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ISLAMISATION ON THE IRANIAN 
PERIPHERY: NASIR-I KHUSRAW AND 

ISMAILISM IN BADAKHSHAN 

Daniel Behen 

I T 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 Wilford 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.1 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.2 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 hi~torical 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. 

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, 
and especially under the leadership of the Fatimid imam-caliphs in Egypt in the tenth 
and eleventh centuries, the Ismailis pursued a vigorous agenda of expansion and 
propagation of the tradition, pursuing converts from among both Muslim and non
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 
as the da 'wa, or 'summons'.3 In the early Fatimid era, the Ismaili da 'wa obtained 
success in such far-flung regions as Yemen, the Sind region of the Indian subconti
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.4 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 (dii 'ls). Below I will explore fur
ther the question of conversion as it is presented in the hagiographical accounts of the 
two leading dii 'i'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 
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Ismailis, on. a~count of their 'legendary' character their study has remained largely 
neglected within the scholarship of Ismaili studies. 

In the absence of more 'reliable' internal Ismaili sources concerning the historical 
spread of the co~unity, scholars have come to rely upon another body of work for 
~lues. to th~ f~nction of the da 'wa. Among the aforementioned body of doctrinal writ
mgs IS a d1stmct genre o.f .wo~ks dealing with conversion and serving as manuals for 
the con~uct ~f ~he Isma1li ~~ wa .. c;>ne .of the earliest texts dealing with the topic of 
conversion withm the Is~a.1h tradition is the Kitab al- 'Alim wa'l-Ghulam (The Book 
of the Master and the Disciple) of Ja'far b. Mansur al-Yaman (d. before 957) son of 
the ~enowned dii'~ I~n Ha~shab 'Mansur al-Yaman', who is credited with th~ intro
duct1~n of ~he Fat1mid da wa ~o Ye~e~. The Kitab al- 'Alim wa'l-Ghulam presents a 
pa~ad1gmat1c model of c~nve.rs1on w1thm the Ismaili tradition as illustrated through a 
senes of extended Soc~at1c dialogues between spiritual seekers and their instructors.s 
The model of convers10n t.hat. ~merg~s from this text is one entailing an extensive 
process ~f ?~rs?nal search, mdmdual mstruction and mentorship, as well as gradated 
levels of imt1at10n. 

This, same model of individual conversion is presented in an early eleventh-cen
tury da .wa ma.nual co~posed by t~e Iranian dii 'f Ahmad b. Ibrahim Naysaburi. The 
emp~as1s of this work IS on ~he duties and obligations of the dii 'f, who is expected to 
be pious, humble, educated m. a v~st array of sciences and disciplines, skilled in the 
manag~ment of money, proficient m ~h~ .eti.quette of debate and diplomacy, and of 
noble 1111:eage. As to the process of the m1tiation of a novice (mustajfb) into the secrets 
of the faith, the author writes: 

!hat he_ knows th~ ?bjective of the novice and has investigated his purpose 
m entermg the rehg10n, and what caused it, is indispensable. If his goal was 
ot~er ~han God, he should not be administered the oath of covenant. If his 
ob1ect1ve was God and religion, let the da 'i first break him down and extir
pate those notions he previously upheld, his prior beliefs having then become,,. 
so thoro~ghly. destroyed he no longer has an argument in their favor ... 
~hower 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, th.e rule is to take it of him after he has fasted for three days ... 
The~eaft~r, if the ~ovenant and the pledge is sure, he begins to educate the 
novice with the sciences, to ground him firmly in the fundamentals in their 
pr.oper order, not to overly burden him at the state and thus cause him to 
mix them up ... Theda 'i should know that, if once having taken the noble 
oath from him, .th~ da 'i.sub~equently does not educate him and firmly fix the 
fund~mental. prmc1ples m him, that da 'i is acting miserly with the knowledge 
that IS due htm.6 

Th~ process o~ conv~rsion described in these works is intensely personal and extraordi
~anly labour-mtens1ve? hardly suita.ble to the type of mass or community-level conver
sion t~at would explam the extensive and enduring presence of Ismaili communities 
found m Badakhshan or in other areas today. 

Another body of ma~erial that h~~ been taken as a source for understanding the 
phenomenon of conversion to Isma1hsm are the biographical and autobiographical 
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narratives of Ismaili converts. Among this group are included the two most renowned 
dii 'fs 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.7 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 
an otherwise unknown dii 'f named Amira Darrab:8 

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'.9 

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.10 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.11 The main source, therefore, for 
understanding Nasir-i Khusraw's conversion is his famous qasida known commonly 
as the 'Confessional Ode' .12 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 dii 'f 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.13 

Ismailism and Islamisation: Frameworks of Study 
-

As I have outlined above, the emphasis placed in the Ismaili studies literature on the 
agency of individual dii 'fs 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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ma~erial. But it also ~ccords with a more long-standing trend in Western scholarship, 
~at~n~ back to the nmeteenth century, which placed strong emphasis on the role of 
mdlVldual preachers and missionaries as agents of Islamisation. This emphasis emerges 
from a ?roader and well-worn conception in Western approaches to religion of how 
conversion ought to have occurred: as a product of direct contact with the book and 
the mess_engers of the book. This framework for understanding religious conversion 
entered mto academic discourse within the Anglo-German tradition of nineteenth
century historiograph~ which, being rooted in a Protestant context and background, 
?laced central emphasis on the role of personal faith and conviction, as well as direct 
mtellect_ual engagemen~ with scripture.14 The extrapolation of this conception of 
conversion to the Islamic world was reflected already over a century ago in Thomas 
Arnold's survey of conversion to Islam, revealingly titled The Preaching of Islam. 1s 
In one s~nse, Arnold's work, .with its emphasis on the spread of Islam by popular 
exhor~at10°:, rep~esente~ a ma1or development from the notion of 'conversion by the 
sword , which still dommates many popular Western understandings of Islamisation. 
A problem s~ll remains, however, in that both paradigms (conversion by the sword 
versus preaching) take the process of conversion to be an essentially immediate and 
decisive event. 

Given the nature and problems of our source material outlined above it must be 
admitted at the outset that a reconstruction of anything beyond the broad~st outlines 
of the actual process of conversion to Ismailism in Badakhshan as with elsewhere 
remains a. near impossi.bility .. Y~t when examined in light of rec;nt developments i~ 
scholarship on con~er~10n ~1thm the Isl~mic tradition, this enquiry may at the very 
least provide som~ ms1g?t mto the question of how this process did not happen, as 
well as some possible hmts at how it likely did happen. The emphasis on the role 
~f the indivi~ual ~ii "i is, without a doubt, a necessary component of the explana
t10n for the historical process of conversion to Ismailism. Yet it remains insufficient 
for understanding the diffusion of Ismaili affiliation beyond the individual level 
to th~ ~ommunal .or soc~etal level. The importance of this is clearly evident whe~ 
exammrng the social reality of Ismailism today. Like Muslim communities the world 
over, adherence to Ismailism is found to be deeply embedded and intertwined within 
~ocial groups, communal structures and ethnic identities. This is particularly evident 
m Badakhs~an, wher~ ~smail.is1? ov~r the course of centuries has become nearly syn
onymous with a Pamm ethmc identity, to the extent that there is almost a complete 
overlap. t.oday between the p~evalence of Ismailism and the linguistic community 
of ~ami.n language speakers m the region. It is impossible to imagine that such 
a situation could have emerged simply through a series of individual conversion 
experiences; rather, to explain this phenomenon one must look towards a model of 
conversion as a process of social and cultural change, entailing a broader array of 
factors and agents. 

~mong t?e most fruitful li~es of enquiry in the historical study of religious con
vers10n, which has been particularly developed in recent years within the histori
ography of ~e~~val Christianity, is. one that has sought to de-emphasise entirely 
the role of md1vidual agents, focusmg instead on conversion as a complex and 
lengthy process of cultural shift. In particular, I would like to call attention here 
to recent research on conversion to Christianity in Scandinavia, a region whose 
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peripheral position within Christian Europe invites comparison with the p~sition 
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 pr~cess of cultural, economic and political exchan?e, in ~hich loca~ :ul
ers and chieftains accepted Christianity as a means of boos~1~g t~eir own ~oht1cal 
and economic positions. 16 In this context, acceptance of Chnst1amty w~s dnven n.ot 
only by the persuasive arguments of missionaries, but also by the prestige of Chns-
. l" 1 d 17 tian 1terary cu ture an 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 ter1?s 'accretio°: ~nd 
reform', or the 'process whereby preliterate peoples on th.e ecolog1c~l .and _political 
frontier of an expanding agrarian society became absorbed mto the rehg10us ideology 
of that society' .18 This framework likewise provides an insightful p~radigm for under
standing how the process of conversion to Islam may have unfolded m ~he Badakhshan 
region. Within this process, consideration must be given to the attract10n ?f Isla~ °:~t 
only from a strictly 'religious' perspective, but also as a cultural, economic and civ1h
sational force. In addition, a number of studies have highlighted the ro~e of mercha_n~s, 
trade and patterns of economic exchange in the acculturation of.frontier c~mm~mtles 
to Islam.19 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 w; might see the greatest significance to Nasir-i Khusraw's rol: in. the Islami_sa
tion of Badakhshan, not merely as a preacher of a pa_rticular .sectarian mterp~~tat1on 
of Islam, but, more importantly, as a purveyor of Pers1anate high culture. Nasir sown 
writings make it clear that it was his mastery of the literary sci~nce.s that drew the 
attention of his patron in Badakhshan.20 He alludes repeatedly m his poetry to ~he 
respect he earned there on account of his learning.21 N~sir is. notewor.thy for be~ng 
one of the earliest authors to conduct Islamic Neoplatomst philosophy m the Persian 
language, but he is also notable for being the first individu~l known by nan:ie to have 
composed writings in any language within Badakhshan. He 1s, 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 regio:°. . 

Beyond these considerations, there remarns the question of ~he much more mun
dane and largely unquantifiable motivations that drove conv~rs10n at the local level. 
One critical study in this regard, which has inexplicably remamed largely overlooked 
in the field of Ismaili studies, is an anthropological study by Robert Can~eld explor
ing religious identities among the Shi'i J:I~zarahs of t?e Hi~du Kush r.e?1o~I amo°:g 
whose number are included both Isma1h and Ithna ashan commumtles. In this 
work, Canfield explored the multidirectional phenomenon of conv~rsi~n a~d reaffili
ation between these two communities. Canfield finds that conversion m this context 
emerges primarily as a result of intermarriage and economic considerations, as well 
as an opportunity to escape internecine conflicts wi~hin a convert's ow~ ~ommu
nity. Yet instan~es of conversion based purely on. ~ehef or ~er~o~al co~v1ct1on find 
little record in Canfield's account. While recogmsmg that it 1s 1mposs1ble to base 
assumptions regarding the wider phenomenon of conver~ion on a sin~l~ case study, 
Canfield's survey nonetheless provides a plausible paradigm to explam mstances 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 'wain 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.23 

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.24 

This fluorescence of the Ismaili da 'wa in Central Asia proved to be short-lived. A 
violent repression of the Ismailis was led by Nasr'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 ofKhurasan, Abu'l-Hasan Muhammad 
Simjuri. Following these assaults, according to Nizam al-Mulk, 'there remained not 
a single Batini [Ismaili] in all of Khurasan and Central Asia. This group (madhhab) 
disappeared entirely from the earth and not a single of its members remained.'25 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.26 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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ff nvert the Samanid elite, as well as the 
Following the collapse of the e ort to c? , . Central Asia appears to have 

collapse of the Samanid state itself, the Ismaih ~a wa::se in the history of lsmailism 
fallen silent for nearly~ centur_y. The next maio~!ir-i Khusraw. Born in the Balkh 
in Central Asia is associated with the care~r ?df . 1 f C . o i·n 1045 following 

N . t th Fatimi capita o air 
region in c. 1004, a~ir came o e en ears he returned from Egypt to his 
his conversion, as outlmed above. After sev y ' f h I ·1· da 'wa While 

. . 052 h" . a proponent o t e smai i . 
native Balkh region m 1 ~ t is time as . uld a ear that at some point 
the details of his career at this stage are obscure, it wo .. ppt h"s da 'wa activities 
over the next two decades he en cf u~tere~ ~e~~e e~feo:~~~:er ~as~ in the region of 
in Khurasan and was conseq ~ent y f orceb m local ruler in the remote province of 
Badakhshan, where he was given re uge y a 

Yumgan. . to the arrival of Nasir-i Khusraw there in the 
The region of Bada~h~han d~w~ largely on the frontier of Islamicate society. 

mid-eleventh century a r_emlame . d" t that the region came under Mus-
whil h A b"c geographica sources m ica e . h 

e t e ra i h . d l"ttle concrete informat10n on t e 
lim rule by the late eighth centufr~, t eydprovi tes ~7 Among the very few pieces of 

. . d f account o its tra e rou e . 
region asi e rom r.n . Badakhshan in this period is a collection of paper 
evidence for a Mus im presence m . 1 x edition to the Bazardarah val-
fragments discovered by a _so;~~:r~:~~:lof~~~ ~h~ ninth to the eleventh century 

~e~di::~~e~a~~e~~t~a~;~~i~n and P~r~ian~ ~~~h te~~~e;8 *h:h:Jr~e~;:~e t~! ~~~d 
lim merchan~ ~om~umty m t~~::~~; ~no~t ~~~;~ugh account of the Badakhshan 
al- 'Alam, writmg m 9~2,lprof N . . Kh w He describes the mountainous ter-

. . to the arriva o asir-i usra . M r 
r~gio_n p~10r d d Badakhshan as being populated largely by non- us ims 

rit;i~~~~~) a:,it~r~~:Ctan and Muslim traders living in t~.e area as "':el~=t 1~a~:1 
~1e notices 'pr~v~ed ~n ~~e. ~e;~ei~a~~:c~i;et::n~!:i~::~e i~~~~;:~~a~ als_o_ noted 
m the town o K am a i . .1 im Xuanzang who described it as a 
three centuries earlier by the Buddhist ~i gr f h B ddha 30 The reference in 
Buddhist monastery featuring_ ~n af orne sta_tue ~ ~d~is~ com~unity in the heart 
the Hudud al- 'Alam to an evi ent y prospermg u . h other evidence pointing to 
of Badakhshan in the late tenth century ~c~or~s Cweint tral Asia well into the Islamic 

. f f ve Buddhist comm um ties m . f the persistence o ac i 
1 

. . d 98 8 describes the territories o 
era.31 The geographer Ibn_H~wh 'wr~tlng ;~o::khsh;n as the 'realm of unbelief' 
Wakhan and Shughnan wit~m t e reg10~ o of ~e sources it seems evident that, by 
(diir al-kufr).32 Henc~, ~esrte the, scare y Badakhshan ~as still in the early stages 
the beginning of Nasir-i K usraw fs ~a~ed b en nominally under Muslim rule for 
of Islamisation, although parts o it a e 
nearly three centuries. 

Nasir-i Khusraw and the 'Problem' of Ismailism 
on the Periphery 

Nasir-i Khusra~'s own works leave little doubt of his str~n~ intenMtions to_p~~~;~t3~ 
h f th F timid imam of his time, ustansir . 

the Ismaili da 'wa _in tl e nalme ~1· e. n:o the Badakhshan region would appear by 
Yet his effort to imp ant smai ism 1 
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all accounts to have been a largely abortive one. While he undoubtedly obtained a 
number of con~erts to the Fatimid cause during his lifetime, including the Amir of 
Yum~an, there i~ no rec?rd .in the sources of an Ismaili community in the region that 
sustamed past his own lifetime. In fact, neither Ismaili nor non-Ismaili sources make 
an~ ref~rence to a~ 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. 34 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, 'n? success .came to him' .35 Furthermore, the available evidence suggests 
that the earliest est~bhshment of ~iz~ri Ismailism in Badakhshan was rooted in large 
measur~ on the arrival there of Ntzans from surrounding areas of the Islamic world, 
predommately Iran, many no doubt seeking refuge from the persecutions unleashed 
under t~~ M~ngols. While a complete discussion of the actual process of the spread 
of Isma1hsm m Badakhshan cannot be offered here, it suffices to mention that both 
th~ manusc~ipt. record a.s we~l as oral histories preserved among Ismailis of the region 
pomt.to a s1gmficant migration of Ismailis from various localities in Iran to Badakh
shan 1~ the wake ~~ the ~?ngol conquests. It was only gradually that in subsequent 
c.ent~1es the Isma1h trad1t1on came to enjoy a wider following among local popula
t10ns m Badakhshan. 

As I have outlined elsewhere, the earliest layer of Ismaili literature from Badakh
s~an displays little interest in the career of Nasir-i Khusraw.36 Yet Nasir-i Khusraw 
h1msel~ was not forgotten in Badakhshan; far from it. In the centuries following his 
death m the .late ~leventh ~entury, a wide array of reports and legends began to circu
la~e concermng him, first. m oral tradition and then in textual form beginning in tlle 
thirteenth century. What ts 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_'f, and inst~~d res?ap~d his biography as one of a Sufi ascetic and holy 
man .. In particular, Nasir s shrme m Yumgan became the recipient of patronage by 
Sunm rulers as early as the fourteenth century, who lauded Nasir as a saint and as a 
fellow Sunni in their endowments.37 Hence, while it is evident that Nasir-i Khusraw 
had an enormous impact upon the religious and cultural history of Badakhshan it is 
not cle~r that this i1?pact was felt primarily through his propagation of Ismaili;m 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. T~e sub~~quent 'ad?ption' of Nasir-i Khusraw as the founding figure 
of the Badakhsham Ismaih commumty emerges not from a direct historical connection 
between this commu~i~y and his career, but rather appears to have emerged as part of 
a later effort by Ismaih 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: 
m what sense can we speak of the proliferation of a discrete 'Ismaili' identity in 
a context suc.h as eleventh-century Badakhshan? To put the question more gener
ally, do such mtra-communal or 'sectarian' Islamic identities have any cogency in a 
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predominately non-Muslim or newly Islamising environment? To a significant 
degree, our ability to answer such questions is hampered by the ~ature of our sour~e 
material. As noted above, our information on Badakhshan m the early Islamic 
period is limited almost entirely to the slim notices g~ven in. geo~raphical source.s, 
which provide only the roughest outline of the confess10nal s1tuat10n to be found. m 
the region. Non-Muslim sources that might offer insight into perceptions by outsid
ers of Muslim sectarian identities are relatively rare for Central Asia in general, and 
virtually non-existent for Badakhshan. The earliest such record available for the 
period following the career of Nasir-i Khusraw is the travel acc?u~t of Marco P?lo, 
who passed through the Wakhan Corridor around 1274 on his iourney to. Chma. 
Polo is renowned for his accounts of the Ismailis in the Near East and his work 
played a major role in introducing the legends of the 'Assassins' to medieval ~uro
pean readers. 38 Given his clear fascination with.the Is~a~lis, ?ne may exp~ct him to 
have reported on even a hint of members of this sect hvmg m Central Asta. Yet he 
reports only that Badakhshan is 'inhabited by people who worshi~ Mah?1?m~t and 
have a peculiar language', with no mention of the dreaded Assassms residmg m the 
region.39 His mention of the 'peculiar language' of the inhabitants sug?ests that he 
is most likely referring to the same Pamiri peoples who in later centuries would be 

unmistakably identified as Ismailis. 
The lack of attention given in the sources to sectarian distinctions may itself point 

to a certain reality of religious life on the Islamic periphery, in which such intra
communal distinctions lose their cogency in the face of contact with the other. Not 
unexpectedly, the writings produced by religious communitie.s, ~ith rare e~~eptions, 
frequently display a lack of concern for internal differences withm other rehg10us tra
ditions instead ascribing to them an essentially monolithic reality. In the context of 
a fron;ier zone such as pre-Mongol Badakhshan, in which Muslims interacted with 
non-Muslims far from the watchful eye of formal religious institutions and other cen
tres of power, it is not difficult to imagine that such perceptions may ~ave become 
reified to a degree, in which intra-communal distinctions became less vital than the 
broader distinction of Muslim versus non-Muslim. Furthermore, we face the broader 
question of how a self-conscious 'Ismaili' or 'Shi'i' identity could be. ~lly r~alised in.~ 
predominately non-Muslim or newly Islamising environment. Ismaihsm, hke all Shi 1 

traditions is at heart an interpretation of Islam, distinguished from other interpreta
tions pri~arily by the question of religious authority _within the Musli~ comm~nity. 
But this is a distinction that becomes relevant largely m engagement with other mter-

pretations of Islam. 
So what might it mean for a Muslim in a context such as eleventh-century Bada-

khshan to identify himself or herself as an 'Ismaili'? I argue that it would mean, first 
and foremost, to be a Muslim. While this assertion may appear tautological at first 
glance, it holds significant implications for understan~~ng the l~ng-ter1? conseq~ences 
of religious conversions attributed to agents of Isma1hsm. Whi~e the mtroduction ?f 
Ismailism into Badakhshan has generally been considered the primary legacy of Nasir
i Khusraw in the region, I contest that it would be more proper to speak of Nasir as 
an agent not only of 'Ismailisation', but also more broadly, and more importantly, 
of Islamisation. By use of the term 'agent' here I do not mean in the narrow sense of 
the direct propagation of Islam, but rather in the broader sense of 'opening up' the 
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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.40 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 dii 'ls 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 dii 'ls 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: 41 

While the sources are clear that both figures, like Nasir-i Khusraw, were commis
sioned as Ismaili dii 'fs 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 
comparative 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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