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Chiara Formichi explores the ways in which Islam and Asia have shaped
each other’s histories, societies, and cultures from the seventh century
to today. Challenging the assumed dominance of the Middle East in the
development of Islam, Formichi argues for Asia’s centrality in the
development of global Islam as a religious, social, and political reality.
Readers learn how and why Asia is central to the history of Islam, and
vice versa, considering the impact of Asia’s Muslims on Islam, how
Islam became an integral part of Asia, and its influence on local con-
ceptions of power, the sciences, arts, and bureaucracy. Grounding her
argument in specific case studies, Formichi ultimately concludes that
the existence of Islamized interactions across Asia have allowed for
multidirectional influences on Islamic practices and interpretations
throughout the Muslim world.
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New Approaches to Asian History

This dynamic new series publishes books on the milestones in Asian
history, those that have come to define particular periods or to mark
turning points in the political, cultural, and social evolution of the
region. The books in this series are intended as introductions for stu-
dents to be used in the classroom. They are written by scholars whose
credentials are well-established in their particular fields and who have,
in many cases, taught the subject across a number of years.

A list of books in the series can be found at the end of the volume.
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Preface

This book offers a transregional approach to the intersection of Islam and
developments in other spheres of the human experience across Asia.
Here Asia is broadly conceptualized as the territorial expanse from the
Mediterranean to the Pacific; and although I include recurrent references
to the “greater Middle East region” as “West Asia,” the main focus of
this book lies with the lands beyond the Oxus/Amu Darya river — in
cruder terms, all that lies east of contemporary Iran.

My primary interest is in offering the big picture of how and why Asia
beyond the Oxus/Amu Darya river is central to the history of Islam, and
vice versa. The materials presented cover a vast territory and a wide
chronological span, during which these lands saw many social, religious,
economic, and political transformations; any one reader is likely to think
that something is missing, but I had no intention of achieving encyclo-
pedic coverage. As I endeavored to capture the interplay of these changes
across time and space, offering selected but rich and detailed examples,
the main narrative threads are thematic, secondarily bounded by tem-
poral considerations, with an evident bias toward the late modern and
contemporary eras. In terms of geography, the “units” of reference
necessarily fluctuate, depending on the historical period of analysis,
ranging from transregional bird’s-eye views of “Asia” to patchwork colo-
nial possessions and clearly defined nation-states. Because the primary
lens of each chapter is thematic, most chapters address a selection of
locales, depending on what I saw as most illustrative of the matter at
hand, and sometimes also to provide some degree of continuity across
chapters. Hence, whereas I have attempted a balanced coverage of Asia’s
subregions — defined as Central, South, East, and Southeast — with
relevant references to the Muslim Mediterranean, this book is by no
means a complete survey of “Islam” in each and every polity/nation in
“Asia.” Similarly, not all themes could be addressed to the same depth.
I have tended to favor political history, with a nod to intellectual and
social phenomena, but — for example — issues of race and racialization of
Islam are not addressed in a systematic fashion, and imperialism only

xiii
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Xiv Preface

takes a background role; much to my regret I was not able to include a
fair elaboration of the impact of Islam (and Europe, in fact) on renegoti-
ation of traditionally fluid sexual identities, but the role of women is
integrated into the narrative through most chapters.

The theoretical contribution of this book is in its approach, in its
endeavor to bring together two fields that have rarely (and only recently)
spoken to each other — namely Islamic Studies and Asian Studies, as
addressed in Chapter 9 — and to present an interwoven history that gives
each of these two subjects due consideration. Hence, while this takes the
form of a “history book,” written by a historian for readers interested in
understanding the historical trajectories of Islam across the Asian
expanse from the seventh century onwards, the methodology deployed
has more affinity with the field of “Area Studies,” which I see as deeply
rooted in and committed to multi-disciplinarity. The scholarship this
book is grounded in, and the materials used throughout, hail from the
“traditional” field of history as well as the fields of anthropology, archae-
ology, history of art and architecture, religious studies, political sciences,
cultural studies, and more.

Beyond this theoretical intervention in the study of Islam and Asia,
I intend for this volume to be accessible, useful to teachers and students
at all levels, scholars of global history, and lay readers. Related to this
intention was my choice not to delve too deeply into scholarly debates
and theoretical approaches specific to any given subtopic addressed in
the book. The “Further Reading” sections that conclude each chapter
are curated lists of classic or recent scholarly works that can help readers
further explore both the debates I tangentially touch upon and the details
of the subject matter.

The book can be read from cover to cover, or one could pick sections
through the book to follow the history of Islam in a specific subregion of
Asia; individual chapters could be extracted from the book as inserts in a
variety of syllabi, or a lecturer could offer any chapter’s opening image
and related text as a starting point for their own class. In whichever way
you peruse this volume, I hope it will enhance your understanding of how
and why Islam and Asia have been two intersecting subjects for the past
1,400 years.
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Note on Transliteration and Foreign Terms

This book covers a wide geographical, linguistic, and historical span. In
an attempt to bridge accuracy and accessibility, I have opted for a single
(simplified) approach to the transliteration of “Islamic” terms. There are
no diacritic marks. I have avoided placing an “h” at the end of words that
in Arabic terminate with a ta marbuta (hence, da’wa, not da’wah), and
I have not differentiated between ‘ayn and hamza, both being rendered
with an apostrophe. I have compressed all regional variations into one
consistent rendering (hence, the Indo-Malay term dakwa has become
da’wa), making exceptions for quoted materials. Words that have entered
the English language have been rendered in their English form, without
italicization. All dates are indicated in the Common Era calendar.
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Map 6 Asia in the age of Empires (1914)
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Map 7 Contemporary Asia
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