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The problem in non-western IR theory de-
bates is with the nature and the scope of the
debate itself. It is patronizing and dominating
the debate in a very modernist way. Mostly it
is westerners that are debating non-western
theory building. They act as if “we can do it”
or even create it “on behalf of you (those in the
locals)”. This is another version of orientalism
at its worst, or at best at least occupying the
space (if not invading) of the debate, its for-
mulation, terminology and concepts. There-
fore, the contribution of this type of book
should be debated and discussed with this in
mind. When we consider that many western-
ers are shaping non-western IR theory debate,

one can be doubtful whether it will make a
breakthrough both in the west and the east in
terms of expanding IR.

Despite its shortcomings, this book may
provide a gateway for westerners to the non-
western world; and open spaces for possible
engagement between the west and beyond. It
may also help for those who, in the non-west-
ern world, are trying to make sense of “local”
developments. These characteristics alone
make Thinking International Relations Differ-
ently a must-read for researchers interested in
civilizational debates, non-western IR theory
and globalization.
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INTRODUCING his readers to an
overview of the history of “the net-
work of roads” (p. 1) that has been
called the Silk Road (p. 1), the au-
thor Richard Foltz sketches the geo-
graphical and ecological conditions
for human culture, travelling and
trade in the area from today’s Hun-
gary in the west to China in the east.
The Silk Road refers to a route, im-
portant for trading such goods as silk, satin,
spices, medicines, jewels and slaves, which
went from Europe through Egypt, Somalia,
the Arabian Peninsula, Iran, India, and finally
to China. It was given the name “Silk Road”
by Ferdinand von Richthofen in the 19" cen-
tury. This book focuses on the Silk Road from
around 1,000 years BCE until the 16th cen-
tury.

To briefly mention some religions
found along the Silk Road, we
should first talk about Buddhism.
Its beliefs spread from India to Chi-
na by missionaries as early as the
2" century BCE. During its jour-
ney along this trade route, various
Buddhist schools evolved, artwork
developed, and temples and sanc-
tuaries were founded. Chinese Bud-
dhist pilgrims began to travel to India, the
birth place of Buddhism, a journey that only
came to an end when Muslim armies occu-
pied Central Asia in the 8" century.

Foltz stresses that religions in general are far
from “monolithic” (p. 9), and thus some of
the religions that were involved in the history
of the Silk Road, and that are still known and
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practiced today (such as Judaism, Christian-
ity, Islam, or Buddhism), cannot be imagined
in history like we know them today as when
facing foreign contexts, foreign cultures and
other religious beliefs, all religious traditions
adjust and become enriched, change their
vocabulary, and incorporate foreign ideas.
That Jesus has been referred to as the Mani
Buddha (p. 84) is just one example of the en-
culturation of religious ideas that the author
points to. In addition Foltz shows that today’s
phenomenon of a “patchwork-religion”, of-
ten criticized by orthodox believers, is not a
modern occurrence. The Mongol rulers espe-
cially were very open to any religious idea, as
long as worshipping a certain god or prophet
would help them reach their short-term ob-
jectives (p. 117). Maybe one could add to the
title of the book the following sub-heading:
“Premodern Patterns of Religious Pluralism”

In his book, Foltz emphasizes how the Silk
Road was a forum for the spreading of knowl-
edge, ideas, culture and religion for over
3,000 years. He stresses that today’s founda-
tions of globalization is based on the develop-
ments from many centuries ago from along
the Silk Road, especially with its role in many
religions’ birth, evolution and death. Some
of these religions are still alive today, such as
Buddhism, Judaism, Christianity and Islam,
and some have disappeared. Directly or indi-
rectly, the existence of a constant trade route
helped to build relationships between reli-
gion and commerce as the Silk Road’s ideas
reached even marginal areas in the West and
the East.

In chapter four, “A Refuge to Heretics: Nesto-
rians and Manichaeans on the Silk Road” (pp.
59- 84), Foltz provides valuable facts about the
spread of Christianity through discussing two
sects, Manichaeans and Nestorians, which
are often neglected in historical accounts of

Christendom. Many Christian theologians
only refer to Manichaeans and Nestorians in-
directly, when talking about St. Augustine of
Hippo, who was attracted to Mani’s ideas be-
fore becoming an orthodox Christian, or the
many church fathers who spoke about Nesto-
rian ideas. The big influence those two groups
had in Asia until the 15th century is well pre-
sented as well as their specific theology about
the nature of Christ.

Foltz emphasizes three major reasons for the
spread of Islam in Central Asia. The first rea-
son is concerned with politics as “anyone con-
tingent upon the government and have to ac-
cept its rules and customs rather than against
it” The second factor was economics as the
region saw the “Muslim dominance of com-
mercial activity” After Islam spread on the
Silk Road, it was easier to get in contact with
other traders if you were a Muslim rather than
a Buddhist. The third factor for the Islamiza-
tion of the Silk Road was assimilation. The
children who were born in mixed marriage
family were raised as a Muslim according to
Islamic law. In addition, Sufi shaykhs played
an important role in the Islamization process
as charismatic leaders, especially on the pas-
toral peoples. The spread of Islam continued
with the Islamization of Turkic dynasties,
such as the Qarakhanids, Ghaznavids and
Seljuks, and Islam reached China through
Muslim armies (when their soldiers settled in
China and had their own families there) and
were hired by the Tang emperor.

Foltz provides practical insights into how re-
ligion and trade have always been connected
through many examples from sources; for
example, when a Bulgar king was healed by
a Muslim merchants and he then converted
after that (p. 100). Another strength of Foltz’s
work is his pointing out that the sociologi-
cal and ideological process of self-definition
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and the formulation of identity markers in
religions starts when they are “challenged by
something they could conceivably be, but,
for fear of losing their identity, must demon-
strate they are not. (That is why belief systems
in traditional societies often appear so frus-
tratingly flexible and inclusive to modern,
description-minded observers)” (p. 59). The
Jewish identity formation process started un-
der the Babylonian Exile but was concluded
after Christianity started as a Jewish sect,
and was defined in the Rabbinic tradition as
a normative tool to define who and what is
Jewish and who and what is not. It should be
mentioned that the author has used a large
variety of sources from different times, lan-
guages and cultures to prove his arguments
on the religions of the Silk Road.

In conclusion, it can be said that religions,
ideas, knowledge, as well as material goods
were transported along the Silk Road for cen-
turies. This transportation was done through

language, the translation of holy texts, mixed
marriages, war, the occupation of territories,
and so on. As sovereignties changed hands,
religion and trade inevitable changed hands
too. However, Foltz’s conclusion about the
financial market being today’s most wide-
spread religion does not seem very convinc-
ing. There are various other things that are
dominant phenomena in the world today
which show liturgical aspects and order (for
example, sports, music idols and so on). But
all these phenomena do not completely sub-
stitute traditional religions in their purpose-
creating, hope-providing and human-con-
necting powers.

I strongly recommend this book for those
who are interested in the question of how re-
ligion and trade, religious inclusiveness and
particularism have shaped inter-religious,
inter-ethnic and international relations long
before there was the modern idea of a global-
ized age.
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