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INDO-ARAB RELATIONS
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Indo-Arab relations established on the basis of trade
and commerce in addition to socio-literary contacts go
deep down fto the remote past of history.

The Indian continent was not only known to the
Arabs, but a study of the Arab writers indicates that
they had a high opinion of India and its people.

Ibn Jahiz, a well known proficient in astrology and
man of letters, thinker and mathematics. They have also
philosopher, who was a developed a special script. In
citizen of Basra writes: “we the science of medicine, they
find the inhabitants of India are far ahead of others and
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skilled seamen but also prosely-
tisers for their faith and exer-
cised the double role of traders
and preachers by spreading the
message of Islam from the west-
ern coast of Inida to the islands
of the archipelago. In their own
country the Arabs often com-
bined pilgrimage with business.
“Hadjwa Hajda”, according to
an age-old Arab custom implied
that the pilgrims to Mecca apart
from fulfiling a pious duty also
carried with them articles of
merchandise.®.

A comparison of Indian mariti-
me activities in the Arabian Sea
and the Bay of Bengal reveals
an interesting dichotomy. The
Indians navigated the Arabian
sea only for purposes of trade
and not for colonizing except in
Socotra where they settled long
before the Christian era and
named it Sukhtara dwipa or the
Pleasant Island. In contrast, the
naval and political supremacy
exercised by the Indians in the

Bay of Bengal as early as the 5th
century B.C. was based on ex-
tensive colonization of South
East Asia by the Indian mer-
chants and the formation of
several Hiduised maritime sta-
tes in the eastern region of the
Indian Ocean.”

Yet inspite of centuries of ex-
change of cultures and commod-
ities between India and the
Arab world, West Asia never
came under the domination of
Indian influence in the way “the
indigenous culture of South
ast Asia received its primary
impetus to civilization from
India.™ This however, should
not be interpreted to minimise
the impact of Indian Science,
Literature, Philosophy, and
socio-cultural traditions which
had percolated into the Arab
world through the centuries as a
result of the Indo-Arab link
being one of the most ancient in
the history of human civiliza-
tions.
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Arab interaction. The Arabs
called Mathematics ‘hindisat’ or
the Indian art and it appears
that the decimal system of
numerals with other mathemati-
cal lore developed in India were
learnt by the Muslim world
through the Arabs.”™.

Seven centuries of Arab ascen-
dancy in the Indian Ocean had
certain significant effects. In the
first place, the Arab Dinar by
the 10th century was the only
coin commonly used throughout
the Indian Ocean.” It may be
further added that the Arabic
word ‘ashrafi’ derived from the
expression ‘al-Malik al Asraf’
widely used as regal epithet
came to be applied to the gold
coins of Egypt and India.” Tt is
primarily in the nautical realm
that the Arabs left their mark by
their innovation of the triangu-
lar lateen sail in the Indian
Ocean and their discovery of the
compass, though the Hindus
had already in use a magnetic
compass known as “‘Matsya
Yantra™ which was mentioned
in a work called Merchants’
Treasure written at Cairo by
Baylak al Kiljaki.” And lastly
the Gulf traders were not only
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the Middle East, just as strictly
Indian designs and motifs in
decoration were also applied to
fabrics and then exported to
overseas markets. This two-way
impact of trade is illustrated
nowhere better than in the case
of the Indian textile industry.
Gastronomic traditions as they
developed in the Indian subcon-
tinent, Persia and the Arab
world considered rice dishes
prepared with the spices of
Malabar, Moluccas and Ceylon
indispensable to aristocratic
tables and festive occasions.” It
may be interesting to note in
this connection that it was large-
ly due to the Arabs that tropical
products like rice, cotton and
sugarcane were introduced to
the West from India. *

The significant role played by
the Arabs in acquiring, preserv-
ing and passing on human
knowledge was perhaps their
greatest contribution to the de-
velopment of civilizations. In
the field of literature the experi-
ences of the Arab travellers and
traders bore fruit in the form of
some of the best known geog-
raphical writings, travelogues
and descriptions of distant lands

and people which throw a flood
of light on the medieval history
of India and the surrounding
areas. There is no doubt that if
these works which are too well-
known to be repeated, are prop-
erly researched may help to
bridge the gulf of the centuries
between Greek and Persian his-
torians. A two-way traffic in the
literature of Arabia and India is
borne out by the remarkable
similarities between the stories
of the Arabian Nights, the Bud-
dhist Jataka Tales and the
Kathasaritasagara (Ocean of
story) written by Somadeva in
the 11th century on the one
hand,” and between the famous
Arabic story of ‘Kalila wa Dim-
na’ and ancient Sanskrit fables
of ‘Panchatantra’ on the other.
Even in the field of language,
the cultivation of Arabic as the
language of the Quran and the
approximation of the Perso-
Arabic culture became the sine
qua non of the elite Muslim
society of India. This was bound
to result in the reciprocal
absorption of words of Indian
origin in the Arabic language™
and vice versa and constitutes is
perhaps one of the most in-
teresting aspects of the Indo-
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occasional teachers.” The rec-
ognition accorded to the newly-
erected kingdom of Bengal as a
part of the Muslim hierarchy by
the Caliph of Baghdad long
before the attainment of like
honours by the suzerian at Delhi
was according to Thomas due to
the difficulty of communications
with Baghdad over alien king-
doms and distributed frontiers
that delayed the emissaries on
one part, and on the other did
not affect the open ocean passa-
ge between the mouths of the
Ganges and the seaport of
Basrah."

Closely associated with the
Arabs were the Indian traders
who from the earliest time
formed part of the cosmopolitan
and sea-faring population of the
South Arabian ports. Apart
from being major traders, the
Indians from the very outset
served as financiers bankers,
money-changers and money-
lenders at Aden and other
South Arabian ports as the Fat-
wa literature shows. As they
were mostly Hindus, the Fatwa
cases illustrate the position they
were assigned in relation to
Muslim society. The terms

‘baniyan’ and ‘Karrani’ in the
context of the Indian merchant
and clerks respectively were
familiar with the Arab from an
early date. Business was trans-
acted in a spirit of strict impar-
tiality as was evident from the
duties paid by the merchants
coming over with the Indian
monsoon without regard to reli-
gion or race.”™ In his description
of Hormuz also known as ‘Dara-
laman’ (abode of security) Abd
er-Razzak refers to persons of
all religions and even idolators
found in great numbers in this
city, and no injustice was per-
mitted towards any person
whatever."”

The impact of trade on human
culture and vice versa is well
recognised by anthropologists
and archaeologists. Habits asso-
ciated with food and drinks,
clothing and housing constitute
the bais of culture system and in
the period before the Industrial
Revolution largely determined
the composition of long distance
trade. Fine cotton textiles ex-
ported from India were adopted
over many centuries in their
texture, pattern and colours and
suit the tastes of consumers in
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Even to this day, these com-
munities of mixed Indo-Arab
origin remain profoundly influ-
enced by Arab customs and
habits of food, dress, religious
and social conditions."

The contact of the Arab traders
however, was not confined to
the western coast of India, but
extended to the eastern sea-
board of deltaic Bengal. Free
commercial intercourse be-
tween the Bay of Bengal known
to the Arabs as Bahr Harkand
and the ports of Basra and
Baghdad existed as early as the
8th century, long before the
Muslim conquest of Bengal.”
The presence of Arabs mer-
chants engaged in a consider-
able volume of commerce in
Bengal are metioned by such
16th century writers as Barbosa
and Ralph Fitch. * According to
local traditions preserved in
some old Bengali manuscripts,
several Arab merchants settled
for purposes of commerce at
Gauda. One of the manuscripts
gives a glowing description of
Gauda as the chief commercial
metropolis of Bengal through
the mouth of Chamban Ali, a
merchant from Baghdad." In

the eastern half of Bengal Arab
merchants carried on a lucrative
commerce and disseminated
their religious ideas at Chitta-
gong and Sylhet which they
respectively called Sadjam and
Shilahat.” Tt was mainly
through these Arab traders and
missionaries that Islam entered
Bengal and in the course of
centuries completely changed
the socio-religious pattern
there. In fact, Bengal became a
stronghold of the Arab Sufi
saints in the early medieval
period and their ‘darghas’ be-
came the nerve-centres of the
Bengali Muslim society. The
Sufis helped much in elevating
the religious life and thought of
Bengal and in promoting the
Islamic spirit. They carried out
peaceful conversions on a large
scale in rural Bengal with their
policy of ‘sulh-i-kul’ or peace
with all.' On the basis of a
learned analysis of old coins of
the Bengal Muslim Kings, E.
Thomas has attributed the pre-
valance of the colloquial know-
ledge of Arabic in the estuaries
of Bengal “to the increased
facilities of intercourse by sea,
while the learned of Delhi had
to rely more upon books and
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Portuguese. In the peaceful
character of Asian trade the
dominating Arabs actually per-
petuated age-old traditions of
the freedom of trade and secur-
ity of the trader dating back to
the Hellenistic and Roman
times.” As keen traders the
Arab merchants on the Indian
coast accepted the settled polity
had abstained from getting
embroiled in the internal affairs
of the Indian rulers. In return
they acquired a priviliged posi-
tion, the right to erect mosques
and to settle disputes according
to their own laws. They were
welcomed by the Indian rulers
owing to the fact that they could
make or mar the trade of a
particular port, ruin the local
merchants by merely staying
away, and could even cause
serious loss to the administra-
tion which depended on the port
dues for a large part of its
revenue.” The kingdoms of the
south were particularly depen-
dent on the Arab merchants for
the supply of horses from Persia
and Arabia.” A close alliance
was thus forged between the
Arab merchants and the rulers
of coastal India particularly with
the Hindu ruler of Calicut

Samudri Raj (King of the Seas
later misshappen into the
Zamorin) since the income and
prosperity of their kingdoms
were bound up with the activi-
ties of the Arab merchants as
was testified by Ibn Batutah.
The extent to which the Arab
traders were revered by the
Indian rulers is borne out by the
following instances.

Abu Abdullah Muhammad bin
Babshad, a proprietor of ships
from Siraf living at the end of
the third century A.H., was
warmly welcomed by a Hindu
Raja, who had his picture drawn
in a circle of sailors and boat-
men. Similarly the Arab sailors
who had their settlements in the
island of Bahrain were appreci-
ated by the Indian rulers be-
cause of their innumerable ships
and boats.'"" Many of these
Arabs who came to India for
purposes of trade settled down,
contracted marriage alliances
with the women of the country
and the offsprings of such mar-
riages came to be known by
different names in different
areas notable among whom
were the Mappillas of Malabar
and the Bayasirahs of Gujarat.
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