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MAKING OR BREAKING THE RIVER BORDER: THINKING AND LIVING AMU DARYA IN THE 10th CENTURY
          The Amu Darya—known in antiquity as the Oxus and in Arabic as Jayḥūn—was one of the largest rivers of Central Asia.  In the 10th century, it was both imagined and lived as a frontier. Arab and Persian geographers often described the river as the boundary between Khurasan and Transoxiana [1]. The phrase mā warāʾ al-nahr (“what lies beyond the river”) captured both familiarity and distance, suggesting that Transoxiana was part of the Islamic world yet separated by a symbolic threshold [2]. Geographers like al-Istakhrī and Ibn Ḥawqal highlighted the river’s swift currents and the challenges of crossing,  which reinforced its perception as a dividing line [3]. Yet, they also noted the settlements, oases, and caravan routes along the river, showing that the Amu Darya was more than a barrier: it was also a connector [4].  Al-Muqaddasī emphasized how its banks provided fertile lands, irrigated fields, and vibrant marketplaces [5]. The River as a Lived Frontier. Despite its formidable current, the Amu Darya was never an impermeable wall. Archaeological and textual evidence shows that its valley was dotted with fortified towns, bridges, and fords. The towns of Āmul and Zamm faced one another across the river, controlling key fords and levying tolls on merchants [6]. Tirmidh, another major settlement, was described as a city with strong walls and commercial activity, serving as both fortress and hub [7]. Caravan trade routes from Iran, India, and China converged on the river, making it an artery of commerce. Local rulers profited from taxation on camels, textiles, and even slaves who crossed the river [8]. Gués (fords) were jealously controlled, and whoever held them controlled both trade and armies. Narshakhī’s History of Bukhara records multiple instances of river crossings that shaped political and military fortunes [9]. 
Political and Fiscal Stakes. The Amu Darya region was politically fragmented. Khwarezm, Khuttal, Ṣaghāniyān, and Jūzjān minted their own coins and often operated autonomously despite nominal Samanid authority [10]. Their proximity to the river gave them strategic leverage. Al-Balādhurī details how these districts balanced between tribute to larger dynasties and local independence [11]. Fiscal stakes were high: tolls and taxes enriched local elites. Poujol notes that the Samanid military relied on 
the revenues generated at river crossings to fund campaigns [12]. Armies, too, depended on control of the Amu Darya: holding a ford could decide the outcome of wars [13].
Mobility, Nomads, and Porosity. Nomadic populations treated the river as part of their migratory routes. Contemporary accounts describe nomads 
swimming across with inflated skins, floating on rafts, or crossing on ice in winter [14]. This fluidity reveals that the river frontier was porous. While geographers imagined a fixed line, in practice, it was a dynamic zone 
of circulation and negotiation [15]. The frontier was also militarized. Local inhabitants had reputations as warriors, capable of mobilizing quickly 
for raids, defense, or jihad [16]. The Amu Darya was therefore a zone of insecurity but also of opportunity, where power could shift rapidly.
Transformation in the Late 10th Century. By the end of the century, the decline of the Samanids paved the way for Turkic powers. The Ghaznavids in the west  and the Qarakhanids in the east increasingly defined the Amu Darya as their formal boundary [17]. For the first time,  treaties explicitly invoked the river as a dividing line [18]. Travis Zadeh has shown how Islamic geographical thought adapted to such political transformations, reimagining rivers as fixed borders [19].
Conclusion. The Amu Darya exemplifies the dual nature of medieval frontiers. In texts, it was a frontier par excellence, 
imagined as a divider. In reality, it was lived as a fertile and porous corridor of commerce, settlement, and military encounters. Camille Rhoné argues that to “make or break the river border” was to engage in the very 
construction of territory itself [20]. The Amu Darya shows how natural geography was not simply inherited but continually redefined by politics, economy, and human agency in the 10th century [21].
Note: This is not a re-publication of the article. The original study was published in French in a longer version; what follows is its shortened thesis form in English. Full version of this article is available in french:
https://journals.openedition.org/frontieres/1464#bodyftn17 
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