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          A Sea of Debt 

 In this innovative legal history of economic life in the Western Indian 

Ocean, Bishara examines the transformations of Islamic law and 

Islamicate commercial practices during the emergence of modern cap-

italism in the region. In this time of expanding commercial activity, 

a mélange of Arab, Indian, Swahili, and Baloch merchants, planters, 

jurists, judges, soldiers, and seamen forged the frontiers of a shared 

world. The interlinked worlds of trade and politics that these actors 

created, the shared commercial grammars and institutions that they 

developed, and the spatial and socio-economic mobilities they engaged 

in endured until at least the middle of the twentieth century. This major 

study examines the Indian Ocean from Oman to India and East Africa 

over an extended period of time, drawing together the histories of com-

merce, law, and empire in a sophisticated, original, and richly textured 

history of capitalism in the Islamic world. 

  FAHAD AHMAD BISHARA  is an Assistant Professor of History at the 

University of Virginia. He received his Ph.D. in History from Duke 

University in 2012, and holds an M.A. in Arab Gulf Studies from the 

University of Exeter. His research, in the i elds of legal history and 

the history of capitalism, has been supported by the Social Science 

Research Council and the American Council of Learned Societies. He 

was also previously a Prize Fellow in Economics, History, and Politics 

at the Center for History and Economics at Harvard University. 

 Published in association with the Muhammad Alagil Chair in Arabia 

Asia Studies, Asia Research Institute, National University of Singapore.   
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    ASIAN CONNECTIONS   

  Series editors 

  Sunil Amrith,  Harvard University   

  Tim Harper,  University of Cambridge   

  Engseng Ho,  Duke University     

  Asian Connections  is a major series of ambitious works that look beyond the 

traditional templates of area, regional or national studies to consider the trans- 

regional phenomena which have connected and inl uenced various parts of Asia 

through time. The series will focus on empirically grounded work exploring 

 circulations, connections, convergences, and comparisons within and beyond 

Asia. Themes of particular interest include transport and communication, 

 mercantile networks and trade, migration, religious connections, urban his-

tory, environmental history, oceanic history, the spread of language and ideas, 

and political alliances. The series aims to build new ways of understanding 

 fundamental concepts, such as modernity, pluralism or capitalism, from the expe-

rience of Asian societies. It is hoped that this conceptual framework will facilitate 

connections across i elds of knowledge and bridge historical  perspectives with 

contemporary concerns.   
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   A Sea of Debt 

 Law and Economic Life in the Western Indian 

Ocean, 1780– 1950 
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   79 Anson Road, #06- 04/ 06, Singapore 079906   
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   It furthers the University’s mission by disseminating knowledge in the pursuit 

of education, learning, and research at the highest international levels of 

excellence.   
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   © Fahad Bishara 2017   

 This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception 

and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements, 

no reproduction of any part may take place without the written 

permission of Cambridge University Press. 

   First published 2017   

   Printed in the United Kingdom by Clays, St Ives plc   

    A catalogue record for this publication is available from the British Library.    
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