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CrossMark

This interdisciplinary study examines the Islamization of the Volga Bulgars and its
consequences during the first two centuries following their conversion. Drawing on
Arabic and Persian sources (including Ibn Fadlan's account), Rus' chronicles, modern
Russian scholarship, archaeology, and numismatics, the research demonstrates that
Islamization was a gradual, strategic process driven by three factors: established
commercial ties with the Islamic world, the 4YY embassy of Ibn Fadlan, and the ruling
elite’s need for political legitimacy and cohesion. Socially, the adoption of Shari‘a
(primarily Hanafl jurisprudence), transformation of funerary and dietary practices
(gibla-oriented cemeteries, elimination of pork), expansion of religious-educational
institutions, adoption of Arabic script, and minting of Islamic-inscribed coins indicate
rapid internalization beyond the ruling class. Economically, integration into the VVolga
trade route and the influx of silver dirhams transformed Bulghar and Suvar into
commercial centers of northern Eurasia. Relations with Kievan Rus' combined trade
(furs, slaves, silver) with intermittent military conflicts and diplomacy, including
Vladimir's unsuccessful religious mission. The study confirms a model of "peaceful
Islamization through commerce and political legitimacy™ and demonstrates that the
Islamic identity forged in Bulghar persisted after the state's thirteenth-century collapse
within the Golden Horde and Tatar tradition. It further challenges the “elite-limited
Islam™ hypothesis, providing evidence for widespread Islamicization within a defined
timeframe.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

This study presents a comprehensive interdisciplinary examination of the Islamization of the Volga
Bulghars and its multifaceted consequences during the first two centuries following their adoption of
Islam. Drawing upon an extensive array of primary and secondary sources—including Arabic and Persian
textual accounts (most notably the Risala of Ibn Fadlan and the works of medieval geographers such as
Ibn Rusta, al-Istakhri, al-Muqaddasi, and Ibn Hawqal), Rus' chronicles, contemporary Russian and Tatar
scholarship, and substantive archaeological and numismatic evidence—this research reconstructs the
historical trajectory of Islamization in the northernmost outpost of the medieval Islamic world.

The Bulghars, a Turkic people inhabiting the Volga-Kama basin, emerged as a significant regional
power during the early medieval period. Their adoption of Islam in the early tenth century (circa 3YY
CE/YY+ AH) coincided with the official embassy of the ‘Abbasid caliph al-Mugtadir to the Bulghar ruler
Almish, as vividly documented by Ibn Fadlan. However, this study demonstrates that formal conversion
was neither abrupt nor isolated but rather the culmination of a gradual, strategically calibrated process
predicated upon three interrelated pillars: (1) long-established commercial networks linking the Volga
region with the Islamic heartlands, (¥) the diplomatic mission of Ibn Fadlan, which provided religious
instruction and political legitimation, and () the ruling elite's compelling need for internal cohesion and
external legitimacy vis-a-vis rival powers, particularly the Khazar Khaganate. The decision for official
conversion was reportedly ratified in a qurultay (tribal assembly), after which the ruler adopted the Islamic
name Ja'far ibn ‘Abdallah, inserted the caliph's name into the Friday sermon, and assumed the title of
amir—all symbolic acts that signaled a definitive break from Khazar suzerainty.

The research critically engages with existing historiography, identifying significant gaps in both
Western and Russian scholarship. While pioneering works by Barthold, Novosel'tsev, and more recent
studies by I1zmaylov and Mukhetdinov have illuminated various aspects of Bulghar history, no prior study
has systematically integrated textual, archaeological, and numismatic evidence to assess the
comprehensive transformation of Bulghar society during the critical first two centuries following
conversion (A4YY-Y\Ye CE/Y).—eY. AH). This study fills that lacuna by offering an original synthesis
of three distinct source categories: Arabic-Persian geographical literature, East Slavic chronicles, and
material evidence from bioarchaeology and numismatics.

At the societal level, the findings demonstrate that Islam penetrated rapidly and deeply beyond the
ruling stratum. The assimilation of Shar1‘a, predominantly within the Hanafi school of jurisprudence (with
parallel influences from Shafi‘1 circles via Khurasan), was accompanied by profound transformations in
funerary practices, dietary habits, and institutional structures. Bioarchaeological evidence from
approximately ©4 cemeteries (comprising nearly 3V graves) dating to the tenth through thirteenth
centuries reveals uniform adherence to Islamic burial norms: bodies oriented toward the gibla, absence of
grave goods, and strict conformity to prescribed rituals. Dietary analysis from urban sites such as Bilyar—
where among 4,7+7 faunal remains from medieval layers not a single pig bone was identified—confirms
the complete elimination of pork consumption, a practice that had been common among neighboring
Finno-Ugric and pre-Islamic populations. The adoption of Arabic script for writing the Bulghar Turkic
language, the proliferation of religious and educational institutions (including mosques and madrasas), the




emergence of a local judiciary, and the minting of coins bearing Islamic inscriptions all attest to the
thorough internalization of Islamic norms within a remarkably short generational span. The study further
documents scholarly networks linking VVolga Bulgharia with Khurasan and Khwarazm, as evidenced by
the report of Abii Hamid al-Gharnati (who visited Bulghar in Y)Y°e-)YY1 CE), which mentions that the
qadi of Bulghar was a student of Imam al-Haramayn al-Juwayni of Nishapur—a connection underscoring
the intellectual integration of this remote region into the broader Islamic ecumene.

From an economic perspective, Islamization catalyzed Bulgharia's full integration into the
transcontinental "\Volga route” trading network, which connected the Islamic world with Northern Europe.
The enormous flow of silver dirhams northward, the accumulation of massive coin hoards in the Volga
region and Scandinavia, and the emergence of Bulghar and Suvar as thriving commercial hubs—
intermediaries in the trade of furs, slaves, honey, and grain in exchange for textiles, spices, and precious
metals—all attest to the scale of this transformation. The collapse of the Khazar Khaganate in 41¢ CE
further shifted the regional balance of power to Bulghar advantage. By the mid-tenth century, the Bulghar
state had begun minting its own coinage with Arabic inscriptions. The institutionalization of commercial
relations culminated in the "Freedom of Trade" treaty concluded with Rus' in Y+ +%1 CE, which codified
mercantile norms and fostered a stable framework for long-distance exchange.

In terms of foreign relations, the study examines Bulgharia's complex engagement with
neighboring polities, particularly Kievan Rus'. This relationship was characterized by a dialectical
interplay of cooperation and competition: the lucrative trade in furs, slaves, and silver coexisted with
intermittent military raids in both directions. The Rus' campaigns of Sviatoslav (7e CE), Vladimir (3Ae
CE), and Andrei Bogolyubsky (YY1¢ CE) punctuated periods of peaceful commercial exchange.
Diplomatic dimensions are equally significant, as illustrated by the episode of Vladimir's "choice of
religion" (ca. 4AY CE), in which a Bulghar Muslim delegation reportedly presented Islam to the Kievan
court. While ultimately unsuccessful, this episode demonstrates the active agency of Bulghar Muslims in
the regional diplomatic arena.

A critical contribution of this study is its systematic refutation of the "elite-limited Islam™
hypothesis, which has persisted in certain strands of Soviet and Western historiography. The cumulative
archaeological, bioarchaeological, epigraphic, and numismatic evidence—the uniform funerary patterns,
absolute absence of pork consumption across all socio-economic strata, widespread adoption of Arabic
script, and rapid proliferation of religious institutions—collectively indicate that Islam permeated all
levels of Bulghar society within one to two generations of formal conversion. The study thus provides
compelling empirical evidence for a model of comprehensive, grassroots Islamization rather than a
superficial, elite-only phenomenon.

The study further confirms and elaborates upon a model of "peaceful Islamization through
commerce and political legitimacy™ as the operative framework for the VVolga region. Unlike many other
regions where Islam spread through military conquest, Volga Bulgharia's conversion was voluntary and
organic—the result of long-term commercial intercourse, diplomatic engagement with the ‘Abbasid
Caliphate, and the strategic calculations of local rulers seeking political consolidation. This peaceful
trajectory made Bulgharia a unique case within the broader history of Islamic expansion.
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Finally, the study demonstrates the remarkable continuity of Islamic identity forged in Volga
Bulgharia. Even after the state's political collapse in the mid-thirteenth century (ca. Y YY1 CE) following
the Mongol invasion, the Islamic tradition persisted and was subsequently integrated into the framework
of the Golden Horde and later the Kazan Khanate. This continuity is evidenced by the enduring presence
of Muslim communities, the maintenance of Islamic institutions, and the eventual evolution of the VVolga
Tatar identity, which preserves the legacy of its Bulghar forebears. The research underscores that this
localized form of Islam, while firmly rooted in orthodox Sunni tradition (predominantly Hanaft), acquired
distinct regional characteristics that enabled its survival across successive political transformations.

In conclusion, the case of the VVolga Bulghars offers invaluable insights into the dynamics of pre-
modern religious conversion, the mechanisms of peaceful cultural diffusion, and the interplay of
economic, political, and religious factors in shaping frontier societies. The Bulghar experience stands as
a compelling example of how a peripheral society, through strategic engagement with a major civilization,
can transform itself into an integral node within vast networks of exchange, ultimately leaving a lasting
imprint on the religious geography of Eurasia.
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