean for a Muslim in a context such as ele\fenth-cle(;ltury Baéla;;
khshan to identify himself or herself as an ‘Ismal!f? I argue that it wmi _melan; ﬁf;st
and foremost, to be a Muslim. While this assertion may appear tautologica aences
glance, it holds significant implications for understant‘:h'ng the lq?g-t}:frxp coriiseqtlilon "
of religious conversions attributed to agents of Isrpalllsm. Whl‘e the ;ntro ucf fon of
Ismailism into Badakhshan has generally been considered the primary eglr:tcyfc;I :
i Khusraw in the region, I contest that it would be more proper to speak o asutlas
an agent not only of ‘Ismailisation’, but also more broadly, a.nd lInore 1mportasrz (},’Z‘
of Islamisation. By use of the term ‘agent’ he're I donotmeanint fe‘narrqw sens o
the direct propagation of Islam, but rather in the broader sense of ‘opening up
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Badakhshan region to Islam and the cultural force of Persianate Islamic civilisation.
Hence Nasir-i Khusraw’s most important contribution to the Islamisation of Badakh-
shan should be seen not in the ephemeral realm of individual conversions, but rather
in his role as a facilitator of the long-term process of acculturation that marked the
course of Islamisation in the region.

The fruition of this process of acculturation and Islamisation also enabled
the emergence, in later centuries, of a distinct Ismaili identity in the Badakhshan
region. Notably, it is only in the Timurid era, by which time the region had become
decisively integrated into the broader religious and cultural framework of Per-
sianate Islamic society, that the sources first take note of the presence of Ismailis
in Badakhshan, who are portrayed as instigators of a series of uprisings against
Timurid rule.®’ At first glance, these revolts may appear simply as acts of resistance
on the part of mountain communities to the tax collectors and forces of cultural
assimilation of the agrarian-based Timurid state. Yet what is noteworthy about
the accounts of these revolts is the fact of their expression within the idiom of the
Islamic tradition. Accordingly, the flourishing of a ‘heretical’ variant of Islam in
the Badakhshan region in the form of Ismailism may itself be seen as an outcome
of the Islamisation of that society. Hence, while Nasir-i Khusraw may have offered
only a relatively minor direct contribution to the spread of Ismailism in Badakh-
shan, his contribution to the process of Islamisation, in the long term, proved to be
far more decisive for the later success of the Ismaili tradition in its establishment
in the region.

The fate of Nasir-i Khusraw’s legacy in Badakhshan bears comparison with
those of Ismaili da ‘7s in other areas, who have similarly seen their legacies diffused
among a wider array of interpretations of Islam. In particular, we may point to
the example of several renowned da7s within the South Asian Ismaili tradition,
such as Pir Sadr al-Din and Pir Shams al-Din, who are widely credited with the
conversion of many Hindus to Ismailism within the Sind region of South Asia.*
While the sources are clear that both figures, like Nasir-i Khusraw, were commis-
sioned as Ismaili da‘7s by the imams, in the centuries following their deaths their
legacies came to enjoy wide followings among Sunni and Ithna‘ashari communi-
ties as well; their shrines, like that of Nasir-i Khusraw, remain in the keeping of
non-Ismailis to this day. Rather than examining such interpretations as ‘deviations’
from the original significance of these figures, it would be more productive-to view
the development of their legacies within the context of their role in the broader

process of Islamisation. The nature of the communal memory associated with these
individuals provides the clearest indication of how their significance was under-
stood within the communities targeted by their conversion efforts — as bearers not
of one particular interpretation of Islam, but rather of Islam itself. Consequently,
the legacies of these individuals present a case study for what might be seen, under
compatative examination, as a broader trend within the historical trajectories of
Islamising figures associated with other ‘sectarian’ traditions in the Muslim world.
A closer examination of these legacies and their evolution over time, as opposed
to the more limited scope of the successes attributed to the particular traditions

they represented, may provide firmer ground for an assessment of their long-term
significance for the history of Islamisation.
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Brill, 1873), p. 349.
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33. See Beben, ‘The Legendary Biographies of Nasir-i Khusraw’, pp. 74-99.

34. The Russian scholar Wladimir Ivanow was the first to speculate that the present-day Ismaili
community of Badakhshan may not be directly traceable to Nasir-i Khusraw; see Ivanow,
Problems in Nasir-i Kbusraw’s Biography, pp. 40-8. For a review of the sources on this
question see Beben, ‘The Legendary Biographies of Nasir-i Khusraw’, pp. 233-50.

35. Rashid al-Din, Jami ‘al-Tawarikh: Qismat-i Isma ‘tliyan, p. 76.

36. Beben, ‘The Legendary Biographies of Nasir-i Khusraw’, pp. 114-19.

37. For the texts of these endowments, see Khalilullah Khalili, “Yumgan wa Watha’ig-i Tarikhi
darbara-i Nasir- Khusraw’, Yaghma 20 (1967), pp. 438—42, 472-6; reprinted in his Yumgan:
Mazar-i Nasiri Khusraw dar Badakhshan, ed. ‘Inayatullah Shahrani (Delhi: Department of
Persian, Delhi University, 2000).

38. For his account of the Ismailis, see Marco Polo, The Book of Ser Marco Polo, the Venetian,
concerning the Kingdoms and Marvels of the East, trans. Henry Yule, 3rd edn, 2 vols (New
York: Scribner’s, 1903), vol. 1, pp. 139-48. On his contribution to medieval European
legends on the Ismailis, see Farhad Daftary, The Assassin Legends: Myths of the Ismailis
(London: I. B. Tauris, 1994), pp. 108-18.

39. Polo, Book of Ser Marco Polo, vol. 1, p. 157.

40. Beben, ‘The Legendary Biographies of Nasir-i Khusraw’, pp. 250-5.

41. On these figures, see Alj S, Asani, Ecstasy and Enlightenment: The Ismail; Devotional
Literature of South Asig (London: I. B. Tauris, 2002); Tazim R, Kassam, Songs of Wisdom
and Circles of Dance: Hymns of the Satpanth Isma iy Muslim Saint, Pir Shams (Albany:
State University of New York Press, 1995); Azim Nanji, The Nizari Ismaili Tradition in the
Indo-Pakistan Subcontinent (Delmar, NY: Caravan Books, 1978).
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