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Abstract

This article asks when, where, and through whom the Arabs came to call China al-Sin
and the Chinese came to call the Arabs Dashi K B . It argues that each name first
designated the other side’s state as it was met at a frontier, and that each came through
third parties in a form taken from an Iranian language, such as Persian, Sogdian, or
Parthian. In the Arabic poems of 711 to 717 on the conquests in Central Asia and Sind,
al-Stn most likely named the Tang realm and its protectorates on the frontier of
Ferghana and Kashgar; in records that begin with an embassy of 651, Chinese writers
used Dashi for the caliph’s state and, from the 690s, its frontier armies. A search of early
Arabic texts dates the first surviving verse with al-Sin to 711 to 715. Earlier frontier verse
names the region’s places about as often but never names al-Sin; the later verse names it
only twice, so this absence does not show that the name was unknown before 711.
Which speakers passed on either name remains open.

Keywords: al-Sin; Dashi; China; Arabs; Tang dynasty; Umayyad caliphate; Qutayba ibn
Muslim; Ferghana; Sogdian; Middle Persian; tazig; Yijing; early Arabic poetry; OpenlITI;
Silk Road

Arabic writers have called China al-Sin since the Umayyad caliphate (661 to 750), and writers
of the Tang dynasty (618 to 907) called the Arabs Dashi K. Both names were borrowed.
This article asks when, where, and through whom the Arabs came to call China al-Sin and the
Chinese came to call the Arabs Dashi: which are the first dated uses of each name, what each
first referred to, and which language each came through.

My answer is that both names began as names for a state that the borrowers met on a
frontier, and both arrived secondhand, in Iranian forms. Iranian-speaking peoples, among
them Persians and Sogdians (the merchant people of Samarkand and Bukhara), lived between
the Arabs and the Chinese, and both names took Iranian forms, though which speakers
passed them on remains open.

The French scholar Paul Pelliot traced both names to Persian. Al-Sin comes from Persian
Cin, with its opening ch written with the Arabic letter sad. Dashi, like the earlier form Duoshi
% [X used by the Buddhist monk Yijing, comes from the Persian word for an Arab, tazi.! C. E.
Bosworth adds that al-Sin appears in Arabic geography and history from Ibn Khurradadhbih,
in the mid-ninth century, onward.? No one has checked either name systematically against
dated texts, and the two are usually studied apart. Here I search a large collection of early
Arabic texts for the Arabic name and compare the results with the Chinese record.
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Many early uses survive only in books written later. I date a poem by the event it describes
only when its words fix that date, as when it praises a ruler as still alive; otherwise I date it by
the poet’s death, where the poem is securely his, or by its transmitter. Embassies and
campaigns show that the two sides were in contact, but they do not tell us when either name
was first used.
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Figure 1. Where the two names met. Arab campaigns and the sea road; Tang routes and garrisons (dashed line);
Dotted: the Talas campaign and the road through Kapisa. Simplified routes, about 650 to 850. The Arab armies
reached Ferghana by 715, and a Tang-led force fought there that December; Tang garrisons held Kashgar and the
Tarim Basin from Kucha. The lands between the caliphate and the Tang were Iranian-speaking. Ibn
Khurradadhbih traced the sea road to China about 846.

Before the Arabs

The name for China reached western Asia before Islam in Iranian forms, several with the
suffix -stan, “land of.” The oldest are Sogdian: the Ancient Letters, written about 313 to 314 by
Sogdian merchants in northern China, call the Chinese cyn and China cynstn.? Around 550
the Greek writer Kosmas Indikopleustes wrote of Tzinista, the silk country, a form that Pelliot
judged “certainly Iranian.”* Armenian took the name from Persian as Cenastan. From such
Armenian words, Heinrich Hiibschmann and then Pelliot reconstructed the Middle Persian
(the Persian of the Sasanian empire) forms Céen and Cénastan.® No Persian text from before
the Arab conquest records them, so they remain reconstructions worked back from the
Armenian.

The first Arabic uses

I searched OpenlITI, a large open digital library of premodern Arabic texts, for al-Sin, the
adjective sini, “Chinese,” and the long form Sinistan. The search covered every text in OpenITI
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by an author who died by 150 AH (767 CE; AH counts years from the Hijra of 622), and
seventeen later compilations that preserve early verse and reports: 11.6 million words in all. It
found 192 occurrences, and I read each one in context. I can supply the list of every
occurrence and the dated verse on request.®

The earliest uses that can be dated are verses of 711 to 717 on the campaigns of the Arab
commanders Qutayba ibn Muslim in Transoxania (the lands beyond the Oxus River, around
Bukhara and Samarkand) and Muhammad ibn al-Qasim in Sind, the lower Indus valley (table
1).”

To see whether the name’s absence before 711 means anything, I compared poems on the
same subject before and after. The historians al-Tabari, al-Baladhuri, Ibn A‘tham, and Khalifa
ibn Khayyat quote verse on the eastern frontier, from Khurasan and Transoxania to Sind, for
events of 31 to 125 AH (651 to 743). I divided this verse at 92 AH (710 to 711), the year in
which the dated uses begin. The 3,673 words before 92 AH name the frontier’s peoples and
places, such as Samarkand, Khurasan, and the Turks, 20 times. The 5,082 words from 92 AH
name them 29 times, about as often for their length. Within this sample, al-Sin occurs twice in
the later verse, in Sawada’s and al-Tirimmah'’s lines, and never in the earlier.?

So the first surviving verse to use the name dates from 711 to 715. Because the name is rare
even in the later verse, its absence from the earlier verse does not show that it was unknown
before 711, and the borrowing may be earlier. The verse reached the compilers through rawis,
reciters who could revise it, so the search describes the poetry as it was transmitted.’

What the first al-Sin named

In the poems on the conquests, al-Sin most likely named the Tang realm and its protectorates,
the military commands through which the Tang oversaw Central Asian kingdoms, as the
Arabs met them on the frontier of Ferghana and Kashgar. The princes of Ferghana, in H. A. R.
Gibb’s account, regarded themselves as vassals of China, and Kashgar was one of the Four
Garrisons of the Tang protectorate of Anxi. In December 715, the Song chronicle Zizhi
tongjian reports, a Tang-led army from Kucha drove out a king of Ferghana whom Tibet and
the Dashi had installed, a few months after Qutayba died there.'

The verses on Qutayba’s death put it in al-Sin. Al-Tirimmah calls the field where he fell
“the meadow of al-Sin,” and Ibn Jumana places his grave “in Sinistan.” The scholar Ibn
Qutayba (died 889), no relation to the commander, quotes the earlier reporter Abu l-Yaqzan:
the grave is in Ferghana, and the poet counted it as part of al-Sin.'' The verses fit a land whose
king looked to the Tang and where a Tang-led force fought that winter, though a death “in
al-Sin” could also be a poet’s way of saying the end of the world, and Abu 1-Yaqzan’s remark
fits either reading.

In al-Mada’ini’s account, which al-Tabari quotes and which shows the usage of the early
ninth century, Kashgar is “the nearest of the cities of al-Sin,” and the delegation that Sawada’s
verse describes goes before “the king of al-Sin,”
and the grave favor this narrower reading over Gibb’s view of Sin as a loose term for the Far
East, and the other dated verses fit either."

The sea road enters the record later. The geographer Ibn Khurradadhbih, writing from
about 846, traces the sea route from Basra to Luqin, “the first port of al-Sin,” in the Tang

the Tang emperor.'* The verses on the death
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protectorate of Annan near modern Hanoi, and on to Guangzhou.'* The Accounts of China
and India (851 or 852) says that most of the China ships load at Siraf, on the Persian Gulf."
On this reading, al-Sin named the Tang realm where outsiders met it: the garrison frontier of
Central Asia in the 710s and the southern ports in the ninth century.

From which Iranian speakers?

By 715 Jarir could use Sinistan in poems for al-Hajjaj in Iraq and the caliph al-Walid I in Syria
and expect to be understood. Arabs had lived among Iranian speakers for two generations.
Arab armies entered Khurasan in 650 to 651, and about 50,000 men of Basra and Kufa settled
there with their families in 671. In Iraq, by Ibn al-Mugqaffa”s account, Persian had been the
language of the court and of al-Mada’in, the old Persian capital.'® Persians may also have
known of China by sea before Islam, though the evidence places them mainly in the ports of
India and Sri Lanka, and the only witness to a name on that route is the Greek of Kosmas."
The Arabs could have learned the name in Khurasan or in Iraq, by land or by sea.

Three Iranian languages could have passed it on. Sogdian has the name in the Ancient
Letters and in a letter from the Sogdian archive found at Mount Mugh, in today’s Tajikistan,
written before 722, that names the Chinese among arriving troops.’® Persian has it before
Islam only in the reconstructed forms, and I have found no Middle Persian document of the
first Islamic century that names China. Parthian, the Iranian language of the Parthian
homeland in Khurasan, had Cinestan," though scholars disagree on whether Parthian was
still spoken in seventh-century Khurasan.

The Arabic form does not decide among them. Arabic had no ¢, so Sin fits a Persian Cen as
well as Cin, and Sogdian cyn can stand for either.”’ The Middle Persian, Manichaean (the
script of the followers of Mani), and Sogdian scripts all wrote the sound ch with the same old
Aramaic letter from which Arabic sad descends, so a scribe who knew any of them could have
spelled the name with sad by habit.*

The setting favors Sogdian and Persian. The verses on Qutayba place al-Sin on the
Ferghana frontier, among Sogdians. But Jarir and al-Farazdaq made their names in Iraq, and
the Arabic reports of the conquest, as Etienne de la Vaissiére observes, come from Iran, where
Sogdian merchants were few.** Sogdian is the best attested at the time and place of the first
uses, perhaps only because the Mount Mugh archive survived. A dated Middle Persian Cén or
Cin from before 711 would give Persian equal standing.

How the Chinese named the Arabs

Dashi K& comes from the Iranian word for an Arab, tazig, usually traced to the Arab tribe of
Tayyi’.** The Iranian word is older than the Chinese record. Armenian borrowed it as Tacik,
which Hiibschmann cited from texts older than Islam, and the Armenian History attributed to
Sebeos, written about 655, uses it in its narrative of 590 and for the Arab army in a treaty of
652 or 653.% It then appears in Middle Persian, as tazigan, “Arabs,” in a document of 691 to
about 695, in Sogdian, as t’zyk, in a letter of 712 to 715, and in a Bactrian contract of 747.%
The Chinese record opens with embassies. The Cefu yuangui, an imperial encyclopedia
compiled in 1013 from earlier records, enters under 651 that “the country of Dashi for the first
time sent envoys with tribute,” and Hyunhee Park counts thirty-three Arab embassies to the
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Tang between 651 and 750 in the official histories.” The oldest surviving account of the
embassy is in the Tongdian, which Du You finished in 801; it says of the Dashi that “their king
is surnamed Dashi.”* So the Chinese characters for the embassy of 651 survive only from 801.
The Old Tang History, compiled in 945, dates the embassy to 25 August 651 and names the
ruler with a transcription of amir al-mu’minin, Commander of the Faithful.*

The earliest dated Chinese name for the Arabs comes from Yijing. Writing about 691 of a
monk who could not get home from India, he says that the Duoshi % [X held the road through
KapiSa, in eastern Afghanistan, and that it was hard to pass.31 A note in the text says that the
Duoshi are the Dashi, but who wrote the note is uncertain.* The Korean monk Hyecho, who

reached Anxi, in the Tarim basin, in December 727, writes Dashi with different characters,
K, in the Dunhuang manuscript of his account.*

As pronounced in the Chinese of the time (Middle Chinese), X8 ends in -k and could
stand for Persian tazig or Sogdian tazik, while Yijing’s 2 [X ends in a vowel and would fit
Pelliot’s tazi.** Chinese transcribers often left a final -k unwritten, so the endings cannot show
which Iranian language supplied the name.* Yijing and Hyecho both traveled in India, so the
name could also have reached them through speakers of Indian languages, though the earliest

dated Indian form I have found, Tajjika, is in a grant of 736 as V. V. Mirashi restores it.*

What Dashi first named

Chinese writers first used Dashi for the caliph’s state and, from the 690s, for its armies on the
frontier. Since the Tongdian makes Dashi the king’s surname, one name served for the ruling
house and the realm. In 719 the king of Samarkand wrote to the Tang court that for six years
“the Dashi commander-in-chief, the amir Qutayba,” had fought his country,*” and about 727
Hyecho found Dashi troops garrisoning Tokharistan, in northern Afghanistan.®® For the
campaign of 751 that ended at the Talas River, in Central Asia, the Old Tang History records
that the Tang general Gao Xianzhi fought the Dashi and was routed.** Only later do the Tang
histories and the Zizhi tongjian place the Dashi at the ports, beside Persia, in the attack on
Guangzhou in 758 and among the foreign merchants killed at Yangzhou in 760.

The two names through time

Dated uses of a name for China or for the Arabs. Rows marked as contact events show that the
two sides were in contact but do not tell us when either name was first used.

Table 1. Dated uses of the name and related events, by line.

Year Line Event

221 BCE Qin Qin unifies China. Its name is the most likely root of Cina and
al-Sin.

313 to 314 China in Iranian Sogdian Ancient Letter 2 calls the Chinese cyn and China cynstn.

651 The Arabs in Chinese  The first embassy of the Dashi X, dated by the Old Tang History to

25 August 651. Chinese record

About 691 The Arabs in Chinese  Yijing writes that the road through Kapi$a is held by the Duoshi
%K. Chinese record
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Year Line Event

691 to about 695 The Arabs in Iranian A Middle Persian document calls the Arabs tazigan.

By 714 China in Arabic Jarir, praising al-Hajjaj, uses ;liul cpes, “in Stnistan”; Ibn Habib’s
ninth-century commentary connects the verse with al-Hajjaj’s
promise to his generals in Sind and Khurasan.

712 to 715 The Arabs in Iranian A Sogdian letter from Mount Mugh writes tzyk for the Arabs.

December 715  The Arabs in Chinese  After Qutayba’s death, a Tang-led force drives out the king that Tibet
and the Dashi X8 had set up in Ferghana. Chinese record

851 or 852 China in Arabic The Accounts of China and India: most of the China ships load at
Siraf.

Conclusion

The Arabic and the Chinese names for each other followed the same course. Each first named
a state that the borrowers met at a frontier. For the Arab poets of 711 to 717, al-Sitn was most
likely the Tang realm and its protectorates on the frontier of Ferghana and Kashgar. For
Chinese writers from the embassy of 651, Dashi was the caliph’s state and, from the 690s, its
armies. Each reached its borrowers in an Iranian form, through third parties. On both sides
the dated record places the name at a land frontier before it places it at the ports, perhaps only
because the earliest texts are poems on campaigns and records of embassies and wars.

My search dates the first surviving Arabic verse with al-Sin to 711 to 715, though the
borrowing may be earlier. Which speakers passed on either name remains open. For al-Sin the
setting favors Sogdian and Persian, and Sogdian is the best attested, but the Arabic spelling fits
Sogdian, Persian, and Parthian alike. The Chinese forms of Dashi cannot show which Iranian
form they stand for. A dated Middle Persian Cén or Cin from before 711 would give Persian
equal standing with Sogdian.
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Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht, 1850), 221,
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https://archive.org/details/in.ernet.dli.2015.361103/page/n158/mode/1up; and for Ibn al-Mugqaffa’, Gilbert
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Art and Archaeology 8 (2002): 155-196; summarized in Etienne de la Vaissiére, notice of Silk Road Art and
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22. On the Sogdian script, see Yutaka Yoshida, “Sogdian Language i. Description,” Encyclopaedia Iranica, 11
November 2016, sec. “Scripts, Orthography, and Basic Phonology,”
https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/sogdian-language-01/; on Book Pahlavi, D. N. MacKenzie, A Concise
Pahlavi Dictionary (Oxford University Press, 1971), xii, https://lccn.loc.gov/73565479; on the Manichaean
script, Steiner, Affricated Sade, 53-54; and on sad, Ahmad Al-Jallad, “’As-sadu llati ka-s-sin: Evidence for an
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document is Berk. 95, line 6, which spells the word t’cyk’n; Weber dates it to the year 40[+3] of the post-
Yazdegird era, 691/692[+3].

27. Livshits, Sogdiiskie dokumenty s gory Mug, vyp. 2, 78-79, 87-88, 90 (doc. A-14), 130 (doc. B-14),
https://www.orientalstudies.ru/rus/images/pdf/c_sogdian_mss_vol2_livshits 1962.pdf#page==82; on the
political documents of the archive and its end in 722, Grenet and de la Vaissiére, “Last Days of Panjikent,” 155-
196; summarized in La Vaissiére, notice of Silk Road Art and Archaeology 8,
https://doi.org/10.4000/abstractairanica.4225; for the Bactrian, Nicholas Sims-Williams, Bactrian Documents
from Northern Afghanistan, vol. 1, Legal and Economic Documents, Studies in the Khalili Collection 3, Corpus
Inscriptionum Iranicarum, pt. 2, vol. 6 (Nour Foundation in association with Azimuth Editions and Oxford
University Press, 2000), 126-133 (doc. W), 225, https://collections.thebritishacademy.ac.uk/object-bab-4427;
and for the date CE, Invisible East Digital Corpus, Bactrian records ed. Nicholas Sims-Williams, IEDC 4 (doc.
W), https://www.invisible-east.org/corpus/4/.

28. Wang Qinruo et al., Cefu yuangui (1013), Wenyuange Siku quanshu ed., juan 970, “Waichen bu, Chaogong,” 16b
(651), https://archive.org/details/06065555.cn/page/n71/mode/1up; Hyunhee Park, Mapping the Chinese and
Islamic Worlds: Cross-Cultural Exchange in Pre-modern Asia (Cambridge University Press, 2012), 6,
https://assets.cambridge.org/97811070/18686/excerpt/9781107018686_excerpt.pdf#page=6. The entry of 651
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29. Du You, Tongdian (801), Wenyuange Siku quanshu ed., juan 193, “Dashi,” 28a-b,

https://archive.org/details/06071343.cn/page/n102/mode/1up. The entry opens K&, KBEKEHF, BEFH
H, mHBIfET 7.

30. For the embassy, Jiu Tangshu, juan 4, Yonghui 2 (651), eighth month, 5b (Zhonghua shuju ed., 4.69),
https://archive.org/details/06058947.cn/page/n65/mode/1up; Jiu Tangshu, juan 198, “Dashi guo,” 35b-37a
(Zhonghua shuju ed., 198.5315-5316), https://archive.org/details/06059039.cn/page/n70/mode/1up; on the
ruler’s name, see Hirth and Rockhill, Chau Ju-kua, 119n1,
https://archive.org/details/cu31924023289345/page/119/mode/1up.

31. Yijing, Da Tang xiyu qiufa gaoseng zhuan (691), Taisho no. 2066, juan 1, life of Xuanzhao, 51:2a17-18,
https://cbetaonline.dila.edu.tw/zh/T51n2066_p0002a17; for the translation, Edouard Chavannes, trans.,
M¢émoire composé a l'époque de la grande dynastie T'ang sur les religieux éminents qui allérent chercher la loi
dans les pays d’Occident, by I-tsing (Paris: Ernest Leroux, 1894), 25, https://ci.nii.ac.jp/ncid/BA49871320; cited
in J. Takakusu, trans., A Record of the Buddhist Religion as Practised in India and the Malay Archipelago (A.D.
671-695), by I-tsing (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1896), liii n. 3,
https://archive.org/details/recordofbuddhist00ichi/page/n58/mode/1up; and for Pelliot’s reading, Pelliot,
Notes on Marco Polo, 1:44-45, https://dsr.nii.ac.jp/toyobunko/III-2-F-c-104/V-1/page-hr/0060.html.en. The text
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Buddhist Religion, xxx n. 2, 168 n. 1, https://archive.org/details/recordofbuddhist00ichi/page/n35/mode/1up.
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https://cbetaonline.dila.edu.tw/zh/T51n2089_p0978b09. The manuscript writes X/EHHTEIILAT+H ALLZR
KIEEH. Its second graph is cursive, a roof over &, and at the resolution of the images a 7X-topped form cannot
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Abdulla Alhemeiri, Al-Sin and Dashi: How the Arabs and the Chinese Named Each Other 10


https://www.ifao.egnet.net/anisl/54/9#page=2
https://www.orientalstudies.ru/rus/images/pdf/c_sogdian_mss_vol2_livshits_1962.pdf#page=82
https://doi.org/10.4000/abstractairanica.4225
https://collections.thebritishacademy.ac.uk/object-bab-4427
https://www.invisible-east.org/corpus/4/
https://archive.org/details/06065555.cn/page/n71/mode/1up
https://assets.cambridge.org/97811070/18686/excerpt/9781107018686_excerpt.pdf#page=6
https://archive.org/details/06071343.cn/page/n102/mode/1up
https://archive.org/details/06058947.cn/page/n65/mode/1up
https://archive.org/details/06059039.cn/page/n70/mode/1up
https://archive.org/details/cu31924023289345/page/119/mode/1up
https://cbetaonline.dila.edu.tw/zh/T51n2066_p0002a17
https://ci.nii.ac.jp/ncid/BA49871320
https://archive.org/details/recordofbuddhist00ichi/page/n58/mode/1up
https://dsr.nii.ac.jp/toyobunko/III-2-F-c-104/V-1/page-hr/0060.html.en
https://cbetaonline.dila.edu.tw/zh/T51n2066_p0002a21
https://archive.org/details/recordofbuddhist00ichi/page/n35/mode/1up
https://cave17.e-dunhuang.com/item/FRA.BNF.Pel@3532@WX.Chs.html
https://cbetaonline.dila.edu.tw/zh/T51n2089_p0978b09
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2014),” companion list to Old Chinese: A New Reconstruction (Oxford University Press, 2014), 19 (K), 25 (%),
100 (&, [K), https://sites.lsa.umich.edu/ocbaxtersagart/wp-
content/uploads/sites/1415/2025/03/BaxterSagartOCbyMandarinMC2014-09-20.pdf#page=21; Pelliot, Notes
on Marco Polo, 1:44-45, https://dsr.nii.ac.jp/toyobunko/III-2-F-c-104/V-1/page-hr/0060.html.en. Baxter and
Sagart give K both dajH and daH.

35. For K%M in the entry of 719, see Wang Qinruo et al., Cefu yuangui, juan 971, 4a,
https://archive.org/details/06065555.cn/page/n94/mode/1up; for the teacher, Werner Sundermann,
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https://archive.org/details/06059002.cn/page/n58/mode/1up. The life reads B>, HAREE, HHAKR
VUSH, UZHE, SEHEERAGAM, BORER, 2R

40. For the attack on Guangzhou in 758, see Jiu Tangshu, juan 10, Qianyuan 1 (758), ninth month, 20a (Zhonghua
shuju ed., 10.253), https://archive.org/details/06058950.cn/page/n39/mode/1up; Jiu Tangshu, juan 198, “Bosi
guo,” 33a (Zhonghua shuju ed., 198.5313), https://archive.org/details/06059039.cn/page/n65/mode/1up; Xin
Tangshu [New Tang history], juan 6, Qianyuan 1, ninth month, 8a (Zhonghua shuju ed., 6.161),
https://archive.org/details/06060811.cn/page/n15/mode/lup; Xin Tangshu, juan 221B, “Bosi,” 20a (Zhonghua
shuju ed., 221B.6259), https://archive.org/details/06062518.cn/page/n114/mode/1up; Sima Guang, Zizhi
tongjian, juan 220, Qianyuan 1 (758), 35a-b, https://archive.org/details/06057172.cn/page/n70/mode/1up; for
the lives of Deng Jingshan, Jiu Tangshu, juan 110, life of Deng Jingshan, 15a (Zhonghua shuju ed., 110.3313),
https://archive.org/details/06059002.cn/page/n100/mode/1up; Xin Tangshu, juan 141, life of Deng Jingshan,
3b (Zhonghua shuju ed., 141.4655), https://archive.org/details/06060870.cn/page/n79/mode/1up. The Jiu
Tangshu life has BSAKE, EHIEFBIRLE BT A, and the Xin Tangshu life K&, FHTEHAEEETA.
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