
The coming of Islam to the silk road overturned the old political institutions of the region and in the process facilitated the transmission of ideas from all corners of their empire and beyond.  While many old ideas and institutions were discarded, often ones that ran contrary with the political organization of the Caliphate, the new power absorbed, modified, and spread traditions from throughout the Middle East and Central Asia to create a new composite culture.


Initially the expansion of the Muslim Caliphate was divorced from the expansion of Islam the religion.  This tolerance for the continued traditions of the Middle East and Central Asia allowed aspects of the pre-Islamic cultures to be disseminated and transformed throughout the world united by the Caliphate.  To take the example of silks, one can see how various regional styles continued to exist under the Caliphate and were even spread to other places in the empire.  The variety of silk styles available to the Muslim world can be seen in the different terms of silk used during the Caliphate.  There are distinct terms such as 'buzyūn or rūmī' for silk of the Byzantine style, 'qabati' for Coptic silks, and 'kamķha' for several varieties of Chinese silks (Xinru 162).  Coptic silks and textiles in particular show how an originally Christian industry was first merely taxed by the Caliphate, but later became increasingly Muslim in features.  We know that until the reign of Abdal Malik (685-705 AD) Egyptian textiles contained inscriptions honoring the Christian Trinity because he ordered them to stop this during his reign (Xinru 144).  At least initially there were fairly lax restrictions on religious symbolism from other faiths.  This tolerance gave pre-Islamic traditions times to be absorbed into the new culture.  Other non-Islamic traditions continued in Egypt despite increasing pressure to conform to mainstream Islam.  Despite increasing opinion against portraying human and animal figures in art “animal motifs appear in the textiles found in the [Nile] delta region under the Fatamids” (Xinru 146).  Outside what could be called the 'Islamic Culture' local traditions were allowed to persist.  We also see blends of the local animal figures and more stereotypical Arabic floral designs under the Fatamids such as an 11th century wood panel featuring two horses surrounded by a floral motif (Art of the Fatamid Period).  We can also see changes in dying practices because of the Arabic hegemony over the eastern trade routes.  Lac-dye, a red coloring, became used more for cloth dying as trade routes to its source, India, became safer and more unified under the Arab Caliphate (Xinru 161).  As the eastern trade routes shifted they gained more importance in the western terminus because of the new empire uniting much of the silk road.  Dyes were not the only or even most significant eastern import during the rise of Islam.


This history of paper in the Muslim world is a good example of a technology, acquired by the silk road, that was absorbed into the culture of the Muslim world at large.  It would appear that paper-making made its way to Central Asia only with the coming of the Umayyad armies.  In the 11th century 'Abd al-Malik al-Tha'alibi reported that the secret of paper making was introduced to the Muslim world after the defeat of the Tang dynasty at Talas in 751 (Bloom).  If the story is true it would show one impact of the presence of Arab armies in Central Asia that changed the relationship between the region and China proper.  Only now was there a large, unified force in Central Asia that could compete with China in ways not possible under the fragmented states of Transoxiana.  The military power allowed certain secrets to be transferred over the silk road that the Chinese may not have been willing to give up by more peaceable means.  Even is the story is apocryphal paper spread widely enough through the Caliphate that “by the reign of the Abbasid caliph Harun al-Rashid (786-809), enough paper was available in Baghdad for bureaucrats to use it for record keeping instead of papyrus and parchment” (Bloom).  Paper making outside of China is in essence a feature of the Muslim culture that spread throughout the Old World.  It allowed a cheap and convenient way to organize an empire and as seen above, keep records. We know from al-Tha'alibi that in the 11th century “paper [was] among the specialties of Samarkand, and it looks better and is more supple, more easily handled, and more convenient for writing than papyrus and parchment” (Bloom).  Since there is no evidence of paper production in Samarkand before the advent of Islam it can be assumed that paper making was a new institution that was able to flourish in its new home, as transmitted by Islamic culture.


The availability of paper as a medium for writing facilitated the rise of the great tradition of Muslim intellectuals.  While the paper they wrote on was an invention of China, their ideas were influenced from other extremes of the silk road such as Greece and India.  The adoption of the Indian numeral system for counting is a simple example of how a pre-Islamic, foreign idea can be taken by the Muslim world, spread and then used to synthesize ideas new to the world.  The process represents the cosmopolitan nature of the intellectual culture of the 'Abasid world.  The number system originated in India and while we call them 'Arabic numerals' in Arabic they are known are 'Indian numerals' (Arabic Numerals).  This new method of manipulated numbers was then used by Muslim scholars as Abu Ja'far Muhammad Ibn Musa al-Khwarizmi, who as his name suggests was from Khwarizm, but was active in Baghdad.  Al-Khwarizmi then used this system to “[begin] using the zero as a place-holder, paving the way for the development of the decimal system” (Al-Khwarizmi).  In the course of this development there is an Indian number system, taken by a Central Asian whose first language was probably a Persian language, who by virtue of the common language of Arabic was able to formulate new mathematical concepts thousands of miles away in Baghdad.  Intellectual currents did not come only from the east, but were also taken from the Greco-Roman world to the east to a degree that had not occurred since Alexander the Great.  Under the 'Abassids a group of Aristotelians (called masha'i) flourished and were even patronized by Caliphs such as al-Ash'ari (Frye 160).  The adoption of Greek philosophies into an Islamic context is of itself fairly impressive.  It demonstrates the openness of the Muslim intellectual elite.  What makes it more or a feat is the wide range throughout the Muslim world that it  spread.  The major compendium of masha'i philosophy was not written in Syria or 'Abasid Anatolia, someplace close to the origins of the philosophy, but by Abu 'Ali Sina, an Iranian born near Bukhara (Frye 160).  This further shows the geographic and ethnic boundaries that were crossed as a result of the Caliphate.


Al-Kwarizmi's case was not unique, rather it is representative of the diverse influences that were linked by this new Arabic-speaking intelligentsia.  Even in the face of the rising influence of Persian as a language of literature many of the scholars of the Islamic world held on to Arabic as a means to unite the community.  Many of these scholars found themselves defending the use of a foreign tongue against such local languages as Persian; al-Biruni claimed that “the beauties of the Arabic language penetrated the very blood of those who learned it, even though they considered their own native language highly” (Frye 232).  Though there had been many empires to straddle the east-west corridor of the silk road, none were able to forge a unified language to facilitate communication between the diverse areas to the degree that the Umayyad and 'Abasid Calipates did.


The spread of Islam created a unifying idiom for a very diverse area.  They provided a medium for the exchange of ideas in ways that had never before been possible.  The tolerance and even patronage of foreign ideas under the Caliphates and subsequent dynasties promoted the dissemination of new technologies and thoughts that both allowed pre-Islamic traditions to continue and radically changed the cultural landscape of the silk road.

