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Abstract

The Karimi trade was one of the most renowned commercial networks that
flourished from the fifth to the ninth centuries AH across India, Egypt, Syria, and
the lands surrounding the Mediterranean. This study, adopting a social-historical
approach, examines the structure of this network and the role of accepting religious
diversity in the durability, internal cohesion, and expansion of its commercial
system. The participation of merchants from different religions and sects in this
trade, along with the acceptance of doctrinal plurality and the dominance of
commercial customs and conventions instead of confinement to the juridical laws of
a particular religion or sect, were among the fundamental factors in forming inter-
sectarian cooperation and a trans-sectarian social order that ensured the internal
cohesion and efficiency of this network over several consecutive centuries. The
findings of this research, based on the analysis of the most important documents
related to this trade—especially those found among the Geniza records—show that
Muslim, Christian, Jewish, and Indian merchants, relying on customary laws beyond
religious affiliations, achieved practical compatibility and interaction through
custom, which not only led to economic prosperity but also created a kind of trans-

sectarian social stability within the structure of the Karimi trade.
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Introduction

The Karimi trade network was one of the most important and enduring economic
structures in the history of the Islamic world, which, from the fifth to the ninth
centuries AH, conducted trade in goods such as spices, textiles, slaves, and jewelry
along land and sea routes connecting India, Yemen, Egypt, the Levant, East Africa,
and the Mediterranean. Unlike many trade systems dependent on political powers,
this network was founded upon mutual trust, commercial custom ( ‘urf al-tijara), and
the acceptance of religious diversity among Muslim, Jewish, Christian, and Hindu
merchants. The main problem of this research is to explain the role of religious
diversity and trans-religious commercial custom in the cohesion and sustainability of
the Karimi network.

The purpose of the study is to show how, within the framework of the social
history of Islam, interreligious cooperation and customary arbitration created the
basis for the stability and expansion of a commercial network. The research

questions are as follows:

1. How did the Karimi trade network emerge within the social and economic

context of the medieval Islamic centuries?

2. What relationship existed between religious diversity and the economic

cohesion of this network?

3. What were the mechanisms for resolving juridical and religious disputes

among merchants?

To what extent can the juridical flexibility of Islamic schools of law be related to
inter-sectarian commercial custom?

The main hypothesis holds that the acceptance of religious diversity and reliance
on a shared commercial custom were the most important factors in the durability and

cohesion of this trade network against political and financial crises.

Materials and Methods

This study is based on a social-historical approach using analytical-explanatory and
comparative methods. The research corpus includes historical documents, historians’
accounts, and commercial correspondences related to Karimi merchants from the
fifth to the ninth centuries AH. The data collection tools consist of documentary

study and content analysis of historical, juridical, and economic texts.
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The main sources include the Cairo Geniza documents (letters and trade
contracts of the Jewish merchants of Fustat and Aden) and historical texts,
especially those from the Fatimid and Mamluk periods.

The analytical process was conducted on three levels:

1. Reconstruction of the institutional and geographical structure of the Karimi

trade based on historical sources;

2. Analysis of inter-sectarian relations and the formation of trans-religious

commercial custom according to the Geniza documents;

3. Explanation of the methods used to resolve juridical, religious, and social

conflicts among merchants..

Discussion and Results

The findings of the research show that the Karimi trade first took shape during the
Fatimid period, when the creation of security along maritime routes and the
establishment of protective fleets enabled the expansion of trade between India and
Egypt. During the Mamluk era, the Karimis reached the peak of their economic
power and occasionally lent money to the state.

On the social level, the distinctive feature of this network was its acceptance and
utilization of religious diversity. The Geniza documents indicate that Jewish
merchants in Aden and Fustat used mudaraba contracts in their dealings with
Muslims and Hindus, which, while consistent with Islamic jurisprudence, were also
valid within Jewish legal frameworks. This phenomenon reflects the emergence of a
shared commercial custom among different religions.

Moreover, Karimi merchants relied on institutions such as the wakil al-tujjar
(commercial agent) and inter-sectarian customary arbitration to resolve religious and
legal disputes. These institutions resembled modern commercial consulates and
served as mediators in interreligious cases. Likewise, the flexibility of certain
Islamic legal principles in recognizing custom and market needs provided a basis for
legitimizing cooperation with non-Muslims.

Thus, through commercial custom and intermediary institutions, the Karimis
created a trans-religious and transregional network that lasted for several centuries.
The findings also indicate that, while independent from the state, this structure —
maintained interaction with the Mamluk administrative apparatus, and an official

titled nazir al-karim supervised their activities.
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The research demonstrates that religious diversity was not a source of division
but rather a means of cohesion and economic stability within Karimi trade. Through
it emerged a form of inter-sectarian social capital that sustained commercial

relations beyond confessional boundaries.

Conclusion

Based on historical and documentary analysis, three main factors played a decisive
role in the continuity and success of the Karimi network:

1. The practical acceptance of religious diversity and reliance on a shared

commercial custom instead of exclusive juridical laws;

2. Institutions of arbitration and merchant representation that acted as

intermediaries of trust and conflict resolution among different religions;

The juridical flexibility of Islamic schools of law, for example, the Hanafi
school, which made economic interaction with non-Muslims possible.
Accordingly, religion could serve as a foundation for a stable and transreligious

economic order.
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