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Contrary to the much cherished notion that the subcontinent was an
essentially inward-looking insular entity, the recent historiography of the Indian
Ocean asserts that the subcontinent experienced enduring linkages,
commercial and cultural, with disparate areas in China, South-East Asia, West
Asia and the Mediterranean regions. These contacts and communications
became more visible during the 1500-1800 CE. But the period prior to 1500
also witnessed what Sanjay Subrahmanyam calls “connected histories”. The
emergence of “segmented voyages” (K.N. Chaudhuri) across the Indian
Ocean since 1000 CE proved beneficial to the subcontinent which occupied a
central position in the Indian Ocean. The western and the eastern termini of
these maritime networks were respectively Siraf and Alexandria and the ports
of China.

In this broad scenario were situated the letters of Jewish merchants, for many
of whom India was the preferred destination. These letters of ‘India traders’
(Goitein), are not merely fascinating commercial documents, they also offer us
the rare voice of merchants. In these documents Jewish and Muslim
merchants prominently appear along with merchants of India. Further, in these
documents, social interactions among merchants of different faiths also loom
large. Therefore, these letters are a significant source in History as they throw
light upon the role of the ship-owners and maritime merchants of western
coastal India and the Indian Ocean world.
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