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Technical notes

Persenal names

Members of the merchant community mostly followed the conventions
of the contemporary Istamic world in their naming practice, Most indi-
viduals had a personal name (ism), patronymic (nasab), a kunya (“father
of ), and a personal or familial nisba (specifier), indicating either
place of origin, profession, or descent, Some individuals had more than
one nisba, and some individuals or families also bore a lagab, or nick-
name.! Writers often chose to vary the combination of names used to
identify an individual even within a single letter, They refer to close
associates and intimates with minimal forms (bare ism, kunya, or kunya
ism), while using long forms with strangers,

For clarity, I refer to most merchants in “ésm b. nasab™ form, but vary
this usage where another form more easily identifies the individual.
Before nasabs ‘b indicates ibn in Arabic, ben in Hebrew, or bar in
Aramaic, all of them frequently used. I often include nisbas or lagabs
for members of important family clans, particularly if fellow merchants
often used the nisba. Where a patronymic form, such as Ibn ‘Awkal, is a
family lagab, I use “ibn” rather than “b.” to distinguish between the two.
Thus, “Yasuf b. Ya‘qib Ibn ‘Awkal” denotes Yiisuf whose father was
Ya‘qlb, and whose family nisha was Ton ‘Awkal. He is commonly
referred to as Yisuf Ibn ‘Awkal.

Most Jews in the medieval Near East were known interchangeably by
Hebrew and Arabic names, and merchants were no exception. Since
they usually used the Arabic forms of their fellows’ names in letters,
I have followed the conventions of historians of Islam and used translit-
erated Arabic names even where there is a common English equivalent

! Special features of naming practice among Geniza peaple include nasabs generally of one
generation (at most, and, rather infrequently, two), infrequent use of lagabs, and nisbas
that are both familial and personal (often meaning that an individual bore rwo of them).
For further detail on naming in Geniza documents see Goitein, 1967-1993: I, 357-358;
for more generak discussion see Beeston, 1971.

h:4%
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{thus Yusuf rather than Joseph, Ya‘qub rather than Jacob). For those
merchants who are universally referred to by the Hebrew form of their
name, as is the case with Masliah b, Eliah, the Jewish judge (dayyan) of
Palermo, I use Hebrew transliterarion for consistency. Merchants used
al-Kohen and ha-Kohen almost interchangeably: I use al-Kohen
throughout.

Place names and regional names

For those cities most familiar to English readers I have used English
versions of place-names (e.g. Palermo, Tyre, Alexandria). Less familiar
places are given in transliteration, using the definite article where this is
most common among medieval users. Thus I refer to al-Ladhigiyya
(ancient Laodicea in northern present-day Syria) but to Qayrawan (not
al-Qayrawin). An exception is made for Fustat, which I keep as a
familiar place name, In this period Fustat and Cairo were sister cities
located about two miles from each other. Cairo was a royal enclosure
growing into a city, but Fustat was the great city and commercial hub of
Egypt. Merchants generally refer to Fustat as Misr, also the word for
Egypt, but when writing addresses on letters, they write al-Fustat. Mer-
chants frequented both Tripolis: modern-day Tripoli, Lebanon; and
Tripoli, Libya. Following their use I refer to the former as Tripoli al-
Sham (Syrian Tripoli), and the latter simply as Tripoli.

Since this book is concerned with the economic nature of regions, naming
regions can presuppose a unity that did not actually exist. Merchanis
themselves used certain regional names quite commonly: al-Andalus
(sometimes given with the article and sometimes without, although I use
al-Andalus throughout), Sigilliyya (Sicily), and al-Sham (greater Syria). But
they used Ifrigiyya (roughly the areas of Roman Africa: Tunisia and eastern

-Algeria) or Misr (Egypt) quite rarely. For convenience I use the names used
by the geographers or their common English equivalents. Part II discusses
the geographic meaning of these areas.

“Egypt” refers to the entire Nile Valley, the Delta, the Mediterranean
ports of the Nile, and the area of the Fayytim. “Sicily” refers to the island
and “al-Andalus” to Islamic Spain, although commercial activity did not
encompass the entirety of either region. “Ifrigiyya” refers to modern

Tunisia, northeast Algeria, and northwestern Libya. “Maghrib” means .

the westerly part of the North African coast, comprising most of modern
Algeria and Morocco. “The West” is used for the area of the central
Mediterranean encompassing both Ifrigiyya and Sicily, following the
rather loose but consistent usage of Geniza merchants and their view
of the world from Fustat. The “far west” refers to the Maghrib and
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Map 1.1: The commercial Mediterranean in the eleventh century
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Map 1.2: Egypt and al-Sham

Technical notes Xix

al-Andalus together. Finally, “al-Sham” was used by geographers and
Geniza people universally to refer to the area roughly analogous o
modern Syria, Lebanon, Israel, and the Palestinian territories.

Money, prices, and weights

This book is not particularly concerned with monetary history. When it
mentions prices, it does so chiefly to provide scale and comparison.
Hence all prices are converted into round figures in dinars. Direct quotes
from letters contain the units and currencies used by Geniza merchants;
the footnotes or text include a conversion to decimal dinars.? As a rough
standard of comparison, Goitein estimated that a farnily of middling
artisans could get by on 2 dinars a month.” This estimate is accepted by
Geniza scholars, and provides the reader with a measure against which
to judge units, tens, hundreds, and thousands of dinars.

In the case of the weights in which goods were priced and traded,
rather than exact values the reader should note the close equivalence of
many of these terms to avoirdupois standards. Given approximate
weights, wugiyya can be read as ounces, ratls as pounds, and manns as
two pounds (or one kilogram).* A gintar is a hundred ratls, or a hun-
dredweight (50 kilograms), an %dl or bale weighed roughly 500 rat
(although since these were also the physical objects of shipping, their
weight varied from around 160 to over 350 kilograms).®

Language: iransliteration, transcription, and translation

I have tried to make sparing use of transliteration. Specific terms trans-
literated in the text are indicated by italics; a glossary is provided in the
end-matter. Arabic transliteration follows the rules of the Inrernational
Journal of Middle East Studies. Hebrew transcription follows those of the
Association for Fewish Studies Review with the following changes: ¥ is
transliterated as s, U as ¢, final 1 without smappig is omitted. Exceptions

Geniza merchants quote prices in moneys of account. Chiefly these are dinars: halves,
thirds, quarters, sixths, eighths, girdrs (twenty-fourths) and habbas (seventy-seconds).
I follow Goitein in using a standard accounting conversion of 1:40 between dinars and
dirhems; real rates were widely variable. Goitein, 1967—-1993: I, 368-392. See the brief
discussion and bibliography in 4.2 at n. 12.

? Goitein, 1967-1993: 1, 359.

* More exactly, a eugiyye was made up of 12 dirhems weighing 3.125 grams each, and a
rail was 12 wugivya. Goitein, 1967-1993: 1, 360-361.

Dinars, dirthems, and ¢iras were measures of weight as well as types of money; moneys of
account are in standard weight dinars and weighed bags of money were labeled by dinar
weight. On these particular weighrs see KI5, “Wazn”

W
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are made for terms found in English dictionaries, such as gadi, caliph,
sultan, or yeshiva. These are treated as pari of Standard English. Given
that the irregularity of Arabic plurals can cause confusion, I append an
‘s’ 10 most transliterated terms rather than provide the morphologically
appropriate plural, When published works in Hebrew or Arabic inchide
an English title page I have given that title and indicated the original
language. Where they do not I provide a iransliteration.

Where questions of original language are importani in my quotation of
manuscript sources I have used the original Judeo-Arabic of the letters in
the footnotes rather than a transliteration. An editor’s attempt to trans-
literate Judeo-Arabic often’involves choosing to correct usage to norma-
tive Arabic, or deciding about voweling in a case where our knowledge of
the Middle Arabic used is still tentative.®

In both translations and transcriptions of manuscript sources the
following conventions are used: roman type indicates original in Judeo-
Arabic, underline is Hebrew; ellipses indicate editorial omission, while
ellipses enclosed by brackets indicate lacunae in the text; words enclosed
in brackets indicate editorial filling of a textual lacuna; words enclosed in
parentheses indicate an editorial comment or clarification, or editorial
completion of the writer’s abbreviation. Emphases, given in italics, are
my own. Except in the model letter of chapter 3 I have not indicated
corrections made by the writer: words or letters added above or below
the line are included without comment; words that the writer later
crossed out are omitted. Where non-Geniza sources are quoted I have
relied upon previous editors and not made my own editorial comments,

Scholars have prepared English translations of many of these docu-
ments, and 1 have consulted many of these translations in writing this
work. The table of manuscript sources in the bibliography lists both
available editions and English translations. I have either re-translated
or edited prepared translations in order to illuminate the consistent
vocabulary of letter writers. Unless I specifically cite a translation in
the footnotes all translations, and all errors that they contain, are my
own,

I mostly use a literal translation style, but cccasionally choose a looser,
more idiomatic translation to give the flavor of the exchange.
I sometimes use the second person in place of the author’s third person
where comprehension is at stake. The reader will therefore find a mix of
numerals and numbers, contractiotis, slang; and informal expressions;
these are my attempts to accurately reflect registers and styles.

 See Blau, 1999, Versteegh, 1997, See also Diem and Radenberg, 1994: passim, which
disagrees with Goitein on voweling of individual terms.

Abbreviations
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1 Introduction: two tales

1.1 A medieval story: the bale on the beach

Around the year 1050 a bale sat on the shore at the port of Mazara in
western Sicily. It was wrapped in canvas and tied with rope, and on the
outside was written the name “Masliah b, Eliah,” the dayyan (judge) of
Palerme. It contained indigo, and a bale of it represented a great deal of
money: around 175 dinars if it was the Syrian variety, triple that if it was
good Kirmani.! But the bale was wet, a fact that would both reduce the
value of the indigo and mean a lot of work for someone. So it sat on the
shore for several days.

Hayyim b. ‘Ammir, the Palermo “representative of the merchants”
(wakil al-ugiar),” was also down on the Mazara shore, sorting, spreading,
airing, and re-packing the indigo in a second wet bale dropped off by the
same unweatherly ship. Ahmad b. Da’ad, a clerk whom all the people of
Palermo had agreed to leave in charge of their goods, asked him about
the orphaned bale. Hayyim suggested moving it to the fundug® until they
heard from Masliah. But Masliah, writing from Palermo, said the bale
did not belong to him at all, and he refused ro receive it. On the other
hand, could Hayyim get the two sections of indigo belonging to his
brother out of the bale and send them to him? Hayyim presented this
plan to Ahmad b. Da’ad, who was equally quick to reject responsibility:
“If you are willing to accept the bale in its entirety, fine. If you don’t want
to, I’'m not going to open it for you to take what you like and leave the
rest with me.”* Hayyim wrote to the judge again, who repeated his
request that Hayyim handle matters and fetch him the requested

' See Siillman, 1970: 89-91, 135-136 for a description and price quotes in the eatly part
of the eleventh century.

2 See 4.3 at n, 68 below, for the role of the wakil.

* This was a merchant inn that served as lodging and storage space for foreigners without
access to local warehouses; see Constable, 2003: 68-106, passin.

4 TS 20.122 r 26-27. See TS 20.122 r passin, v 1-12 for all the remaining details and
quotations.



2 Introduction: two tales

sections. So Hayyim, whose professional duiy as wakil meant he “sought
10 arrange everything for the best” for everyone, weni to Ahmad and said
he would pay for everything and take it to his own warehouse, provided
Ahmad would open it and record all the details of each bundle ~ its
weight and label.> Ahmad stood on the balcony of the fundug while the
bale was opened and took down everything in his ledger. There were
seven sections of indigo: three were labeled as belonging to Misa b,
Abi "I-Hayy and were to be delivered ro Masgliah b. Eliah; two were
labeled for delivery to Maslial’s brother; and two were labeled for deliv-
ery to Isma‘il b. Haran. One of the last sections contained some purnp-
kin seeds and rice along with the indigo. One of the merchants on hand
to witness the unpacking, Maymiin, said that the section with the pump-
kin seeds belonged to Abii Ishag, who had had it packed in Cairo itself.
As everyone had suspected this bale caused no end of trouble for
Hayyim. After it was opened he got a letter from Abu Ishaq telling him
of a change of intent: he was to deliver the sections labeled to Isma‘ll b.
Hartn to Nissim b. Shemariah instead. In the dispute that followed
when both arrived from Palermo and Hayyim refused to give Isma‘ll
the package, Isma‘il and his brother denounced Hayyim to the “inspect-
ors,”® saying that he was undermining Muslim institutions by evading
customs duties. Insults and accusations were traded among the mer-
chants when they were hauled in front of the Muslim authorities {al-
sultan).” Worst of all, and shameful, Hayyim’s brothers-in-law were
among those who witnessed the abuse hurled at him; in return, in a
moment of anger he insulted one of the other men on the quality of both
his wife and A5 in-laws. The case, and the payments involved, were
apparently not settled to Hayyim’s satisfaction, for he detailed the entire
episode in a letter to an associate in Fustat (whence the bale had
originated), asking that he take the letter and read it to % (the associ-
ate’s) brother-in-law.® No doubt the arguments would continue in
Fustat and Alexandria, where most of the owners made their homes.
Many parts of the geographic story of eleventh-century Mediterra-
nean commerce are encapsulated in the history of this single bale lying
unclaimed on the shore, particularly the separate and intersecting move-
ments of goods, information, and people upon which such trade

* The payment would be for customs duties thar might be imposed.

% Hayyim used the Hebrew ompp to obscure his meaning from other inspectors who
sometimes read commercial letters. See Goitein, 1967-1993: I, 271 and 5.5 below.

7 The word referred to “the state” or “authority” in general, rather than a specific officer. It
could also be the title Sultan, which became common after this peried, but it was given
only to the Sultan of Ifrigiyya during the eleventh century. See the discussion in 5.5.

& TS 20,1221 passim, v 1-12. The name of the recipient of the letter is lost.
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depended. Indigo and other goods belonging to several merchants were
bundled together in Fusiai, whende they were sent west to Palermo and
unexpectedly landed in Mazara. A series of letters passed from Tustat to
Palermo, from Fustat to Mazara, from Palermo to Mazara, and from
Palermo to Fustat transmitting information and instructions regarding
these goods, assigning responsibility, praise, and blame. Merchants
made multiple trips between Palermo and Mazara to manage and argue
over arrangements.

The story of this bale also reveals thar relationships between mer-
chants and institutional authority were complex. Officials appeared
and goods had to be negotiated through a bureaucracy that included
registration and customs, but the trading community had a great deal to
say in this negotation. It was the trading community, after all, that
agreed to put-Ahmad in charge of their goods; when “inspectors” were
cafled in it was as a strategic move by business players. This move,
however, led to the horrors of appearing before “the authorities,” which
was, as Hayyim put it, “an affair that I was unable to handle.” Finally,
merchants appear in relation to authority as both individuals and a
group: “all the people™ put Ahmad in charge of their goods and a group
witnessed the opening of the bale and the argument in front of the
authorities, but Hayyim and Masliah argued over individual
responsibility for the bale, just as Nissim and Isma‘1l fought over the
sections,

At the same time, the story as we have it is puzzling in terms of
economic organization. Why were accepting and opening the bale
objects of such dispute? Why was there such an effort by two men first
to avoid responsibility for the bale, and then by two others to take
responsibility for sections they did not own; indeed, for goods from
which none of them would profit? Why were both ownership and agency
m the bale so dispersed and ambiguous? How is it that Hayyim, whose
name appeared on no label, ended up taking charge of the bale; why was
he, rather than Masliah, the person who received instructions in a letter
from Fustat? What made Hayyim anxious to report on these incidents to
vet another merchant in Fustat who did not own these goods, yet not ask
for any particular assistance or intervention? If these questions were not
enough, the infrastructure and economic geography too are mysterious.
Why were these particular goods moving, and how did they come 10 be
brought together in Fustat? If indeed the indigo was Syrian, why had it
taken such a circuitous route to Sicily? What led to the diversion of
destination and the orphaning of the bale? Why were so many men
raveling the 110 km from the great market of Palermo to the lesser
one of Mazara?
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Finally, the story reveals the sort of evidence about medieval trade at
our command., All the details come from a single letter, and thus we
know the history of the bale only so far as it concerns Hayyim as
momentary and unexpected custodian. The circumstances of purchase
and sale, like the previous and further movements of this indigo, are lost,
for the particular bale and sections cannot be located again in the few
accounts and shipping notes we have, Mo other letter from any of the
other merchants involved, giving information about resolution or reper-
cussions, can be connected with certainty to this dispute, Moreover, the
fetter itself is damaged just when the dispute between the agents is
recorded: seven lines are mostly illegible. And yet, it is from these
narratives — from letters whole and fragmentary, from preliminary
accounts, stray contracts, pages torn from the records of law-courts —
that I sketch this medieval economy. By tracing these movements of
information, goods, and people, and by figuring out which movements
were necessary, possible, and impossible, I re-construct the institutions
and geographies of trade.

This book begins from a simple premise, If we collect the comumnercial
papers of the eleventh century and analyze the hundreds of stories such
as Hayyim’s as a group, we will discover the concerns that drove this
business — the kind of work these men did, how they navigated external
institutions and created internal ones. If we then trace the records of
movements of things that were important to merchants it will reveal
something about the economic geography of their world. That is, we
will learn things not only about the overall connectivity and integration
of the Mediterranean or Islamic economy, but about the relationship of
local, regional, and inter-regional economies, and the nature of the
production and exchange that drove commerce.

In this work I delve as deeply as possible into the activities of a group
of people: I look at where they went and what they did in their travels; at
the nature, origins, production, and movements of the commodities they
deal with; and at the ways in which they shared information, From the
nature of the sources that survive we often know a great deal about these
men as individuals, making it possible to consider not only overall
patterns, but sometimes how an individual’s circumstances shaped the
choices he made. Through both kinds of analysis I recover the geography
of practice and test how that geography matches those imposed by
historical studies of different areas, by medieval geographers, by what
we know of the nature and boundaries of political authority. The
approach might be thought of as in conversation with, but inverting,
the classic Annales method: rather than gathering together all possible
sources for a region defined in advance and exploring that region
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through many lenses, I look at a single set of sources in a variety of ways
to see how the economy is connecied, letiing regions and the importance
of regions emerge from the connections made by people, objects, and
information.’

But my ability te tell the stories of the men gathered around the bale
in Mazara and their disappointed colleagues in Egypt depends on a
second, more modern, story. This second story presents the difficulties
of the sources and scholarship. There are limits in type, number, and
origin of the stories that have survived, meaning that we must think
deeply about how much of the economic story of their time they can tell,
even though these are also documents of unique quality and complexity.
Even more, the story of how these sources came to be “discovered,”
dispersed, and used by scholars over the past century defines the histories
that have been written from this material in particular ways. Indeed, the
scholarship is much like the documents themselves: dense and rich in
some areas, but aiso filled with unexpected disputes, with lacunae small
and large,

1.2 A modern story: three scholars and a piece of paper

I think we may congratulate ourselves . .. Please do not speak yet abroad of the
matter. [ will come to you tomorrow about 11pm [sic] and talk over the matter
with you how to make the matter known. (Solomon Schechter to Mrs. Lewis,
May 13, 1896, Cambridge, England)'®

“In haste and great excitement,” Solomon Schechter wrote this news,
which would complete the establishment of the “Cairo Geniza” as a
source of unique and irreplaceable biblical and other literary and non-
literary materials, and provoke the final and full transfer of the contents
of the Ben Ezra synagogue’s storage room to libraries in Europe and
the United States. Schechter was able to confirm what the Scottish twin
sisters Mrs. Margaret Gibson and Mrs. Agnes Lewis had suspected.
The fragments they had purchased from an antiquities dealer in Cairo
were indeed important: for here was a piece of the Hebrew original of the
Book of Ecclesiasticus, previously known to scholars only through the
Greek and Syriac translations.

These three scholars were not the first to discover the textual riches of
the Geniza.'! Since his arrival at the University Library in 1890

? See McCormick, 2001 for similar methodology. Duby, 1953 is perhaps the most
foundational of regional studies in the Annales method.

10 ULCG, uncatalogued. See Reif, 2000: 75 for a reproduction.

"' Throughout the book “the Geniza® refers to the Cairo Geniza described below,
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Schechter himself had already been consulted about acquiring various
Hebrew texts that were emerging, in ever greater numbers, in the
hands of iravelers and dealers coming from Cairo, He had largely
rejected their purchase, doubting either their importance or authenticity,
since the burgeoning market for ancient texis in serni-colonial Hgypt had
naturally created its share of forgers. But several circumstances in Bgypt
were pushing materials into the market, and would soon drag Schechter
there too.

For centuries occasional visitors to the Ben Ezra synagogue in
QOld Cairo had seen its notoriously large geniza. Of course, synagogues
everywhere, including elsewhere in Cairo, had genizot: texts containing
the name of God become sacred, and when such texts cannot or should
not be used, they require a sacred resting-place, a geniza, 2 Many Jewish
communities bury the contents of a synagogue’s gemiza box in the
cemetery periodically, when it becomes full: the word geniza comes from
the root “to hide” or “to bury.” But the Ben Ezra synagogue, the earliest
surviving synagogue of the Jewish community of Fustat (perhaps estab-
lished in the Byzantine period), and differing from newer synagogues
in that it still followed Palestinian (rather than Babylonian) customs,
was unusual. For whatever reason, when the community was allowed
to rebuild the ancient synagogue after the Fatimid caliph al-Hakim’s
prescribed destruction of all synagogues and churches in 1012, a large
storeroom in the building was set aside for the geniza. The community in
this and succeeding generations considered the room not as a temporary
shelter for documents awaiting burial, but as their permanent resting-
place.'? Even after much of the Jewish community moved from Fustat to
Cairo proper, the building and its geniza remained important to the local
community and visiting Jews. Through the centuries many visitors came
to see the building, and many documents, some of strange and remote
origin, were deposited in this geniza. By the mid nineteenth century over
350,000 pieces of paper and parchment, hand-written and printed in
many languages, dating from the sixth through the nineteenth centuries,
some originally written as far away as Spain, Russia, and Indonesia,
rested together.’® The overwhelming majority were religious texts, but
here and there were letters, marriage contracts, a customer’s account
with his shopkeeper, a scholar’s response to a legal question, a synagogue
schoolmaster’s practice book, a magic armulet, a list of donors to or

12 For a brief overview see b:?'z, “Genizah,”

' We have documents attesting to the granting of permission to rebuild, the projecr of
rebuilding itself, and rthe complerion of work around 1040, See Reif, 2000.

1 See Jefferson, forthcoming.
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reciplents of community charity — the Geniza contains 12,000-18,000
such “historical” documents. Most were writien in the Arabic spolken by
the Arab Jewish community of Fustar, but using the Hebrew characters
they learned in school, a form now called Judeo-Arabic.'® And most
were also written in the period 1000-1250, when the new synagogue
building bustled with members who lived nearby, when Fustat was the
commercial heart of Egypt, and when many in the community had felt
the burden of sacredness implicit in the word God, or the Hebrew script
itself, most strongly.

The situation of both the synagogue and the Geniza began to change
in the late nineteenth century. The city began to see the arrival of a new
kind of tourist: moneyed people with a scholarly interest in ancient texts.
These now included men and women with a special interest in the
history of the Bible, and European and American Jews interested in
the history of Judaism and the Jewish people. The Jewish community
of Caire itself was growing in numbers and economie standing as the city
came under the domination of the British, and in 1889 the by-now
dilapidated Ben Ezra was demolished. By 1892 the rebuilding was
complete, and included a geniza room full of Geniza materials. But it
was not exactly the same Geniza: in the years of rebuilding various
documents had found their way to collectors and dealers. Even as the
new building was completed, interest in the documents now circulating
bubbled up in scholarly circles around Europe, and more documents
were removed from the new Geniza room.'?

By December 1896 Sclomon Schechter too set off for Cairo, armed
with money provided by Charles Taylor, the master of 8t, John’s College,
and the backing of Cambridge University. After some delicate negoti-
ations with the chief rabbi of Cairo the Jewish community of Cairo
permitted Schechter to take away what remained in their Geniza and
give it to the Cambridge University Library, and Schechter himself was
given free access to the Geniza room to box up what he wished. Already
less than half the Geniza was intact, and even as Schechter worked, and
even as the Scottish twins joined him in Cairo to help, decuments
escaped. Schechter tracked down some items with dealers and pur-
chased them, but many were overlooked, and Schechter himself decided
to leave some of the printed materials. The efforts of Schechter, Lewis,
Gibson, and their English colleagues and supporters means that the

'3 Judeo-Arabic, like medieval Arabic, has many forms. By the ninth century a normative
rransliteration and orthography had emerged. See Blau, 1999.

Y Gee Jefferson, 2010, passim for more details of the processes of fragment removal and
loss.
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lion’s share of Geniza documents, around 140,000 sheif-marked manu-
script fragments, totaling about 225,000 individual folios, can now be
found in the Cambridge University Library, most of them part of the
Taylor-8chechter collection.!” The circumstances of the fate nineteenth
century, and changing practice in the twentieth, also explain why over
thirty libraries in Burope and the United States claim Geniza collections,
why only a scant handful are in Israel and none in Egypt, why few remain.
in private hands, and why it is impossible to make any definitive state-
ment about how many Geniza documents there are.

1.3 The problem of the sources

The history of the Cairo Geniza explains the odd and arbitrary nature of
its contents, and demands that we think carefully about the kinds of
questions we can and cannot pose of different groups of material.
A geniza is not an archive, the artifact of an attempt to organize and
preserve texts; it is a repository of purposefully discarded texts — an anti-
archive, as Goitein, the most important scholar of the historical Geniza,
described it. Goitein’s neat term, however, obscures an even more diffi-
cult problem: we do not know when, how, or sometimes even why
certain materials entered the Cairo Geniza. Some papers ended up in
the Geniza soon after they were written;'® other groups of papers are
clearly parts of earlier archives that at some unknown date were regarded
as no longer worth preserving. The Geniza thus contains a jumble of
what was once worth keeping and what was never worth keeping. Geniza
documents in Western libraries include writings from many segments of
society alongside the churning pens of the Fatimid chancery. But in
whatever area we look, we never have evervthing. Thus the different rate
of materials for individuals in similar positions reveals that “gemiza
practice” varied widely even in the period 1000-1250, and not everyone
was similarly assiduous in making sure papers were deposited. 19 Nor did

17 The Taylor—Schechter collection is named both for Solomon Schechter and Ch:?rles
Taylor, the fellow and master of St. Johns College. Additional collections in Cambridge
include Lewis and Gibson’s own collection, additional purchases by the library, and the
loan of the last substantial private collection, that of the Mosseri family. )

% Thus two letters written to Hayyim b. ‘Ammar, which he received on business trips to
Alexandria and Fustat, ended up in the Geniza: TS 13 7 25.12 and TS 10 ] 19.9. We
have none of the letters he received in Sicily, suggesting that he had left the lerters to be
deposited in the Geniza when he traveled home, .

1% Nahray b, Nissim’s correspondence makes up more than a third of commgrctal letteljs
from 1040 to 1080, while the Geniza contains only fourteen letters written to his
contemporary Yah@ida b. Masa Ibn Sighmar, an equally imporrant merchant also
based in Fustat and a2 member of the Ben Ezra synagogue.

The probiem of the sources Q

communal officers always put the records they generated there, The
modern dispersion of the Geniza no doubr resulted in some losses of
material,”® but perhaps more surprising was the discovery thar Jews of
the synagogue had been taking material out of the Geniza long before
this heap became a saleable commodity — recovering paper for re-use or
for samples of good penmanship for the synagogue school.?! Tn the case
of commercial letters, of most concern in this boaok, cross-referencing of
missives mentioning the sending, arrival, and copying of other letters
makes it obvious that we have only a fraction of any merchant’s corres-
pondence, even for the two merchants who left us the largest files:
Nahray b. Nissim and Yasuf Ibn ‘Awkal.??

The nature of the synagogue, the notoriety of its geniza, the changing
characteristics of Cairo and Fustat and thejr Jewish communities over
the centuries — each plays a role in making the Geniza defy expectations
of its contents. As we will be reminded time and again, what remains are
mostly windows that give us fragmentary views from and towards Fustat.
But the very centrality of Fustat and this synagogue led to travel and
migration that brought documents as well as people, and there are
unexpected vistas too — notes between Siisa and Palermo, records from
Aleppo, complaints about communal machinations in Southern Italy,
poetry written between a married couple in al-Andalus. The complex
nature of texts, the varied use and re-use of paper, and the dispersion of
the Geniza all raise complicated questions about the pictures the Geniza
provides, its representation and completeness.*?

Fortunately the “commercial papers” of the Geniza have received
some of the greatest scholarly attention. Several generations of scholars,
principally Goitein and his students, worked to identify all the papers
associated with traders of the eleventh and twelfth centuries. These
efforts came to fruition for eleventh-century materials in the work of
Gil, who carried out research in the 1980s and 1990s to identify and
edit, or re-edit, all the materials associated with these men, regardless
of whether the materials were commercial letters, legal documents,
account fragments, family or communal correspondence.** More

* The recent rediscovery of a box of Geniza materials in the basement of the Geneva
Library that had lain unopened since 1897 suggests we may never fully reassembie what
was dispersed.

Goitein, 1967-1993: 1, 9. ?* Discussed in 2.1 below.

There is no overall study of the contents of the Cairo Geniza. See Hoffman and Cole,
2011; Reif, 2000; Reif and Ben-Sasson, 1997; Reif and Reif, 2002 for descriptions, See
Cohen and Stillman, 1985 on medieval geniza practice.

Principally Gil, 1983a: II1, docs. 458-529; Gil, 1997: II-1V, docs. 102-846. I omit some
of the iterms in the latter volume and include somse other documents in the former in my
“commercial corpus.” See the discussion below.

2
23
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recently, two ongoing efforts — the Princeron Geniza Project to create
online editions of Geniza documenis and the Friedberg Genizah Project
to create a union catalog of ali Geniza documents — have added more
documents to the eleventh-century corpus.” Although research con-
tinues i, certain collections to catalog fragments, and boxes of Geniza
materials continue to appear in unexpected places, these materials are so
recognizable that there is a scholarly consensus that at least 90 percent of
them have been identified in known collections.®® The possibility of
doing the synthetic work of this book thus rests squarely on the dedi-
cated efforts of collection and editing of many scholars; Geniza history
suggests, however, that this work too may need revision as such efforts
continue.

For writing the history of commercial trade the Geniza is limited in
several obvious ways. There is the question of rate of survival of docu-
ments discussed above, Geniza materials are also skewed toward people
associated with this synagogue (one of at least four in eleventh-century
Fustat—Cairo), who did not include all Jewish merchants even in Fustat.
But we also have documents both from and for Jews in Fustat who
belonged to other synagogues, as well as letters addressed to merchanis
resident in other cities - Alexandria especially, but also odd items from
the Levant and central Mediterranean.”” Jewish merchants wrote letters
in Arabic as well as Hebrew characters, but we have only a handful of
their Arabic letters, again skewing our view of commercial activity.
Finally, merchants wrote other sets of documents — particularly legal
and accounting documents, both of which had continuing value as legal
records — some of them rarely or never deposited in the Geniza.

The nature of the Geniza and its commercial papers as a fragmentary,

selective, and random collection thus raises issues of representation,
identification, and typology, discussed in chapter 3. I ask the reader to
take one leap of faith with me, albeir an educated one, T have assumed
that the commercial letters recovered from the Geniza are representative
of the Judeo-Arabic letters that merchants resident in Fustat, or traveling
there, received. That is, even if we do not have all the letters of Nahray b.
Nisstm, there is nothing systematic that distinguishes the letters we have
from the letters we do not have. Although arguing from absence is
dangerous, extant letters can be helpfully suggestive of the nature of

25 See Manuscript sources in the bibliography for the “commercial corpus.”

2% This is the lowest estimate among scholars ( A. L. Udovitch, personal communication,
2004; P. Ackerman-Lieberman, personal communication, 2005-2008; B. Outhwaite,
personal communication, 2008; Mark Cohen, personal communication, 2004-2005;
Roxani Margarit, personal communication, 2009-2010).

27 The distribution of materials is discussed in 7.5 below.

.
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what is missing. There is a stream of instances in which we have a single
letter from a merchant traveling in which he mentions sending letters
from a series of cities with the same news he is writing now, and none of
the others survive, while in some cases we indeed have two nearly
identical letters — both suggesting the random selection of our letters.
internal factors also suggest a representative sample: some letters have
nothing of importance to repori, others discuss dozens of crucial
matters; some report the smooth progress of business, others are full of
recriminations and defense; some are careful and discreet, others wildly
inappropriate.®® There is thus no reason to argue that the surviving
letters were selected in order to be kept or, conversely, in order to be
got rid of.

1.4 Medieval and modern stories: a scholarly conversation

This book is written in two parts: the first is about institutions and the
second geographies. Perhaps more accurately, the first part outlines the
various structures that defined the possibilities of action for merchants,
and the second examines their actions. Possibilities were defined by
institutions and infrastructures: the nature and ownership of transporta-
tion, the reliability of mail, the workings of the legal system, or notions of
social prestige that helped determine business aspirations. Chapter 2 is a
brief sketch of the position Geniza merchants occupied in their commu-
nities and in Islamic society. Chapter 3 is an examination of the nature of
commercial letters. I both explore the methodological problems of
working with such materials and analyze letter content to demonstrate
which problems of distance merchants had to solve, and which they
could solve through use of letters. Chapters 4 and 5 examine the nature
of trade, infrastructures, and institutions to see why the problems dis-
closed in chapter 3, those of market information, commodity movement,
and personnel management, loomed larger in the correspondence than
other possible issues such as military and naval operations, accounting,
management of bureaucracy, or political maneuvers.

The second part, geographies, looks at how the choices merchants
made in the eleventh century were shaped by the economic geographies
of the Islamic Mediterranean, but in turn helped create and sustain the
organization of markets. In chapters 7, 8, and 9 I thus look at patterns

28 Chapter 3 discusses functions and norms governing the writing of commercial letters.
On the rhetorical, diplomatic and functonal aspects of leiters see Goldberg, 2005:
Chapter 1. See also my revised conclusions in Goldberg, forthcominge and Goldberg,
2012.
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of mercantile activity to draw different maps of the economy in the
eleventh century. I consider connection and integration in the mer-
chants’ world. 1 also examine the role of merchants in sustaining regional
economic systems that integrated the Mediterranean in some ways,
but profited from segregation in others. Merchanis’ strategies in using
information, in organizing different kinds of regional and long-distance
commodity movements, and in managing their own carecers reveal a
business model that took advantage of a highly regionalized commercial
£COMNOILY.

But the geographic patterns described in these chapters also changed
substantially between the two main generations of Geniza merchants
considered here: the geography and practice of 1000-1040 was not the
same as that of 1040-1080. In chapter 10 I show how merchants
responded to changing geo-political conditions by changing both the
geography of their trade and the balance between different kinds F’f
economic activity, I find that other groups of merchants reacted in
different ways, allowing us to glimpse larger patterns of interaction in
the Mediterranean as a whole. In the conclusion I look at how the
choices of these and other merchants affected geo-political conditions,
accelerating certain kinds of change in the later eleventh century.

The stories of institutions and geographies were inextricably inter-
twined for Geniza merchants, but also address three fields of modern
scholarship: institutional economics; medieval economic history; and
Mediterranean history. I discuss some of the ways the study of Geniza
merchants contributes to these fields, but also how the study is compli-
cated in two ways by the twentieth-century story of the Cairo Geniza.
First, study of these men as economic actors has largely been framed by
Europeans asking questions emanating from scholarship on medievat
European economic history, and using the Islamic economy largely to
make comparisons. Second, stories about the Geniza merchants have
raised the fraught question of whether these are stories of Jews or Arabs,
and what they represent.

Commercial documents from the Geniza are most famous in the
social sciences, especially in institutional economics and the game theory
literature on contract enforcement. Principally through the ideas put
forward by Greif, the “Maghrib¥s” (as Geniza merchants are known in
his work) have been viewed as the first documented instance of complex
economic activity — including long-distance principal-agent relations -
being sustained in the complete absence of an external institutional
framework of law and policing. Greif proposes that this group was self-
governing, that it enforced contracts not through formal institutions but
through a “reputation mechanism™ sustained by the group acting as a

Medieval and modern stories 13

closed coalition. The Maghribis policed themselves according to an
nternal set of norms, limiting business relationships to a lineage Eroup
that shared these beliefs.*” Economists have regarded the organization of
Geniza trading activity as one of the central cases for theories of how to
susiain economic development in contemporary situations of limited or
highly corrupt state power.”’

Greif’s work is equally important to arguments about the centrality of
institutional strucrures in determining the course of economic develop-
ment. He argues that the “Maghribis” organized their trade in this
manmer because a cultural preference for informality - for community
rather than state policing of norms — was dominant in their Tslamic
milieu. It helped define not only the preferences of this group, but a
pervasive lack of state institutions that necessitated alternative forms of
governance. From this, Greif influentially argues that shifts in the eco-
nomic balance between Europe and Islam were caused not by any
inherent inefficiency in the original Maghribi system, but by putting
economic institutions in the Islamic world on a “path” that limited the
extensiveness of agency relations, leading to the eventual economic
decline of the Islamic world relative to Burope.®!

Although Greif’s model and his proposed causality were new, they
were premised on two older European narratives of economic and insti-
tutional history. The first is that Islamic societies were and continued to
be governed largely by informal arrangements in comparison to a
Europe in which instirational and bureaucratic structures were from
the Middle Ages increasingly elaborated; this contrast received its most
influential early treatment in Weber’s analyses of law and bureaucracy.>?
The second narrative, discussed further below, is that of rise and decline,
in which the economic rise of Burope is tied to a decline in the
Islamic world, as though the two economies existed in a zero-sum game
in which the expansion in one implies contraction in the other. In both

2

-3

Originally published in Greif, 1989a, 103-106, 124-52; Greif, 1993; revised in Greif,
2006a: 58-90. See also Aoki, 2001: 10, 73; Harbord, 2006.

E.g. Clay, 1997; Collier and Gunning, 1999; Dixit, 2003; Fafchamps and Minten,
1999; McMillan and Woodruff, 2000; Platteau, 1994; Rubin, 1994; Woolcock, 1998;
World Bank, 2002, :

Greif, 1994; Greif, 2002; Greif, 2006a; Greif, 2006b. Greif’s work builds upon the work
of Landa and others on network size (Cooter and Landa, 1984; Grofinan and Landa,
1983; Landa, 1981}. See also de Mesquita and Stephenson, 2006. Greif’s historical
analysis is adopted, at least in part, by Aoki, 2001; Blum and Dudley, 2001; Bowles,
1998; Djankov er al., 2003; Greif and Laitin, 2004; Kuran, 1997; Kuran, 2003; North,
2005; Weingast, 1997; Woodruff, 2001; Woolcock, 1998 among others.

Weber, 1978 [1922}, esp. 818-822, See Bisson, 2009 for recent biblicgraphy on
medieval administrative development.
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narratives the Islamic world is largely a static mirror against which to
measure a changing Europe. .

That Greif’s work reflects these narratives is not surprising: the major
economic historians using the Geniza materials before him all worked
within these sturdy models of the medieval Islamic world in relation io
Europe, despite the fact that many of these narratives were based on
extremely limited evidence from the Tslamic side, and even though
Geniza materials, as we will see, often provide more contradictory than
supporting evidence for them. It is perhaps most important to recognize
the persistence of these narratives in the work of Goitein, the first and
still the most important scholar to write social and economic history
from Geniza historical documents. More than thirty years of research
and hundreds of articles on particular subjects are distilled in Goitein’s
six-volume A Mediterrancan Society.”> The sheer volume of primary
source documentation, and Goitein’s style of presentation, has often
led non-Geniza scholars to use this work as a compendium of primary
sources and factual information about the Geniza people, rather than
the astonishing work of synthetic analysis and interpretation it actually
is.** It is therefore essential to point out the underlying narratives and
strands of interpretation in Goitein’s work.” ® Some of the most import-
ant of these are discussed in this introduction, but much of the first half
of this book relies on, revises, and amends parts of Goitein’s Folume I:
Economic Foundations in the light of both more focused research on
eleventh-century materials and more recent scholarship.

From this perspective, both Goitein and Udovitch, the other major
scholar of Geniza business organization, emphasized the informalism
that Greif models, although not exactly the same type. When Goitein
outlined the various forms of relationship possible among merchants he
gave pride of place to what he first called “informal cooperation,” and
later described as “formal friendship.”*® He noted the possibilities of
underwriting relationships through different kinds of contract, but saw a
dominance of informal arrangements: “Mediterranean trade, as revealed
by the Cairo Geniza, was largely based, not upon cash benefits of legal
guarantees, but on the human qualities of mutual trust and friend-
ship.”®” Similarly Udovitch, who documented a close relationship
between Geniza merchants’ partnership contracts and the prescriptions
of Hanafi law, at the same time claimed that legal arrangements played a
minor role in trade and explicitly contrasted European with Islamic

** Goitein, 1967-1993.  >* E.g. Horden and Purcell, 2000: 172.
?% See Goldberg, 2011. 2% Goitein, 1967-1993: I, 149-186; Goitein, 1971a.
*" Goitein, 1967-1993: 1, 160.
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trade: “The Italian merchant lived and breathed in a world of contract,
of parterships, agencies, commissions, and loans . .. In the world of our
eleventh- and twelfth-century Geniza traders this situation was reversed:
informal ties were central, and formal ties, while imporiant, were
peripheral »*8

Even in an Islamic world where law was conceived as personal rather
than territorial, reliance on the legal system in part depended on state
institutions that provided credible enforcemnent capacity. But the state is
largely absent as a player in any of these scholars” work, Goitein devoted
only a few pages to the topic, concluding that “the Geniza documents
confirm Claude Cahen’s verdict on the general economic policies of the
Egyptian government during the High Middle Ages: It had neither the
wish, nor the machinery to impose strict control over a burgeoning
economy,””” Part of the explanation for this absence is that the Islamic
state, like Islamic law, is seen as relying on bonds of patronage rather
than the sort of bureaucracy and office-holding that implies regulatory
power,** This picture of the Islamic state was given new theoretical
underpmmng in Mottahedeh’ analysis of early Islamic political leader-
ship.*! This work, and studies done in its wake, contribute to under-
standing the mixed nature of political, legal, personal, and bureaucratic
authority in the states in which merchants operated, and the ways in
which such structures differed from European ones, as discussed in
chapter 5. But often it has reified a notion that effective state authority
was missing in Islamic societies and could be omitted from economic
analysis,*?

In fact, there were relatively few sources or studies of the Fatimid state
to consult when Goitein wrote, and the vast majority of surviving literary
materials on the Fatimids are highly suspect, mostly written much later
under the auspices of regimes eager to prove the illegitimacy of Fatimid
rule.®® A grear deal of new scholarship on the Fatimid regime has
appeared in the past few decades, especially in the recovery, editing,
and analysis of the literary output from the state — including chronicles,
administrative manuals, and correspondence — but there are still
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Udovitch, 1977a: 74,

Goitein, 1967-1993; I, 272. See the references to Cahen below. The state is absent in
almost all of Udovitch’s published work, although see the interesting suggestions in
Udovitch, 1988, explored below in Chapter 5.

On the law see Rosen, 1989; Rosen, 2000; cf. Powers, 2002,

Mottahedeh, 1981; Mottahedeh, 2001, Work on the Fatimids thar relies in part on this
tframework: Brett, 2001; Lev, 1991,

For a diametrically opposed view see Ashtor, 1976, Cf. Udovitch, 1978: 547-553.
Walker, 2002: 1-15.
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difficulties, First, all these contemporary sources — even the travel narra-
tives and administrative manuals — are deeply informed by political and
religious agendas, compounding the problems raised by compositional
norms of chronicles.** Second, there is still little scholarly overlap
between Fatimid and Geniza research. But it is in the mass of Geniza
documents that a practical history of Fatimid administration waits to be
written: not because the Geniza contains many adminisirative docu-
ments, but instead because the writers of Geniza docurr_ient.s met Fhe
government at every turn. Thousands of documents mentlon} in passing
the presence of officials, offices, and members of the ruling eh;te, parts of
their world these people sometimes took for granted, sometimes used,
and often wished to avoid. But since schelars in both major areas of
Geniza historical scholarship — on Jewish communal leadership and on
economic history — have argued or assumed that the state played little
role, they have done a poor job of explaining the extraordinary wealthlof
information on the Fatimid state that the Geniza papers in fact contain,
As Rustow has recently shown, Jewish communal authority was much
more closely tied to the working of Fatimid court pohtlcs than the
dominant narrative of “communal autonomy” would suggest.*> One of
the aims of this book is to bridge this divide in the economic realm, but
in the absence of more thorough study of Fatimid administration some
findings remain tentative.

As chapter 5 shows, claims of a sharp contrast between “European
formality” and “Islamic informality” in the economic realm do-not hold
up under close scrutiny, particularly when Geniza comm.ercxal docu-
ments are better placed in their legal and administrative context.
Ahmad, the inspectors, and the authorities, all of whom played a role
in the story of the bale on the beach, may have had complicated rela-
tionships with the Geniza merchants, but they also represent parts of a
substantial regime of formal institutions without which we cannot
understand the Geniza business world. Likewise, some of the imputed
difference between Europe and the Islamic world in the question of law
and contract arises principally from problems of source bias: medieval
Ttalian merchants have been studied through registers of their contracts,
the main extant source for their activities, but which only document
relationships based on written contract; the majority of Geniza docu-
ments are commercial letters which, if anything, tend to leave out details
of partnership agreements since these were documented elsewhere.

4 Qe Walker, 2002: 2-9; Lev, 1991: 6-7 on the Fatimids; Humphreys, 1991: 25-39, 128-147;
Khalidi, 1994; Robinson, 2003 on Istamic chronickes.
45 Rustow, 2008: 67-108.
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Chapter 3 is devoted in part to the question of how to responsibly use the
sources the Geniza provides, and how certain comparative claims are
undermined and other comparaiive studies rendered impossible by the
differences between these sources.

Chapter 5 shows that Geniza merchants® activities were both sus-
tained and constrained by institutions of Jaw and government that were
indeed different from those used by the Ialians in the twelfth and
thirteenth centuries, and that networks and reputation played an import-
ant role in maintaining business relationships.*® Bur differences in insti-
tutions should not be understood as absence or even weakness: states
and laws shaped commercial activity in powerful ways. Furthermore,
this chapter shows that misunderstandings of medieval Jewish and
Islamic commercial law have obscured the legal basis of many business
relationships. Recent research on this voluminous but under-studied
material clarifies both the legal underpmmngs of business reianonshlps
and the legal process of redress.?” Readers mainly interested in issues
of contract enforcement may wish to go directly to chapter 5 and the
conclusion of part I, which present available forms of business relation-
ship and enforcement and consider Geniza merchants’ complex choices
between formal and informal regimes.

This book explores the issues raised by institutional economics with
care, especially as previous accounts of the Islamic economy largely
ignore this literature. But institutional economists have often divorced
their studies from more traditional economic history, suggesting that we
can study economic orgamzatlon, efficiency, and success solely by exam-
ining transaction costs.*® This study looks at how institutions sustained
and constrained commercial activity, but also seeks to put institutions in
their place. I do not presume, for instance, that risks of contract enforce-
ment were more central than other forms of risk — supply and demand
volatility, security of property and persons, limits and capacities of
physical infrastructure — in driving business choices. Thus it is only in
the conclusion, after considering the role of institutions relative to other
structural conditions and economic geographies, that I am in a position
to address the institutional economists’ claim that divergences in

*® The carliest periods in which sources enable careful study,

47 Lspecially Ackerman-Lieberman, 2007; Ackerman-Lieberman, forthcoming; Libson,
2003 Nyazee, 1999; Powers, 2002.

* Greif discusses the theoretical problem in Greif, 2006a: 305-375, but elides the
problem in his consideration of the Genoese and Geniza merchants by claiming these
men “operated in ¢he same areas, had sirnilar naval technology, and traded similar
goods” (273), oversimplifying an economic context that this book will show was
essential in shaping business choices.
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economic development between the Islamic and European worlds was
determined by institutional developments.

Institutional economists writing of the Islamic world have often taken
for granted the economic decline they wish to explain. Here too thely
follow a venerable tradition.*® In some cases Islamic economic decline is
regarded as internal: associated with distintegration of political unity or
demographic failure.>® But more often it has been linked to a narrative of
the Islamic economy and economic geography viewed through Euro-
pean eyes.

The oldest and best known of these is the characierization of transit
trade, with a focus on exotic luxuries, as the main source of prosperity in
the Islamic world, as found in the Cambridge Economic History’s
intreduction to Islamic trade;

The medieval Islamic world ... was a civilisation whose great economic centres
were tied together by successful and esteemed merchants, cxploiters of the
regional variety of the Muslim world; it was a civilisation which drew from the
lands beyond its petiphery — from Christian Europe, the spice islands and black
Africa — many of the essential commodities upon which its wealth was
constructed. Indeed, the economic dependence of the Islamic lands on non-
Muslim regions helped to generatc into life a new species of competitor: the
mercantile republics of Italy and southern France, whose naval victories assured
Christendom of command over the Mediterranean as early as 1200. The
appearance of thriving communitics of Christian merchants in western Ej.urf)pc
only increased the commercial imporrance of the Islamic world, as the principal
channel for the transmission of African gold and Indonesian spices to new
centres of demand in the Larin West. In other words, the history of trade
through the lands of Islam, towards Europe, becomes a dominant theme in the
development of Muslim trade.?!

Likewise, it is a commonplace among Buropeans and Americans to
understand Columbus’s discovery of the New World as motivated by
the need to bypass the Muslim middleman profiting from the accident of
geography that put him between Europe and the riches of the East. In
modified form this “middleman” explanation of prosperity has been
adduced in the Mediterranean to explain both the ninth- and tenth-
century rise of Qayrawin (playing the role of a pivot for African gold)
and Egyptian prosperity in the Fatimid, Ayyubid, and parts of the

49 Gee Ashtor, 1976; Cahen, 1970; Labib, 1969; Labib, 1970, Miskimin ez &/, 1970; and
the essays in Issawi, 1970,

3 See Ashtor, 1976: 168-208; Hodgson, 1974: 483-495; Sha‘ban, 1976: 115-136.
Demographic failure often relies heavily on Maqrizi and Allouche, 1994. See Cahen,
1977 but cf. Lapidus, 1967.

51 Abulafia, 1987: 402,
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Mamluk period (based iargely on the transit trade through the Red
Sea).”® Through these narratives the economic decline of the Islamic
world is then tied to European developments detracting from its middle-
man power: the European capture of Medirerranean shipping in the
twelfth century, the rise of Portuguese spice routes bypassing the Middie
East, the decline of the pepper trade itself.>?

The narrative that makes luxury commerce central to medieval
Islamic commerce is sustained in part by the literary imagination and
political displays of wealth in the Islamic world itself: displays of luxury
goads, especially their movement, is a trope of tales reflecting a tradition
of display as a political tactc; and chronicles often describe merchants
by their most exotic objects of trade.®* On a more scholarly level, the
paired narratives of luxury and transit dovetail with a European histori-
ography that has focused on the role of luxuries in driving the medieval
commercial revolution in Europe, and with the real medieval European
experience of acquiring certain prominent exotic goods, such as pepper,
through Islamic middlemen.?’

Such narratives of the importance of transit irade, European buyers,
and huxury goods reappear in the introductions to key early studies of the
Geniza merchants, sometimes with little evidentiary support and in
contradiction to evidence provided in the study itself. Goitein thus
begins his description of the broader economic context by stressing the
importance of Europeans. Over the course of two pages he writes that
“Europeans are present everywhere in the Geniza records . .. in the first
place ... as traders ... in the eleventh century not less than in the
twelfth”; he continues: “The impact of the European trade on the local
market was overwhelming”; and concludes: “To sell to Europeans was
the dream of local merchants.” One would scarcely know from this

See Goitein, 1966a: 308-311; Lewis, 1951: 163-173; Lombard, 1947; Stillman, 1970;
5-7 on Qayrawin and al-Mahdiyya as middleman economies; Ashgar, 1999; Ashtor,
1976: 78-80, 95, 195-198; Goitein, 1967-1093: 1, 33; Labib, 1970: 65-67, 73 on
Egypt. For mixed accounts see Brett, 2001: 335-336; Abu-Lughod, 1989: 212-247.
See Goitein, 1967-1993: I, 148-149; Cahen, 1970; Cahen, 1980; Issawi, 1970; Issawi,
1985; Miskimin et al., 1970; Abulafia, 1987; Ashtor, 1976; Ashtor, 1983; Ashtor and
Kedar, 1986; Abu-Lughod, 1989; Lapidus, 1967; Braudel, 1949: 615-42; Masters,
1988, Cf. Raymond, 1973; Greene, 2002,

On Fatimid use of such display see Brett, 2001: 255-256; Goitein, 1967-1993: |1, 340—
351; Sanders, 1994i 87-94; Khusraw, 1086: 48-51, 38.

There have also been pleas from historians of Mediterranean commerce that scholars
turn away from their emphasis on the luxury trade since bulk commodities made up the
vast majority of cargoes. See Abulafia, 2011: 76, 96-99 passim; Lewis, 1978: XII, 1-2;
Lopez ez af,, 20011 116126, although, interestingly, both Lewis and Lopez emphasize
luxury trade in other works, especially Lopez’s influential survey, See Lewis, 1951: 163—
173; Lopez, 1971: 91-102; Miskimin ez al., 1970. See also Favier, 1998,
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beginning that these two pages contain every known reference to trans-
actions with Buropeans in the eleventh-century Geniza, and that the
detailed description of economic activity and organization over ihe next
300 pages will contain but a single reference to dealings with Euro-
peans.’® Similarly, Goitein’s introduction to his 1973 collection of com-
mercial letters claims: “The trade with Christian Europe was largely
responsible for the flourishing state of the mercantile communities on
the southern shores of the Mediterranean during the eleventh century,”
although his collection documents not a single trade with Europeans
before the thirteenth century.”’’ Meanwhile, on the question of luxury
transit trade, even more surprising is Stiliman’s description of Yasuf Ibn
‘Awkal, one of the wealthiest merchants of the early eleventh century, as
someone who had “diversified enterprises but specialized in such luxury
items as jewels and precious gems.” Stillman’s own careful tables of Ibn
‘Awkal’s commodity deals derived from his correspondence clearly put
flax, not jewels, at the financial heart of his investments.”®

The chronological scope of Geniza documents ensures that they are of
interest to European economic historians. The eleventh century is a
period in which the Latins burst onto the Mediterranean economic
scene — either new players, as in the case of the Genoese or Pisans, or
with widening aspirations, as with the Venetians. Yet Italian documen-
tary evidence for this period is scant, while the Geniza papers are the
only substantial and coherent documentary records of extra-regional
trade in the medieval Islamic Mediterranean.”® The Geniza has thus
served as crucial documentary evidence for economic historians of
Furope in several ways: for precedence, where Europeans borrowed
from developed Islamic practices; for context, what the Mediterranean
economic system into which BEuropeans entered looked like; and for
contrast, how European and Islamic modes of trade differed.®® But the
Geniza documents were also mined very early and very thoroughly for

56 Goitein, 1967-1993: I, 44—46. Page 178 refers again to a deal with a “Rimi” already
discussed at 4446 (and it is in fact more likely that this was a Byzantine rather than
Latin trader); the other quotations on “Riim” from the eleventh century (there are two)
are about ship movements.

57 Goitein, 1973: 8, 44-45.  °® Siillman, 1970: 52, 128-160. .

5% Rdidons of small collections and individual documents {most only on regional Egypf:lan
trade) include Guo, 2004; Ragib, 1982; and Diem, 1995, On the wealth of unedited
documents see Almbladh, 2004; 15. )

80 This book exclusively examines the eleventh century; many aspects of rade changed in
the twelfth century: see Margariti, 2007; Goitein and Friedman, 2008. On European-
Islamic institutional exchange see Constable, 1994b; Pryor, 1977; Constable, 2003;
Udovitch, 1969. For use of Geniza materials for European trade see Abufafia, 1977;
Epstein, 1996; Lopez, 1971.

Medieval and modern stories 21

meniions of Buropeans, with almost no atiention given to the context
of such references — how important a presence Europeans or Byzantines
were in the larger set of commercial papers in the Geniza.®' The present
study shows how modest a role Europeans or Byzantines really played in
the Islamic commercial economy, and offers explanations for this fact.

Scholars have offered revisions to Eurocentric views of the Islamic
economy in monographs on particular regions. In addition, articles and
encyclopedia entries have suggested that more attention be paid to inier-
regional trade in the Islamic world, and to the role of commercial
agriculture and manufacturing even afier the break-up of the ‘Abbasid
regime.®? Several scholars, noting the prominence of flax and textiles in
the Geniza materials, have advocated re-evaluating the role inrernal
production played in Egypt’s economy in particular — arguing in turn
for the centrality of the textile industry or for commercial agriculture
even at the expense of subsistence crops.®” But scholarship on the
Islamic economy is scant; we lack any sustained analysis either of the
relative roles of primary production, manufacturing, and transit goods in
the Islamic Mediterranean economy or of the relative importance of
haxuries and necessities in inter-regional trade.

The Geniza records, fragmentary and limited as they are, cannot pro-
vide a definitive answer to these questions, but this book shows how they
can be used to evaluate claims concerning the centrality of transit and
luxury trade, as well as the relative role of European and Islamic custom-
ers in shaping trade patterns. This more systemic survey of patterns of
activity and investment among the Geniza merchants shows two things.
First, transit trade never dominated the activities of long-distance traders;
the export of primary agricultural products was the mainstay of all the
Geniza merchants studied here. And second, the role of transit rade and
luxuries in the economy, and their undoubted importance, must be
understood in relation to this primary production and manufacturing.
Furthermore, the role of luxuries in driving commerce depends on how
“luxury” and “necessity” are defined; many goods central to medieval
long-distance trade were those “everyday luxuries” deemed necessary
within many social strata to a proper urban life.

Goitein, 1967-1993: I, 45-47; Goitein, 1973: 8, 39-45, 56-62; Citarella, 1968; Jacoby,
2000; Jacoby, 2001; Jaceby, 2008; Udovitch, 1977h.

See EF, “Tidjara”; Constable, 1994a: 138208, esp. 198; Goitein, 1961; Goitein,
1966a; Goitein, 1971b; Abulafia, 1977: 45-47; Ashtor, 1976; 71, 78-80, 95-114,
161-208; articles by Udovitch, Rabie, and Burns in Udovitch, 1981a; and the articles
in Moraony, 2003.

See the explicit argument in Frantz-Murphy, 1981; implicit in Mayerson, 1997,
Udovitch, 1999.

63



22 Introduction: two tales

At irs core, this is a book about geography. Issues of institutions,
economiic organization, and infrastructure are all discussed in the con-
text of how they supported or constrained the geographic reach of
merchants, how they helped define integrated regions and inter-regional
connectivity. Given these concerns, some of the central questions of this
book address not only the nature of the medijeval Islamic economy, but
also the nature of the Mediterranean — the old and vexed question of
Mediterranean unity. But rather than presupposing the Mediterranean,
or any geographic area within the Mediterranean, as the subject of my
study, 1 attempt to find connections, boundaries, and regions in the
Mediterranean by looking at the activities of a community of merchants.
Thus I can only ask how “Mediterranean” the trade of these men was
after analyzing their patterns of movement in the second half of the
book. Part of the conclusion is therefore a meditation on whether we
see a Mediterranean when we look at the world through the eyes of
Geniza merchants.

It is worth noting, even at the outset, that the major scholars of “the
Mediterranean® of the past century — Pirenne, Goitein, Braudel, and
Horden and Purcell ~ all underpinned theories of Mediterranean unity
with theories of the economy. Although these theories are discussed in
more detail in the concluding chapter I present here a brief overview of
some key issues explored using Geniza evidence in the chapters that
follow. Economy plays the central role in Pirenne’s Mahomer et Charle-
magne (1937), for there long-distance trade defines Mediterranean unity
and sea-lanes are “the thoroughfare of commerce and of thought.”
Through economic exchange, cultural unity can exist or at least persist
in the absence of political unity, although Pirenne also argued that the
entrance of new political players, the Muslims, with a different cultural
orientation broke up this unity sustained by trade. Goitein presents a
radically different picture of unity in A Mediterranean Soctety (1967—
1993). His eleventh- and twelfth-century society becomes “Mediterra-
nean” on an economic foundation: here, despite obvious religious and
cultural division, the sea is a “free trade zone,” a kind of universal home
water that enjoys complete freedom of communication and transaction
regardless of political boundary.®*

For the two works that have “the Mediterranean” as their
explicit subject, the nature of the economy and the role of trade is
determined by the geographic or ecological definition of Mediterranean
space, although reaching radically different conclusions. For Braudel

® Goitein, 1960 Goitein, 1967-1993: §, 59-70, 266-272.
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(La Méditerranée er le monde méditerranéen a ["épogue de Philippe 1T, 1949)
the land and climate of the Mediterranean combine to create a ubigui-
tous agricultural regime; and it is shared parterns of production that
define unity: “Everywhere can be found the same erernal trinity: wheat,
olives, and vines, born of the same climate and history; in other words an
identical agricultural civilization, identical ways of dominating the envir-
onment.” As a consequence, Braudel notes that Mediterranean coun-
tries “had more goods for exchange outside their climatic environment
than in it,”% In this scheme intra-Mediterranean trade, while admittedly
important in selected periods, becomes an epiphenomenon, and long-
distance movement is always defined by transit trade for goods from
“cutside.”%®

In direct opposition to Braudel, Horden and Purcell (The Corrupting
Sea, 2000) ‘argue that intra-Mediterranean exchange of agricultural
goods in fact defines Mediterranean unity. In their view the Mediterra-
nean is distinguished from continental Europe and Saharan Africa by its
“microclimatological” nature. The extreme variability of its ecology
requires exchange in order for populations to survive; the sea itself not
enly allows such connectivity, but permits centers and hinterlands to be
separated geographically; it indeed permits rapid and radical shifts of
connectivity. Thus trade is taken to be a structural consequence of
simple subsistence in this ecological landscape. Yet this scheme resem-
bles Braudel’s in one respect: as the authors associate such exchange
with cabotage conducted on the most local level — a background noise of
redistribution beyond the reach or notice of states — there is no obvious
economic place or necessity for long-distance commerce,®”

All of these models of the economy are examined in this book.
Looking at economic activities of Islamic states in chapter 5, I amend
Goitein’s claims of an economic “free-trade zone.” I show that govern-
ments indeed promoted foreign access to markets, but also imposed
costs and barriers to access that excluded certain players or hampered
their activities. Pirenne, Braudel, and Horden and Purcell’s character-
izations of Mediterranean unity explicitly or implicitly exclude the role of
states, but are related in bringing us back to the role of “necessary” and
“luxurious” consumption as driving the formaton of ties, whether
economic or cultural. Although this book focuses on the suppliers of
goods, I will consider at several points, especially in chapter 8 and the
conclusion, how culturally determined patterns of consumption drove
exchange and suggest certain kinds of cultural unity. I also look carefully

5 Braudel, 1972: 236,  °° Braudel, 1972: 441-445,
57 Horden and Purcell, 2000: 123-172, 342-344.
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at the question of centers and hinterlands, I find evidence to support
claims that seaborne transport could allow much more geographically
dispersed hinterlands. But I also find cvidence that the positing of
“micro-regionality” as defining the Mediterranean overlooks the exist-
ence and persistence of integrated regional economies, and the role of
people such as our merchants in sustaining this integration. The notion
of “micro-regionality” also ignores the dominant role played by the few
“macro-ecologies” of the Mediterranean — whether the Nile Valley or the
agricultural plain of Ifiigiyya.®®

Finally, to ask what these documents can tell us about Mediterranean
history is to raise a broader issue: what history, and whose history, can be
written from these documents? Much modern scholarship and choices
of what projects to explore from Geniza documents has rested on the
answer to a modern question about these men: who were they? That is,
how should we label them to decide whose history they can tell us about:
are they the Jews? The Arabs? The Palermitans? The Sicilians? The
merchants? The Mediterranean traders? The Islamic bourgeoisie?
There were many people around the port in eleventh-century Mazara
to watch Ahmad, Hayyim and his colleagues bring the bale from the
shore to the fundug. How would they have labeled themselves and each
other? Would they have used any of the labels the historian might apply?
For that matter, did Hayyim and his colleagues identify themselves as a
group? And if so, what vector of identity joined them?

For most scholars it is the question of the “Jewishness” of these
documents that has raised concerns of representation, leading to oppos-
ing, excessively broad assertions: from a re-stating of old claims that Jews
are representative because they dominated the long-distance economy,
to the suggestion that the Geniza documents should be dismissed from
analyses of the Islamic economy because they concern a Jewish minority,
to the argument that Jews were so integrated into the economic struc-
tures of Islamic society that they fully represent it. None of these gener-
alizations is fully true, but a look at each helps explain how and why the
documents illuminate some broad patterns of economic history, where
they must be considered as specific to their community, and where their
representativeness must remain an open question.

When the Geniza documents were discovered, the papers of long-
distance merchants were perhaps the least surprising content. These
papers should be there, because the most influential scholars of medieval
European economic history, Henri Pirenne and Robert Lopez, had

%% See Wickham, 2005. On Egypt, Bagnall, 2005: passin;; Moulakis, 2005: 14.
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argued that Jews played a critical role as the only long-distance traders in
early medieval Europe {seventh—eleventh centuries). By virtue of their
confessional connections Jews were cosmopolitan brokers between
Europe and Islam, their role taken over only as Italians gained confi-
dence and powee.®® Such a narrazive tracked to some extent even with
scholarship tracing an unbroken web of Jewish control of banking and
long-distance trade from antiquity, through the Islamic Middle Ages, to
modernity.”® But even with a careful comb, every scholar studying
Geniza commercial matertals has had to conclude, sometimes with
surprise, that the writers of these documents operated in an almost
exclusively Islamic milieu. That is, the merchants in our group almost
never traveled to Christian realms or entered into business relationships
with inhabitants of such realms.”’ Yer a few scholars have still used
Geniza documents to suggest Jewish predominance or control of long-
distance trade, even claiming that the Jews of the Geniza were descend-
ants of the famous “Radhanites,” a single community that migrated in
the ninth century from Persia and Babylonia to Qayrawan, and then in
the eleventh century onwards to Fustat.”?

The evidence of the Geniza provides no support for any claim of
Jewish economic domination or a pan-Jewish web of trade in the elev-
enth century, even in the Islamic world. Geniza merchants constantly
mention other groups of market players, both Jews from other regions
and Muslims in their own heme towns, who clearly engaged in similar
kinds of trade. The documents give us no sense of the relative numbers
of Muslim versus Jewish merchants, but certainly let us know that the
Geniza merchants were not alone in their trading world, nor did all Arab
Jewish merchants know and work with one another. The Geniza also
shows that mercantile activity in general was not coterminous with
geographies of religious community or family connections, as postulated
by Pirenne or Lopez; these geographies were separate even for individ-
uals. One merchant, Yasuf b, Ya‘qib Tbn ‘Awkal, whose communal
activity connected congregations in al-Andalus to academies in Baghdad
and Jerusalem, for instance, confined his mercantile activity to the ports
west of Fustat. Another merchant from al-Andalus, with family in

Lopez, 1971: 60-62; Pirenne, 1939: 174; Bautier, 1971: 77-78.

In addition to the literature on the Radhanites (n. 72 below) see Massignon, 1932;
Fischel, 1937; Gil, 2004a; 638662,

Citareila, 1971.

The sole description of the “Radhanites” (radhdriyya): Ibn Khurradadhbih, 1889:
153f., discussed in Gil, 1974; EF, “al-Radhaniyya.” The principal exponent of this
theory is Gil, 2004a: 615-679; part of his narrative is picked up in Greif, 2006a: 61. Gil
is unique in connecting these merchants ro Geniza traders.
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Madrid and Toledo, made arrangements to send letters to inform his
parents of his continued existence while managing an economic life
confined to Bgypt and al-Sham.” Letters document merchants settling
in parts of the Byzantine empire or having family there, yet this region
was not part of the trading world of the Geniza merchants. This puzzle
leads to one of the central questions of this book: why is the religious
cosmopolitanism so evident in the letters, and artested to by the activities
of merchants themselves in religious leadership, not paralleled by similar
expansiveness of economic activity? Why were economic and religious
geography different?

It has also been claimed that Geniza documents had little to contrib-
ute to the history of medieval Islamic trade, and could be omitted from
study because they were not representative. In 1979, for instance, Sour-
del confidently dismissed the Geniza records for the study of Islamic
business practice:

We know listle about the manner in which these business operations were carried
out because we lack archival documents; the large collection of documents
known by the name of Geniza ... remains of marginal value as it deals
essentially with the Jewish population.”™

Others, while not claiming that Geniza merchants were unimportant
because they were Jews, suggest that as these merchants did not engage
in some of the important areas of the economy, the data the Geniza
documents provide are unrepresentative of patterns of either trade or
commercial services.”®

As we will see, the Geniza merchants engaged in a surprisingly broad
range of sectors in the economy, but they were indeed absent from
several important areas. They did not deal in goods that were strictly
intra-regional; they did not invest in transportation; and they did not
trade in commodities with great strategic and political importance.
These absences tell us that the records of these men cannot illuminate
the working of the entire economy. Likewise, these records say little
about the position of inter-regional exchange relative to local or intra-
regional marketing, They also cannot tell us how representative these
men were of patterns of investment in the economy — for there is very
limited evidence on whether Muslim merchants had broader or
narrower investment strategies than the Jewish Geniza merchants. In
the first half of the book I will look at various ways Jewish identity may
have shaped these investment choices, and make tentative suggestions

™ His letters are TS 1075.12; TS 13F23.22; TS 13 ] 28.11.
™ Sourdel, 1983: 54, 77 EF, “Tidjara”; Ashtor, 1976; Shatzmiller, 1994: 85-86.
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about the relative roles of overall econoric organization, political power
and religious identity in shaping such choices. n

Although the Geniza merchants were not active in every sector of the
economy, and thus cannot provide an overall account of economic
ac‘:tmty‘ and production, neither can Geniza evidence be dismissed in
discussing the economy at large. On the most obvious level! Geniza
Fm:rchants provide various types of market reports in their letters
mc.luding prices of key market indicators such as grain, the travels anc;
activities of other groups of players, the general state of the market, and
the movements of ships. Thus, they give some indications of the overall
nature of the wider market. Both Goitein and Udovitch have shown how
shipping reports in particular, since they were sent in such great
numbers by Geniza merchants in Alexandria to their colleagues in
Fustat, roughly suggest the scale of shipping and numbers of individuals
on the move during each season, as well as the rate of transit failure.”®
Similarly, the units in which Geniza merchants traded different goods
when combined with reports of arrivals and shortages of certain com—,
modities, market prices, and demand, suggest patterns of overall trade
even if only the orders of magnitude, |

Perhaps more importantly, the Geniza papers are unique in docu-
menting the general environment of medieval Islamic trade. Geniza
me%‘chants had to negotiate the same set of external infrastructures as
their non-Jewish contemporaries: organization of markets, methods of
§ecuring manua} labor, systems of public sale, and political involvement
in e;onomic life. Geniza merchants bought from, sold to, and used the
services of non-Jewish players in the market; and sometimes formed
parmership or agency relationships with Muslim merchants. Thus Gen-
iza business organization not only shows the nature of these external
structures and institutions, but also illustrates the ways in which these
systems had to be managed. The varied methods these men adopted
were probably not universal; strategies even within this group altered
over time. But they show in detail how business organization adapted
uself to these conditions, how trade could be organized, and what
problems and opportunities the Islamic context provided.

The most dominant position in Geniza scholarship, however, is that
taken by Goitein, who argued that Geniza documents could be used
wlithout hesitation to illuminate the entirety of social and economic
history because Jews participated in the “free markets” of the Tslamic
world, where the economic liberalism of regimes and the profit motives

76 -
6 Goitein, 1967-1993: 1, 309-313; Udovitch, 1978; Udovitch, 1999,
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. . - . - 77
of individuals led to constant crossing of confessional boundaries.

Udovitch bolstered Goitein’s general claim by showing how Jewish
merchants used Islamic legal forms and instruments.”® Economic his-
torians working on the Geniza, and those using the Geniza for compari-
son 10 Burope through the mediuwrn of Goitein, have generally adopted
some version of Goitein’s position. Scholars have either explicitly stated
or taken for granted that the Geniza documents are reasonably repre-
sentative of the slice of the Islamic economy they are covering.”® In the
economics literature Greif thus follows the majority school in that “the
Maghribis” represent not only the economic methods of the Islamic
world, but the cultural beliefs that underpinned institutional forms in
this world; he makes no reference to the Geniza merchants’ religious
minority status or its possible effects on these issues.®

Those who argue for the general representativeness of Geniza docu-
ments have sometimes limited their study to subjects such as the nature
of the shipping network, port facilities, or the existence of certain
exports, where issues of typicality do not arise.®! But a study of Islamic
business practice through the Geniza documentis cannot treat such
issues lightly, for the practices of these merchants show that shared
Jewish identity was economically important. Although they formed some
business relationships with local merchants who were not Jewish, Geniza
merchants had a strong preference for conducting trade within their
group, and for turning first to the Jewish courts for redress.

The way Geniza merchants discuss the market suggests that they were
not, and did not consider themselves to be, exceptional within a wider
trading world composed of many groups of private merchants, but that they
sometimes saw themselves as a group distinct from other groups, whether
the “Mustims” or the “Ram,” the “Shamis” or the “Andalusis.” Thus one
must ask whether this community was distinct, to its advantage or disad-
vantage, from a “mainstream” of trade, whether the patterns of association
and business methods I describe characterized other groups of traders
within the commercial world of the medieval Islamic Mediterranean. We
must also consider how important Jewish identity was to determining the
bonds and boundaries of activity for this group, and ask why such connec-
tions, since they were important, did not extend to all Jewish merchants,

_. In short, totalizing positions on either side of the Jewish question are
inadequate; But the overall question of what parts of the economy,

77 See note 39 above; also Goitein, 1960a: 95, Goitein, 1974a: 125-126.

8 Udovitch, 1970b; Udovitch, 1970¢; Udovitch, 1975.

7 Constable, 19%4a: xx; Margariti, 2007: 13-17,

8 Greif, 1904, Greif, 2006a: 78, 278-302. ' Constable, 1994a, Margariti, 2007,

Medieval and modern siories 29

which economic activities, and what kinds of economic actors these
materials document, and how much this evidence reveals about the
economy as a whole, cannot be answered in advance. Rather, it is a
central component of what is explored in this book. Questions of identity
are net a modern problem imposed on historical material; they were also
important to merchants at the time. Who you were, who knew yon, and
what groups you could claim to belong to were vitally important to
business success — being Jewish was one economicalily important vector
of solidarity for the Geniza men, and may have given them significant
advantages even while imposing important limitations on their activity.
But we wili also see that thinking of merchants as having omnly one
identity, imagining that only confessional membership was important,
misreads more complicated evidence for how different and multiple
claims of belonging affected economic activity in the Islamic markets.
Like institutions and infrasiructures, identities shaped economic
geographies. ‘

Each chapter of this book opens with a sketch — of an incident, a
person, a relationship, or even a port season. These sketches serve two
different purposes. First, they seek to introduce the issues discussed in
each chapter by looking briefly at the world through the eyes of the
traders themselves. But these stories are also used to show that the world
of the Geniza traders is more complicated, more contingent, and fuller
of exceptions than my analysis can contain. These were individuals
whose actions often fit a pattern determined in part by larger structures,
but whose choices were also made for idiosyncratic reasons. Quirks of
personality, previous experiences of hardship or good fortune, accidents
of family connection and personal history, friendships and enmities, and
of course differences in business acumen all played their roles in deter-
mining each man’s actions, and no analysis can capture all the causality
or meaning of their choices. The documents of the Geniza, however,
give us the rarest of opportunities in social history: they let us see how
the calculations, the analysis, and eventually the choices of a group of
everyday individuals navigated and helped shape economic geography
and economic change.
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2 Merchants in their community

24 Writing the lives of merchants: Nahray b. Nissim

When Nahray b. Nissim first arrived in Fustat, early in the 1040s, he was
probably still in his teens, and his friends and relatives in his native
Qayrawin were anxious for the careful schooling he had received there
to continue. On one of his earliest trips his professional mentor, Khalfa
b. Ishiq, sent him off with a note that recommended him to one of the
most important men in Egypt, Abd Nasr al-Fadl (Hesed) b. Sahl al-
Tustari.! Khalfa’s careful management of Wahray’s professional educa-
tion reveals itself in detail: Nahray was given complete authority to sell
beads for several senior merchants: IChalfa himself, and two of the Tahirti
brothers, members of another important trading clan. It was a deal of
moderate size, and Khalfa asked MNahray to remember his mentor’s
education while proceeding. Nahray was also to tell Aba Nasr exactly
what goods he had (the details were helpfully written at the bortom of
the note}, to sell in accordance with his advice, and to follow his instruc-
tions in making purchases with the proceeds. Thus Khalfa sent Nahray
out into the world while making sure he was known to, and overseen by,
one of the most important men in Egyptian business. Similar anxious
care for Nahray’s progress, now in religious education, came from his
mother. Through a letter ostensibly from one of his scholarly classmates
in Qayrawan she asks after and reminds him of his Torah study.? He had
been a student of one of the greatest scholars of the eleventh century,
NissTm b. Jacob,? and it was important that he not become lax in the less
intellectual atmosphere of commercial Fustat.

Nahray was the only living son in a family with at least two daughters;
an early inheritance and responsibility for his family probably helped
make him more certain and independent about his career than many of
his contemporaries. Despite the repeated pleas of his second mentor,

! See 5.5atn, 243 below.  ° Bodi MS Heb d 66.25 r 6-10.
? See E¥? “Nissim ben Jacob ben Nissim Ibn Shahin.”
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Barbtin b. $alih al-Tahird (whose business he had been attending fo
under his first mentor), that he return to Qayrawin and conduct trade
there, he made an early choice to commit himself to Fustai. He was
certainly settled in the Bgyptian commercial capital before 1050, and
rarely traveled west in the succeeding vears. He also married into an
Egyptian business clan (unlike some of his contemporaries who married
girls from home), brought sisters to Egypt 1o live with him before arranging
the marriage of one of them into an Egyptian family, and extended his
connection eastward into al-Sham even while maintaining and increasing
his connections in the western ports where he had first done business.

Nahray was also somewhat unusual among his contemporaries in that
maternal rather than paternal connections were central to his professional
development, His mother was not only anxious to ensure his study, it was
through her, and her sister’s marriage to Barhtin b. Ishaq al-Tahirti, that
he became closely connected to the rest of that large and important
business family.* Not only did Barhin b. Ishag serve as his mentor
in the main years during which he was establishing himself in Egypt,
but other Thhirtis, particularly Barhiin b. Ishaq’s paternal first cousin
Barhiin b. Misd, were Nahray’s most important partoers early in his
career, and his profitable relationships with various members of the clan
continued for decades. Given the general reticence of Geniza letters in
discussing women, it is impossible to say whose daughters Nahray’s
mother and her sister were. But certainly Nahray’s mother was a person
of importance — not just his relatives but Nahray’s friends too send
greetings to or from her or her sister, or reports on her well-being, from
Qayrawan and from Siisa.”

The importance of Nahray’s mother and his maternal connections to
the Tahirti clan seem to have overridden the more common Geniza
pattern of alliances through paternal links, as manifested for example
by the Tahirti clan itself. Although Nahray certainly had relationships
with his own paternal first cousins, the deeper professional connection
he began with one of them, Israel, fizzled when Israel suddenly abandoned
his business career and Nahray seems to have had a strained relationship
with Israel’s brother, also called Nahray. Yet the family connection was
resumed when Nahray formed a close mentoring relationship with his
cousin Nahray's son Natan.

Whatever initial anxieties his early career and independent streak
caused his friends and family in Qayrawan, Nahray fulfilled their fond

* On Nahray’s marternal relationships see TS 16.174 ¢ 14-15 mentioning his “maternal
aunt,” interpreted in Udovitch, n.d. Cf. Gil, 2004a: 705-710.
5 T8 16174 v 1-5; TS 10 ] 15.14 v 3—4. See Udovitch, n.d. and Gil, 2004a: 710.
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expectations in almost every other way. Although not blessed with many
children (only one son, Nissim, and one daughter are mentioned in the
correspondence), he lived a long and productive life in Fustiat, dyving
sometime between 1096 and 1098, aged over seventy.® He was not the
wealthiest merchant in the city, but was a successful, well-regarded man
with professional fingers in a variety of pots that diversified his risks: he
dealt in the primary commodities of Egypt, the Levant, and the West, in
manufactures of both modest and luxury textiles and ernaments, and in
transit goods from the Red Sea; he did some banking; and he occasion-
ally organized manufacturing or specialty commodity processing in
Fustat or the surrounding countryside, The letters he wrote reveal him
10 be careful, thoughiful, knowledgeable, and discreet. His letters are
above all unexceptionable, betraying little of his personality — unlike the
letters of some of his contemporaries. Even when he has praise, blame,
or self-defense to express he always writes within recognized norms of
the community, often preferring stereotyped expressions to more explicit
or individualized comments,” Tetters to him, on the other hand, reveal
not just that he was generally respected, but that many of his colleagues
liked him personally and felt a need, not evident in their letters to others,
to express this fondness. One of his colleagues, for instance, after going
on a bit too long about some personal affairs, apologized with the
explanation: “One likes to talk to a person like you.”® When colleagues
had to complain of Nahray’s delays in attending to their business (his
services were in extremely high demand so such complaints are not
infrequent) some would take care to excuse him because of his known
busyness, while others would express a disappointment increased by the
degree of their esteem for Nahray, or a sense that the closeness of their
relationship had not been given due measure, although Nahray had
nearly 2 hundred known correspondents.®

Nahray was not just a linchpin of the professional community; he was
also a central figure in the communal life of the Rabbanite Jews of
Fustat. Tle became a well-regarded scholar, participating in scholarly
debates, teaching in Fustat, and possessed of encugh of a community
following to be in demand to mediate and give legal opinions.!® His
discretion prevented him from writing legal opinions for ongoing cases,
nor was he publicly part of the struggles over leadership of the Palestinian

° Gil, 2004a: 707-721.

7 ENA 2805.14A r 19-30 shows propriety in a rocky relationship. See the discussion of
compositional norms.in chapter 3.

8 TS 20.71 v 42. -* B.g. TS 16.339 v 22-23; DK 230 d r 19-20; TS Misc 25.124.

1% See INA D 55.13; BL Or 5542.9 r 10-12, See Rustow, 2009: 73-76 on local authority
and issuing of responsa.
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Academy (yeshiva) which rocked the community.'' A letter from one of
his correspondents in Jerusalem (who shared a house with MNahray’s
sister) shows that he participated in these struggles indirectly, as his associ-
ate warns him to show ever greater discretion.'” He was a pillar of the
community in both schelarly and administrative senses; in his middle years
he was given a unique title by the Babylonian Academy, “senior of the
Academy” (gedsl ha-yeshivd), the only merchant in Fustat of his gener-
ation to be so honored, When intense struggles over leadership tempor-
arily left the Fustat synagogues in disarray he was just the sort of person
who could be relied upon to equably guide the actions of the cantors for
both the Palestinian and Babylonian communities.'>

If we ask who the men gathered around the bale on the beach in
Mazara were, and what positions they occupied in the various comimu-
nities where they lived, the sketch of Nahray’s life, which is not docu-
mented in a single place outside the Geniza, tells us a strange fact.™
We probably know more about the lives of the men around the bale, and
their colleagues in Fustat, Alexandria, Palermo, and a collection of other
great and not-so-great cities around the eastern Mediterranean, than
about virtually any other “ordinary people” in the eleventh century.
These men are special even among the thousands of people whose
names appear in the “documentary” Geniza, not because they were
extraordinary in their society, but by two fortunate acts of disposal.

Sometime, perhaps long after their deaths, large sets of business
papers both from Nahray b, Nissim {active c. 1042-1095, at least 330
documents) and from Yosuf b. Ya‘qiib Ibn ‘Awkal (active ¢. 990-1030,
at least 65 documents) were deposited in the Geniza. These troves, when
assembled by the patient indexing of S. D. Goitein, his students, and his
colleagues,’” first made clear that many of the merchants mentioned in
these files formed an identifiable group. The relationships documented
in the Ton ‘Awkal and Nahray correspondence allowed Goitein to make
prosopographic connections to hundreds more individual commercial
letters and papers in the Geniza, fitting the individuals who wrote or
received these letters into the circles associated with Ibn ‘Awkal and
Nahray. Through a few dated documents (e.g. court testimony, accounts,
clerks’ marks on incoming correspondence} and cross-referencing Goitein

' Goitein, 1967-1993; 11, 325-326; Gil, 2004a: 718-719.

2 TS 10T 11.13 v 21-23,

?* Goitein, 1973: 173-174. On Academy leadership and its disputes see Gil, 2004a; Brody,
1998; Rustow, 2008; Cohen, 1984,

14 ¢3f. Gil, 2004a: 705-721 and Udovitch, n.d.

1% See esp. Stillman, 1970; Shaked, 1964, Gil, 1997. Goitein, n.d., Udovitch, n.d.
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was able to fix approximate dates and chronologies for the activity of
many of these men.

It alse proved possible to trace family relationships between individ-
vals in the eleventh century and groups of merchants operating in the
twelfth century,'® These facts and activities have made the more than 1,500
total commercial papers of the Geniza the most coherent document set it
contains: letters among various members of the merchani group begin to
appear in earnest avound the year 990, papers become most numerous in
the period 1040-1080, arrive in lower but significant numbers until around
1150, then decrease to a small trickle that dries up in the early thirteenth
century.” Approximately 900 of these 1,500 documents — chiefly letters,
but also legal materials, accounts, notes, I0Us, orders of payment, and
wills — can be dated with some security to 990-1080, the period covered in
this book. These documents are the commercial corpus referred to through-
out the book, described in more detail in chapter 3.

Scholars know not only about the economic activities of these men,
bur also about their place in their communities, and sometimes even the
most modest or damning details of their personal lives, I can sketch
details of Nahray’s life, note the ways he typifies the members of his
profession, and describe the traits that distinguish him personally.
But it is the general social and political position of these men that made
them specific kinds of actors in their economy, and distinguished them
particularly from two groups to which they are sometimes compared:
the maritime merchants of the Italian ciry-states; and the “Jewish mer-
chants” of the early modern world, far-flung communities centered on
Amsterdam or Livorno.'® Differences in political power and notions
of status distinguished them from the medieval merchants of Genoa,
Pisa, Amalfi, or Venice. On the other hand, they were more embedded
in the local communities around the Mediterranean than were their
early modern counterparts; unlike the merchants of Livorno, Geniza
merchants do not fit into Philip Curtin’s model of a “trade diaspora”
of “cross-cultural agents.”'? This local belonging, as we will see, defined
their activity in many ways, in stark opposition to earlier scholarly images
of the medieval Jewish merchant.

16 Ben-Sasson, Zeldes and Frenkel, 1991; Gil, 1983a; Gil, 1983b; Gil, 1092: 260-277;
Gil, 2003; Gil, 2004a: 579-593 and 663-721; Goitein, 1967-1993; Goitein, 1971b;
Goitein, 1973; Simonschn, 1997; Stillman, 1970; Udovitch, 1977h; Udovitch, 1987;
Udovitch, 1989; Udovitch, n.d,

' Goitein, 1973: 3-6.

1% See Lepez et al., 2001; Ogilvie, 2011; Trivellato, 2000 for recent surveys of the literature
on these groups.

" Curtin, 1984: 1-14, passint.
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2.2 Merchants as a group: identification and self-definition

The Ibn ‘Awkal and MNahray papers, and the hundreds more commer-
cial papers connected with their friends or friends of friends, are the
foundation for this study. The letters these men wrote were mostly for,
by, and about a group of merchants who constantly formed business
relationships among thernselves.?® For convenience, and because most
of the merchants fit into one of the two generations they represent, § call
these networks of traders the Ibn ‘Awkal group and the Nahray group,
and in my analysis I often consider the activities of the group rather than
the individuals in it. My study concentrates on the period 990-1080, the
heyday of these two generations. Although some of the men documented
were active before 990, and some lived beyond 1080 (even into the early
twelfih century), by 1080 a new generation was coming into its own, and
the geography and activity of members of both this generation and those
that followed changed radically.

These men formed a self-identified group throughout the eleventh
century {and in the twelfth o), but figuring out who was in it, and
what it meant to be a member, is something of a puzzle, both for the
vesearcher and sometimes for these men themselves. There was no
formal association or guild to contain them, no professional label
that identified them, Geniza merchants used the vaguest term possible,
ashabund, 1o refer to their group, a locution that literally means just
“our colleagues” or “our associates.”®! They did not represent the whole
business community in any city they frequented, nor were all the Jews
engaged in wholesale commerce part of this group.”? Letters mention
hundreds more individuals encountered in the context of trading, both
Muslim and Jewish, many of whom were clearly engaged in the same
kinds of commercial activity, but were not in their network, not people
with whom they had regular business relationships. Ashabuna was thus a
distinct subset of the larger community of merchants; Geniza merchants
referred to that larger community by the similarly vague “the people” or
“Muslims and Jews.” Legal scholars of the day might use the classical
and common term for merchant, :@r, to refer to these men when ruling
on cases among them; merchants themselves rarely used even this seem-
ingly neutral professional label — it appears in less than 2 percent of their
letters. Some of the reasons these men avoided more specific labels are
suggested below, but we will see later in the book that the problem of
identity and identity-markers is 2 very complicated one,

* See 5.2 below on the nature of network ties and the group.
2! See 5.2 atn. 23 and n. 85 below. 22 Gee 5.2 and 10.3 below.
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As a practical matter, membership in one of these two networks
is obvious for many men; they are mentioned dozens or even hundreds
of times in the correspondence. But some men had shorter careers, or
appear infrequently. I have used two simple measures as a rough guide
to membership: form of name and cross-referencing. Anyone who is
referred to by a short form of a name, which in this society shows close
familiarity, or who is mentioned at least twice as doing business services
for known ashabund in the correspondence, is assumed to be a member.?’
The exact numbers of merchants in these groups is impossible to recover
due to naming practices, but there are certainly more than 150 in the Ibn
‘Awkal group, and more than 400 in the Nahray group,**

2.3 The geography of settlement: homes, origins,
and migrations

Throughout our period we find members of Ibn ‘Awkal and Nahray
groups settled in various first- and second-rank Islamic cities of the
eastern Mediterranean basin, and a small scattering of individuals who
lived beyond this area, whether in the cities of the western Islamic
Mediterranean, or even in the Christian world, balad al-Rim — the “land
of the Romans,” as our men referred to it (see map 1.1). The vast
majority made their homes in just a handful of places: Fustat and
Alexandria in Egypt; Tripoli in Libya; al-Mahdiyya, Qayrawin, Sfax,
and Stsa in Ifrigiyya; Palermmo and Mazara in Sicily; and Tyre and
Jerusalem in the Levant. Some had second homes within the region of
their primary residence: there are merchants of Fustat with second homes
in Alexandria, Tinnis, Tyre, and Ascalon; merchants of Qayrawan with
residences in al-Mahdiyya and Sisa, Although in the course of their
business operations some had occeasion to stay for months in smaller
localities, especially seasonal market centers such as Bisir in the
Fayytim, they did not own homes in such little places (see map 1.2).
They were thus not just urban people, but residents and members of the
merchant communities in the largest and most important cities, In this
sense they were unlike many of their co-religionists even of the middling
sort, who were to be found residing not only in the great cities but in
smaller towns and villages throughout the region.?’

3 Based on my own digitized database of Geniza letters; indices in Gil, 1983a: HI; Gil,
1997 IV, .

% See further discussions of the technical difficulties and methodology in Goldberg, 2005:
181-187,

* Golb, 1965.
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Almost all of the cities mentioned above were under the sway of the
Fatimid caliphate at some point in the eleventh century. At its maximum
extent, at the beginning of the eleventh century, this realm included
Ifrigivya, the Maghrib, Sicily, Libya, Egypt, a large chunk of greater
Syria, and parts of the western Arablan Peninsula. By the time we find
our merchants in these places, however, many were living under the
authority {at times uncertain) of different Islamic political polities, such
as the Zirids of Ifrigiyya, various and sometimes divided rule in Sicily,
independent city-states in Sfax or Tyre. Some of these political entities
were explicitly hostile to the Fatimids, who made Cairo their capital and
Egypt the center of their realm throughout this period. There are no
clear examples of merchants who owned residences in different political
polities at any point in this period, but there are certainly cases of
merchants who rented or owned real property, particularly warehouses,
in places under different political regimes.

Even though Geniza merchants did not maintain residential status
under two different political regimes they migrated among cities quite
regardless of political control. Most merchants settled down into a
permanent home base within a decade of starting a career, sometimes
in a place far from their family seat and under a different ruler. Some
moved again in mid-career, again readily crossing political boundaries.
Whenever they settled, however, merchants were no longer foreigners in
any political or administrative sense: to register as a resident and pay
one’s poll-tax locally confirmed whatever was necessary in the way of
political belonging to any of these states.”® Nor was there any residential
segregation between migrants and natives within the Jewish community.

Bach individual merchant also enjoyed almost complete autonomy in
deciding where to settle for his business career, Although young men
were sent by their relatives to live and wavel under the tutelage of other
merchants, and were sometimes thus pressured to live in particular
places for a period of a few years, even in youth and certainly as adults
they usually had the final say about where to train and live. Nahray
b. Nissim was thus able to defy the request of his mentor Barhiin b,
Ishiq that he return to Qayrawin. Barhiin, who in other circumstances
was quite demanding with his charge, wrote a letter a year after Nahray’s
first refusal, repeating his request but not disputing Nahray’s right
to choose his own headquarters.?” Other letters find individuals debating
their options.® There is no system, as we find in other pre-modern trading

26 See Goitein, 1967-1993: II, 380-394 on the poll-tax in general; TS 13 J 14.18 v 7-10
for a business example.
27 7§ 20,69 r 24-28. 2% AIUVIIE 4r 20-24.
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communities, of firms or families sending our resident agents, or of
aflegiance to & particudar locale that commands the loyaliies and remit-

.tances of the group.?®

Migration and seitlement patterns among the Geniza merchants were

. tied in the broadest terms to the Fatimid empire, or at least to the
-+ economic transformations related to fluctuations in Fatimid power.””
8, D. Goitein’s pioneering prosopographic analyses of the Geniza mer-

chants first revealed a very important aspect of their geographic origin: a
plurality of those whose history can be traced had family origins in either
Qayrawan or al-Mahdiyya (the two most important Tunisian cities) in
the late tenth or early eleventh centuries — that is, at or recently before

- the beginning of our documentation. As Goitein wrote, “persons bearing
- family names such as Andalust, Fasi, TahertT {sic], or Itrabulusi, did not

come from Andalus-Spain, or Fez and Tahert, Morocco, or Tripoli,
Libya, but had their base in the Tunisian twin cities.”®! In recognition
of this fact Goitein termed this group “the Maghrebis {sic],” although
this is not a term they used to refer to themselves as a professional group.
Goitein later speculated that at least 8(Q percent of the business corres-
pondence overall came from individuals associated with either Ifiigiyya or
Sicily, an indication of the economic prominence of people from the central
Mediterranean in the eleventh century that echoed into the twelfth.*”

Goitein’s initial findings are important for understanding this group in
both economic and social terms. But his research also gave rise to some
misconceptions. The most prominent of these has been spread by the
work of Avner Greif. His model of how the Geniza merchants managed
their trading relationships was premised on the notion that “the Maghribis”
formed a closed sub-group, and that the group of merchants we are
considering permitted membership only to those who were descended
from these “Maghribis” of North Africa — turning Goitein’s plurality
into a totality, and ignoring the distinction between his limited findings
for Qayrawan and al-Mahdiyya and his larger thesis on arigins in Sicily
and Ifrigiyya.®® Greif followed Gil’s suggestion that these men were the
eleventh-century representatives of a closely knit sub-group of Jews that
had migrated to North Africa from the Muslim East, as discussed in the
introductory chapter above.>*

These oversimplifications, and indeed an excessive reliance on Goitein’s
initial research, obscure a more complex and interesting reality. This

29 Lopez, 1971: 85-113, on the first; Aslanian, 2011 on the second.

*® Brett, 2001: 78-81,-135-175, 3! Goitein, 1967-1903: I, 20.

32 Goitein, 1967-1993; I, 20-21. Also Goitein, 1966a: 308—328,

** Greif, 19809a: 104-105; Greif, 2008: 26-27. ¥ Greif, 1989a: 103-104.



42 Merchants in their community

emerges from a re-examination of the origin of families with seats in
Ifrigiyya and Sicily at the beginning of our period. The origin of these
families is 2 complicated question: while geographic nisbas (family
names) are fairly common among merchants, one never knows when a
family started using such a misba. But, of the families using geographic
nisbas that Goitein identified as originating or residing either in the
“twin cities” or in [ffiqiyya and Sicily more generally (as well as those
documented by further research), the overwhelming majority, more than
85 percent, used geographic markers from the Mediterranean West. They
claimed origins in places from Barga and Tripoli through the towns of
Ifriqiyya to the Andalus along the Mediterranean, as well as Thhert
(Tiaret) in the Algerian highlands and Sijilmasa at the terminus of the
trans-Saharan trade route.*® There were additional families who instead
used family nasabs (son of x) of Aftrican or Berber origin.”® This domin-
ance of western names suggests that Qayrawan and al-Mahdiyya became
a pole of immigration for Jewish merchants from all over the Islamic West
in the period before our documents begin. This is understandable, given
the economic and cultural rise of Qayrawan in the ninth century, which
received further impetus with the foundation of al-Mahdiyya and the
Fatimid caliphate in 909. Sicily was a similar case on a smaller scale, as
we also find western toponyms for families from that island, pointing to
the economic importance of Palermo and the dynamism of the central
Mediterranean nexus between Sicily and Ifrigiyya in the tenth century.””
Far from suggesting large-scale eastern migration to Ifrigiyya in the tenth
century, these patterns suggest that the economic rise of the central
Mediterranean cities was a western phenomenon with limited involve-
ment of easterners — whether from Egypt and the Levant on the Mediter-
ranean or as refugees from political turmoil in Iraq and Persia.*® It may
well be that some of these families, if we could trace their origins further,
came from the east; but if so, by the time they settled in Ifrigiyya and
Sicily it was their western origin and affiliation that they chose to stress.

The pattern described so far is largely that of the period before our
documents begin. The mass of business documents begins to appear

¥ Sratistically, place-names from the west of Egypt account for more than 85 percent of
individuals, with Syrian names accounting for another 7 percent, and the remaining
8 percent either unidentifiable, or variously from Iran, Iraq, Yemen, and the Chn‘st:lam
north. My findings contrast with Goitein, 1967-1993: I, 30 and 400, and Goitein,
1966a: 308-328.

30 See Goitein, 1966a: 327. 7 See chapter 11 below.

3% Cf. Ashtor, 1972. For the cultural importance of such refugees see Bulliet, 1994: 145-168;
Rustow, 2008: 10-11. See Jayyusi and Marin, 1992: passim, 317-324 on the rhetoric
versus reality of eastern cultural inflience.
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around 990, twenty years after the Fatimid capital was moved to Cairo.
This move, and political and economic developments throughout ihe
eleventh century, provoked further sireams of rmigration. There was
no wholesale transfer of the merchants of Qayrawin and al-Mahdiyya
to Egypt along with their Fatmid rulers; rather, this peried saw the
beginning of a continuous siream of immigration of Jewish merchant
farnilies from Tunisia to Bgypt. The majority of the Ibn ‘Awkal and
the MNahray group, even those members resident in Fustat, were indeed
from families originating in the previous generation in Ifrigiyya and
Sicily, but in Egypt they met and formed bonds both with families that
considered themselves “Egyptian” and with immigrants from all over the
Islamic world. Post-Fatimid-conquest Cairo-Fustat, awash in money
and geographically more central to the Islamic world as a whole, was
a magnet for immigrants from throughout the Islamic world at every
social level,*® Among the Ifrigiyyans whose histories are easiest to trace
we can see that this migration often occurred gradually over generations —
whereas in the Ibn ‘Awkal period many {though not all) merchants would
retain their residence in the Islamic West while perhaps renting a
secondary home in Egypt, by the 1040s we find many members of the
new generations of these families settling in Fustat or Alexandria and
either bringing their women with them, or marrying into Egyptian clans.
There are also instances of individual acts of migration in every direction
(from Qayrawian to al-Andalus, from Ifriqiyya to Sicily, from Sicily to the
Levant, even from Qayrawan to Constantinople), no doubt part of the
common background of movement in the medieval Islamic world.*°
The self-identification of families from Palermo and Qayrawin/
al-Mahdiyya as “western” and the migration of such westerners in the
wake of the Fatimid conquest helps explain social strains in the Jewish
communities of Egypt and Syria revealed by Geniza documents through-
out the period. It is chiefly in the realm of communal politics that we
find both interest in and resentment of “the Maghribis” as an identifiable
group. Communal correspondence shows the Babylonian and Palestinian
synagogues of Fustat at least sporadically vying for the affiliation of
the “Maghribis” in the early eleventh century, a struggle in which the
Palestinians won the religious allegiance of many of the merchants in
our group, as evidenced by the papers they left us.*' Although Jewish

* Goitein, 1967-1993: 1, 48-54; Cohen, 2005a: 72-108.

40 Among the Geniza merchants D#’0d b. ‘Ezrun migrated from Sicily to al-Andalus,
members of the Andalusi clan came from al-Andalus o Sicily and the Sham, Salama b.
Musa went from Sfax to Mazara, Israel b, Natan went from Qayrawan to Jerusalem. For
similar patterns among Muslim merchants see Constable, 1994a: 79-85.

*' Goitein, 1066a: 312-313.
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education and hence Academy leadership could be quite cosmopolitan
(indeed, individuals gained scholarly prestige by sitting at the feet of
scholars in far-flung locales), it is clear thas there was some resentment of
the influence of the new “Maghribi” power and money in the Palestinian
community, whose leadership had radidonally been shared among a small
group of Shami families.*? During a schism over the headship (gaonate) of
the Palesiinian Academy in 1038-1042, the supporters of the Palestinian
pretender, Natan b. Avraham, harped on the western origins of the man
he managed to briefly usurp, Shelomo b, Yehuda of Fez. One of Shelo-
mo’s supporters, writing to the nagid (an honorific titte for a notable of
the Jewish community) of Qayrawin, reported that Natan “finds it
unacceptable that someone should be appointed head who is of the
people of ‘the West’® (al-Ghard); only cne of ihe people of al-Sham
(greater Syria) can accede to this seat.”* Indeed, it is disproportionately
in commercial letters from al-Sham that we find reference to merchants
as “Maghribis” and “our Maghribl colleagues.”** It is perhaps unsur-
prising that it was to these men, whose participation in long-distance
trade was modest and whose interest in communal politics primary, that
their colleagues appeared so importantly as “Maghribi,”*

This is not to say that many merchants did not also think of them-
selves as Maghribis (maghariba); they certainly did in social ways. In
some letters they might send greetings or good wishes to that group.
When he is iil Nahray b. Nissim is told by an Egyptian associate of
the concern of “his Maghribi associates,”*® while a letter from Tripoli
asks to be remembered to “my lords, the maghdriba, in their entirety.”*
The crucial distinction is that merchants did not say: “1 will send this letter
with one of the maghdriba,” or “maghdriba wimessed the transaction.” The
Maghribi label was never attached to business requests or professional
capacity (to witness, handle a dispute, or attest to a valuation). Geographic
identity could be important, as we will see below, but it was not the “us”
that defined business affiliation. That “us” was defined not by geography
or family descent but by relationship: colleagueship, association. And
as we will see below in chapter 5, becoming a part of that “us” was a

2 Gil, 1992: 653-776. ¥ ENA 3765.10 r 13-15. See Rustow, 2008: 302-303.

4 Fdited in Gil, 1983a: III, 101-322, and 695, the index entry on “maghribl.”

See chapter 8. Greif was thus perhaps led astray by the overrepresentation of materials
from the Shim in the subset of commercial papers he used for his work. Greif, 19892
relies on a corpus of 250 documents, compiled from editions now in Gil, 1983a;
Ben-Sasson er al., 1991; Stillman, 1979.

4 TS 13 ] 23.3 r 6-7. IR 0NN,

" TS 13 ] 25.8 r vt mar 32-34,

&
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long-drawn-out, somewhat uncertain process, not a simple marter of
family origin or a formal guild-like instritution.

Thus the autonomy of individual merchants, and the natural atteac-
tion of the biggest markets, drew many Jewish merchants to Qayrawan,
al-Mahdiyya, and Palermo in the tenth cenwmry, while the attraciions
of Fustat and Alexandria called them in the eleventh. While the mer-
chant populations of Fustat and Alexandria grew, some men preferred
to become or remain bigger fish in smaller ponds. Individuals were
aitracted to those secondary cities in which we most often find them
by special access to zones of primary production (such as the olive groves
near 5fax) or o important manufacturing centers (Saisa and Ascalon).
In these places their services would be in demand from many colleagues
in the bigger cities. Equally important, many men in these secondary
cities, as well as in the three great if relatively weakened cities of the
central Mediterranean (Qayrawin, al-Mahdiyya, and Palermo), had
family ties that provided them with enviable advantages in the local
market, Their identity in any of these places was not a simple matter of
birth or religious affiliation, but a situational construct,*®

2.4 Class and social position in Jewish community

Most of the Geniza merchants belonged to a “middling sort” in the
pre-modern sense of the word — the people of comfortable means
divided by resources, family history, and education both from the small
political and religious elite and from the large lower urban classes of
artisans, laborers, and the poor. The Cairo Geniza as a whole attests that
there were Jews among every one of these classes in urban society. In
keeping with the professional multivalence common in the contempor-
ary Islamic world the Geniza merchants were part of a “middling sort”
that formed the professional, commercial, legal, administrative, and
communal backbone of the Jewish communities where they lived; many
of the Geniza merchants fulfilled more than one of these additional roles,
The papers emanating from the “middling sort” also comprise the great
majority of Geniza documents, and thus the six volumes of $. D). Goitein’s
A Mediterranean Society are in large part a finely detailed portrait of this
social stratum. )

But within this business community there also existed substantial dis-
parities in wealth, status, and activities,*® Yasuf Ibn ‘Awkal, for instance,
was far richer than Nahray b. Nissim — some accounts and letters include

*5 On the term, Geary, 1983.
* Also true of Muslim merchants: Constable, 1994a: 54-56,
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business deals a full order of magnitude larger than anything we find in
MNahray's copious papers and accounts. Ibn ‘Awkal’s prestige and power
in the business community was so great that he almost never needed to
leave his home in Fustat; colleagues were happy to act as his agents in
return for enjoying access to his connections. Indeed, he occasionally
treated his fellows as if they were subordinates (like the many appren-
tices and clerks who worked for him), to their expressed ouirage.””
Family ties and wealth made him less 2 member of the middling sort
to which most merchants belonged and more someone at least on the
lower borderline of the elite. He even resided in Cairo, the royal city,
rather than Fustat, the commercial center.”! At the same time he did not
share Nahray’s deep investment in scholarship and communal affairs.
A stream of complaints from both Egypt and the West suggest that
he was delinguent or negligent in the duties he had inherited from his
father as representative of the Babylonian academies, and there is no
suggestion, in spite of his title, of any scholarship.’®> Moreover, unlike
members of the other elite merchant family in contemporary Cairo,
the Tustarls, he was neither a courtier nor an office-holder in the
Fatimid court.

Wealth, balance of interests, and multi-professionalism varied even
more widely among the Geniza merchants: we find some men of very
modest means, and at least one who was illiterate. But there was still
some separation between the middling sort and the two different elites of
the Jewish community: the religious patricians who controlled or vied to
control the central offices of the Academies; and the courtiers who
belonged to a broader Islamic political elite in personal contact with
the ruler. These two elites were themselves largely separate from one
another — most Jewish religious patricians were not part of the political
elite; indeed, they often had very weak status and patronage ties to
Muslim rulers.®® But this division between the elite and the middling
sort was porous, as we see in the case of Ibn ‘Awkal. A much more
sharply perceived divide separated the middling sort from the “beggars”
(sa‘alik), the little people of all kinds who may not have been poor, but
who rarely mattered in negotiations over power and status,

The Geniza records both upward and downward economic mobility.
Members of the middling sort, including merchants, occasionally became
courtiers and high office-holders. Prosopographic evidence documents

>0 See esp, DK 327 a~-d.  °! Siillman, 1970: 58-60.

32 Gil, 2004a: 679-684; Stillman, 1970: 47-67, 193-257.

53 Bareket, 1099; Ben-Sasson, 1996; Ben-Sasson, 1997; Cohen, 1980; Goitein, 1967-1993:
[, 1-90; Rustow, 2008. All note the role of wealthy locals in administrative leadership.
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movement from the lower to middling class; a nuinber of wealthy mer-
chants bore family nisbas showing their origins in the modest crafts.
Other individuals, through bad investmentss or loss of family, might lose
iheir foothold in this stratum and become part of the little folk.?*

Such social mobility is rather more aboui social siratum defined by
wealth than it is about social status; but the relationships between wealth
and social status were also guite complex. No great prestige was attached
to wealth per se: success in business did not inevitably translate into
increased social status, nor was any social opprobrium attached to
business failure. One member of a Palestinian gacnic clan, Natan b.
Avraham, for instance, lost his entire small inheritance in his atiempts at
commercial trade in Egypt and ended up deeply in debt, This fact did
not affect his religious standing or pretensions: after failing at business
he launched a briefly successful bid to usurp the position of Palestinian
ga’on (head of the Academy).”® As this incident suggests, some families
of the scholarly elite had rather modest financial resouarces, and this fact
did not detract from their status within the Jewish community.”® The
community sustained scholarship both formally, through funding the
Academies and some the communal offices, and informally, through a
system of hosting promising scholars as they traveled, making it possible
to sustain a scholarly elite even of modest means,”’

Status was primarily attached first to family background (one’s
family’s past and present status, connections, reputation, and accom-
plishment) and then to individual accomplishment, especially within
Jewish communal life, A great deal of the social status to which a
middling sort individual could aspire came through communal activity:
being a scholar oneself, supporting scholarship, participating in commu-
nal leadership, or acquiring a title from the Academies. Royal politics
were a separate avenue to status; ventures into courtiership or attempts
to rise through the bureaucracy gave one status in Islamic society more
widely. Some Jewish courtiers plowed such status back into their stand-
ing in the Jewish community -- marrying into the families of the scholarly
elite or furthering the interests of the Academies at court.”® Hducation
could be the motor of aspirations in both the Jewish community and the
broader society: some individuals of modest origin rose into the scholarly
elite through brilliance; physicians could become courtiers; skiliful

% See Cohen, 2003a: 139155,  ** Rustow, 2008: 302-322,

*% H.g. Dani’el b. “Azarya. See TS 13 ] 26,2 and ENA NS 21.2 + TS AS 145.185 + ENA
4046.2 v; Gil, 1992: 723-724.

7 Goitein, 1967-1093; II, 73-142.

> Rustow, 2008: 239 on such a martiage, passim on furthering Academy interests.
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bureaucrats could rise to be heads of departments.sg But education
alone was no guarantee of upward social mobility - Geniza records are
replete with pleas from educated men of no family looking for some post
that would reward their skills: clerking, scribing, and copying, the gen-
eral resort of such persons, paid less than most artisanal work.*® Money
too was an engine, if sometimes a contentious one, for prestige. Not only
did comfortable means allow men from these families to give their sons a
better education, to pursue scholarship and host scholars, there were
times when the Academies would bestow titles on wealthy members
of the community in return for financial support and administrative
leadership.®!

The segregation of wealth and status, and the general importance
of family prestige to status, had several implications for the Geniza
merchants and the role of long-distance trade for the middling sort.
The middling sort were families of means — families that had some
capiral to invest and live from rather than being tied to daily toil. And
much of this capital was movable — by and large, members of this
stratum could not invest in or live from rents of large agricuitural estates,
and there were no banks, public debt, or corporations to pay yearly
returns, It was possible to broker loans, to invest in urban real estate
(both residential and commercial) as rental properties, in urban or
suburban agriculture {orchards, bee-keeping), or as a sleeping partner
in small shops, but trading seems to have been preferred: for most
members of the middling sort putting capital to work in diversified
investments in the commercial economy was the best way of ensuring
that one did not eat through it.*? These facts meant that in many of these
families someone had to invest in and manage business deals, Business
was thus understood as the necessary cost of maintaining a family’s
capital base, and a worthy activity for a member of a respectable family,
not as a source or motor for gaining social prestige.

Most of the group of men we will study here were substantial mer-
chants, professionals with their own jargon, norms, and organization.
As we will see, they cared a great deal about their professional reputa-
tions but, with this understanding of social status, took equally great care

The Jewish physician of the Zirid sultan was an important courtier, Abii Ishiq Ibrahim
b. ‘Ata’, mentioned in TS 13 J 36.1 r 25-29; Stillman, 1970: 194-204. Saadya Gao;l
became head of the Academy of Sura through scholarship rather than cennections. EY°,
“Saadiah (ben Joseph) Gaon.”

Goitein, 1962; Goitein, 1967-1993: I, 75-92, i1, 185-190.

Goitein, 1967-1993: II, 23-26, 214-215; Rustow, 2008 82-86.

2 Goldberg, 2011; Goitein, 1967-1993: 11, 291, 330 and esp. IV, 82-105, 273-296,
310349,
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to segregate professional reputation from general social reputation. They
did not use non-professional scandals to harm each other’s business
dealings, nor use business failings against one another in their communal
life. The nature of capital and investment also meant that there were
other men from the middling sort who dabbled in long-distance trade to
sustain their families; occasionally we find them taking advantage of the
small size and interconnectedness of the Jewish community to gain the
help of members of the core business community in these endeavors.
It was also possible for non-professionals, including women for them-
selves and on behalf of their children’s inheritance, to invest in com-
menda-like partnerships (girads, discussed in chapter 5) as the sleeping
parmer. In the twelfth century we find even greater help offered: the
correspondence of Judah ha-Levi reveals that his friends in the business
comrnunity simply invested his capital for him, in order to provide him
with support, rather than claiming a share of the proceeds; there are no
clear cases of such disinterested support in the eleventh century, but
there are some hints at similar arrangements.®’

Given the nature of family, familial solidarity, and venues in which
families pursued status, we find family members playing a variety of roles
in the merchant clans. Although social norms meant that they could not
appear or participate in the public wholesale markets many women in
these clans invested modest sums on their own behalf in trade, and could
be trusted to be left in charge of the warehouse, receive goods, and
arrange deliveries — important roles that allowed more mobility to their
men.®* On the other hand, family solidarity meant that clans sustained
male members in the household who had not succeeded in business.
There are other cases in which one brother is highly active in business
while another is largely engaged in scholarly pursuits, activities that
added to family prestige. The most moving testimony to the sentiments
that underpinned such family arrangements comes from the rwelfth
century, in Moses Maimonides® famous eulogy on his younger brother
David, who died on a trading voyage to India:

The greatest misfortune that has befallen me during my entire life — worse than
anything clse — was the demise of the saint, (may his) m(emory) be b(lessed),
who drowned in the Indian sea, carrying much money belonging to me, to him,
and to others . .. on the day I received the terrible news I fell ill and remained in
bed for about a year ... About eight years have since passed, but I am still

5 See the discussion of help given to Israel b. Natan in 8.1 below; Gil, 2004a: T16;
Goitein, 1967-1993: [, 331.

% Their activities are mentioned in 10 percent of commercial letters. On market rules and
women’s roles see Goitein, 1967-1993: II, 331.
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mourning and unable to accept consolation. And how should I conscle mysel?

He grew up on my kaces, he was my brother, he was my stadent; he traded on
: &5

the markets, and earned, and I could safely sit at home.

Thus the need for money to sustain family status gained elsewhere, and
the possibilities of translating business success into status, helped propel
the endeavors of the business community. But likewise, the terms of
status meant that the socially ambitious among this community may not
have seen pursuit of ever greater wealih as the best use of all their
energies — individuals and families had to balance the need for some
wealth and the rewards of greater wealth against the prestige associated
with other activities.

2.5 Position in the Islamic community

A great deal of work has been done, principally from Geniza sources, to
explain how different the lives of medieval Jews under Islam were from
those of medieval Jews under Christian rule.®® The preceding discussion
suggests both how deeply embedded these Jews were in the cultural
norms of the Islamic world and at the same time how being part of the
Jewish community set these men apart in particular ways. Jewish partici-
pation in Islamic norms extended deep into both professional and family
life. Although Jews differed in some ways from their Muslim neighbors -
in marriage and family practices, for instance — they resembled their
Muslim counterparts in that the focus of solidarity was around the male
natal family. This meant that both Jews and Muslims shared preferences
for marriage between paternal cousins, an important role for the pater-
nal uncle as mentor, and expectations that married women retained a
right to demand aid from fathers, uncles, and brothers. Jews also stuck
close to Muslim naming patterns; a huge overlap of isms and kunyas
indeed makes positive identification of religious affiliation difficult in
many cases in the Geniza letters, and Jews also used geographic and
professional nisbas and occasional lagabs (family names and nicknames,
respectively). The Geniza merchants’ understanding of social status was
also closely aligned with that prevailing in Islamic urban communities,
where scholarly activity was also a major vehicle of social prestige. Even
the choice of family nisbas, and struggles over the leadership of the
Palestinian Academy, reflect dynamics of affiliation in the Islamic world,
where commonality based on a shared home town was an important

5% Translated and discussed in Goitein, 1973: 207. I edit the full text 10 focus on the
relationships of family, work, and money.
8 See Cohen, 1994; Cohen, 2011 for an overview.
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source of solidarity among urban populations that were composed of
large groups of irmmigrarits.

On the other hand, the Jewish merchants were set apart in some ways.
The Jewish middling sort was certainly numericaily smaller in all cides
analyzed here than were the middling groups in the Muslim or Christan
communities.®® This fact most likely made this social stratum much
more closely intertwined, so that most of them, whatever their pursuits,
knew one another. It also seems to have made the Jewish middling sort
in each locality closer and better known to their own elites, whether
religious or political. And, although communal leadership and religious
scholarly accomplishment were major vehicles for prestige in Islamic
society, Geniza merchants mostly sought or maintained social prestige
among a different group of players than their Muslim business col-
leagues. Also, although we know from biographical dictionaries that
similar attitudes to business, as merely a respectable way of supporting
one’s pursuit of prestige in scholarship, also prevailed among contem-
porary Muslims, it is not clear how closely bound the Muslim merchants
with whom the Geniza merchants worked were to the ‘ulamd, the private
scholarly class, in the great Islamic cities in which they lived.®®

A striking absence in the Geniza documents suggesis that Jews were
excluded from whatever local civic leadership existed in the Islamic cities
of the period. This lack is notable in a period that occasionally witnessed
local leadership and civic uprisings in the face of failing central power,
and it may have circumscribed the opportunities of the Geniza mer-
chants.” Because we know very little about urban leadership in this area
for the period, the nature and extent of disability that it represented is
hard to determine.” ! It is not at all clear, however, whether these groups
had different relations with, or possibilities of aspiring to be part of, the
other political elite: the hierarchical power that flowed fromm the ruler in
the form of courtiership or office in the central bureaucracy or provincial
leadership. The only roles in the state from which Jews were barred in
practice were that of gadi (chief judge), vizier {the head of government,
akin to prime minister), or independent ruler. Fven in the case of the

7 See Berkey, 2003; Lapidus, 2002; Bulliet, 1994 for an Islamic overview; and Goitein, 1967
1993: vols I} and I, passim; Chazanand Rustow, 201 1: chapters 3,4, 12-14 on the Jewish side.

% Ashtor, 1967; Ayalon, 1985. 9 Cohen, 1970; EF, “Ulama’.”

" See, ¢.g, INA D 55.13 and TS NS ] 566 on councilmen leading Palermo, with no
participation by Palermitan Geniza merchants,

! The relationship between urban elites and territoriat rulers is much discussed in Islamic
history; monographs on particular cities suggest both common parrerns and different
effective power, but much work remains to be done — work o the eastern Mediterranean in
the period is particularty lacking. For general comments see Berkey, 2003; Bulliet, 1994;
Lapidus, 1967; Humphreys, 1998, See Lev, 1991: 12-22 on Fadmid Fustat.
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vizier, being Jewish was no bar to aspiring to such a role; i:he aspzrlant
only had o be willing, like Ya‘qab ibn Killis, to give up.hls ]’udmsz:n
at some point in his advancing career.”? Bur, as we will see in chapter 5,
the structure of political authority, and the attendant dangers of ofﬁf:e,
meant that political power came with a distinct set of ri:‘;ks,. and unwill-
ingness to run these risks could limit one’s busines.s aspirations.

Jews were not segregated by neighborhood or c%lstmgulsh.ed by phys-
ical appearance (whether clothing, marks on clothing, or hairstyle) from
their Muslim neighbors,”” despite long-standing Muslim laws to that
effect.”® Court cases and literary sources attest to the fact that strangers
to the community sometimes mistook the religious identity of Jews of all
social strata.”” A short quittance between two bakers, with the p'ersor.lal
descriptions required in Islamic law, shows both th?t re!i‘gious 1dent1t.y
was always a central descriptive marker for Jews in this soc1ety‘and that it
would not be easy to make such religious identifications on sight:

In the name of God the merciful and compassionate. Muhammad b. Mustafa b
‘Abdallgh the baker, his physical description being as follows: (a mgn} whose.halr
contains a small amount of grey, brown in complexion, with moist eyes, with a
scar (on his forehead) ar the place (that touches the ground) W}}en hg prostrates
himself in prayer, and a round beard, in the presence of its w1tn_esse‘s e
acknowledged that he no longer had a claim against Ishag b, Abl Sa‘d b.
Mahasin the Jewish cake maker, his physical description being a youth, pure
brown in complexion, with connected eyebrows, dark brown eyes, a round beard
in which there is redness.”®

As the above document suggests, there was also no general economic
segregation of Jews. We find Muslims or Christians in all th'e occupations
in which we find Jews; occasionally Jews and non-Jews in fact shafed
ownership of a shop, despite the reservations of reli’gious 1sfw concerning
this practice.”” That said, Jews were concentrated in certain areas of t1‘1e
urban economy and absent in others. This situation can }Je explained in
many cases by the modest size of the Jewish community, and by ﬂ‘-le
tendencies for economic clustering of identity groups we also find in
medern immigrant cities. But in other cases exclusion may indeed be a
result of religious disability.”®

™ See Rustow, 2008: 124-132 on his relasions with Jewish bureaucra}ts. Samu_el ha-Nagid
and his son and successor Yehosef (Joseph) ha-Nagid were exceptions proving the rule.
See EY?, “Samuel ha-Nagid.”

" Goitein, 1967-1993; L, 285-291. , ‘ .

™ Cohen, 1999; Cohen, 1994: 62-64; EF, ;‘;ﬁl)jl’;m;gxas.é

™5 Goitei ~1993: 11, 285-286; Idris, : 55-56.

e gﬁggﬁ’gﬁ?ii& " Maimonjides, 1957-1961: II, 360, no. 204; Cohen, 1994: 95-96.

8 Goitein, 1967-1993: 1, 75-147, esp. 99-116; medieval Andalusi patterns: Shatzmiller,
1994; modern clustering: Zunz, 1982; Elliott and Lindley, 2006; Raghuram et af., 2009.
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Although Jews did not suffer the isolation and economic marginality
of their counterparts in medieval Burope there were significant disabil-
ities and costs involved in belonging to a religious minority. A measure
of communal autonomy in the Islamic world came with a price: the
Jewish community had to financially and administratively maintain its
own system of leadership and education, courts and legal personnel,
communal charity that included feeding and clothing the poor, contrib-
uting to the poll-tax, and undertaking the ransoming of captives.””
A great deal of the substantial administrative and fiscal burdens of this
system fell upon members of the middling sort, and could involve
sudden calls on their resources, especially the terrible expense of
ransoming: the standard rate of 33 1/3 dinars per captive (enough money
to support an artisan family for a year and a half) was not always adhered
t0, but deviations could include extra expense for more important
persons in addition to lower rates for large groups.®® Although schoelars
have described Fatimid rulers as religiously tolerant, especially in con-
trast with later dynasties, popular resentment against religious minorities
periodically and unpredictably bubbled to the surface, and the author-
ities were not always quick or efficient in suppressing such outbreaks or
the violence that could ensue.®’ Geniza commercial letters occasionally
betray specific fears of arousing such popular feelings.®? A concern not
to become an easy popular target may also have driven some choices in
how Geniza merchants invested their money. Finally, being in the
minority left even respectable, well-to-do men open to forms of attack
and harassment their Muslim colleagues would never have to expect.
Jews could be attacked for social intercourse or for sexual misdemeanor
{e.g. frequenting a Muskm prostitute).®? Even well-known Egyptian
Jewish merchants were occasionally harassed by poll-tax collectors in
Egypt itself.** '

What role did confessional identity play, then, in the opportunities
and activities available to the Geniza merchants? The answer to that
question will be explored throughout the book, by looking at the ways
in which Jewish identity, as well as other kinds of identity a Geniza

79
80
&1

Goitein, 1967-1993: II, 91-142.

Goitein 1967-1993: 11, 91-142; Cohen, 2005a; Friedman, 2002.

Lev, 1991: 185-189, 194-196; Lev, 1988; Goitein, 1967-1993: o, 278-285. Cf.
Nirenberg, 1996 on medieval Spain. On Fatimid religious tolerance see Rustow,
2008: 120-125.

See TS 10510 + TS 10 ] 11,13 r 415,

TS Ar 54,93, discussed in Gil, 1992; 711-712. It is unclear whether the accusation

originally came from Muslims or fellow Jews, but he was imprisoned by the Mushm
authorities.

See 5.5 below.
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merchant might claim, were marshaled 1o gain advantage in the business
world. It will, however, remain a tentative answer, since our knowledge
of Muslim players is so limited. It is not clear, for instance, whether
the absence of Jews from large estate ownership was the outcome of
their predominantly urban residence, their religious affiliation, their
socio-political status as individuals, or the fact that many were migrants.
Scattered records in the Geniza artest to Jews owning flax fields and Jews
in rural villages owning agricultural land.®® One significant limitation on
Tews’ trading, however, was clearly the outcome of religious affiliation,
or at least of religiouns interpretation. Most (Geniza merchants observed
a Sabbath law that allowed one to stay aboard a moving ship but
prohibired overland travel.®® This restriction meant that Jewish mer-
chants could not travel in the great caravans that were a key part of
North African economic connectivity, through they certainly consigned
shipments to these caravans, and the caravans of Syria, under the care of
non-Jews. Such observance of Jewish religious law no doubt helped
further the strong preference for sea transport we find among the Geniza
merchants.

But the documents certainly permit us to state that the Geniza mer-
chants’ place in their society differentiated them from merchant com-
munities in other societies, Their social stratum, their participation in
systems of claiming social prestige, and the nature of their families all
helped determine their professional identification and aspirations in
ways that distinguished them from the medieval Italian merchant,
making their professional identity as merchants less socially important
than it appears to have been in the medieval Italian city-states.?” The
nature of eleventh-century Islamic Mediterranean polities, the Jewish
minority’s relationship to the natve urban populations, and the Geniza
merchants’ limited access to participation in civic or state leadership
also determined their horizons, and limited their abilities to change or
control parts of their structural environment, a lack of power that again
sharply distinguishes them from the citizen-merchants of the Italian
maritime republics. Likewise, the Geniza merchants’ ability to claim
and transfer residency, and to effectively become members of local
business communities in different localities in the Islamic Mediterranean
without regard to changes in political regime, gave them important
rights and responsibilities that furthered their ability to engage in a
variety of deals and transactions, and distinguishes them from both

8 Goitein, 1967-1993: 1, 116-127.
% Goitein, 1967-1993: I, 275-281, but cf. 4.3 ar n. 53 below.
¥ Epstein, 1996; Martines, 1988; Van Dooselaere, 2009: passim, esp. 86-87, 113-117,200-211.
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early modern Jewish trading diasporas and medieval Buropean trading

commuiities, where access 1o privileges of citizenship coul

d be more
contested, %8

. The particular nature of identity in this society gave the
G;e.mza merchants ties that connected them to different Islamic commu-
nities, some natural and some voluatary, As we will see, ties of family
fri}enc.:lship, natal place, religious and scholarly community, and 1'1:1(::11*1b<3rj
ship in a local business community could all be deployed in the service
of trade, But likewise, social norms defined certain boundaries between
personal and professional life, and helped, along with the nature of
power, to limit some business ambitions,

R
Abulaﬁa 199 ;, Ashtor, 1986; Balard 1986, 3C0by 1985 ¥, 997 9
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3 The uses of commercial correspondence

3.1 Mahray b. Nissim receives a letter

One September in the 1050s Nahray b. Nissim traveled to the small
market town of Biigir, a village in the Fayyam region of Egypt.! Like
dozens of his colleagues he was spending weeks or even months in the
area to buy flax, either in Bigir itself or in the surrounding villages and
estates. Flax had been one of the chief commercial export crops of Egypt
at least since classical antiquity; in the eleventh century the demand in
the Islamic Mediterranean for multiple layers of linen garments pushed
production ever higher in the Fayyam, the Delta, and parts of the middle
Nile.Z Nahray and his associates would first seek to acquire high-quality
flax, and then oversee the processing and experl packing necessary to
turn the raw crop into an internationally tradeable commodity. As the
flax was processed and packed Nahray would send the labeled bales 10
associates in Fustat, who would receive and warehouse them, and later
arrange transport up the Nile to one of the ports. Still other associates
would organize the placement of the bales onto ships bound eastward or
westward in the Mediterranean, where yet more associates stood ready
to receive and sell them in places such as Qayrawin, al-Mahdiyya,
Palermo, Sfax, al-Lidhigiyya, and Tyre. As activity at different stages
of this chain became more intense some merchants would travel, accom-
panying the flax in transit and adding extra hands to aid in the next step.
This flax-related activity required coordination among many men; and
much of that coordination was achieved via streams of letters flowing up
and down Egypt.

While in Basir, Nahray received one such letter from his associate
‘Ayyash b. Sadaqa in Fustat. In many ways ‘Ayyash’s letter is a typical
Geniza commercial letter. Typical for destination: the Geniza merchants

' See Map 1.2.

2 Clothing preferences: Goitein, 1967-1993: I, 101-108, IV, 150-200; Stillman, 1972,
Flax in the economy: Frantz-Murphy, 1981; Gil, 2004a; Goitein, 1967-1993: I, 104-105;
Udovitch, 1999; Mayerson, 1997.
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traveled to this town more than to any other locality for flax purchasing
during the eleventh century. Typical for primary subject: not only was
flax ceniral to commercial agriculture in Egypt, i was the most import-
ant commodity in Geniza trade. Typical for recipient: Nahray b. MNissim
is by far the most common recipient of letters in the corpus. Typical, as
well, for sender: ‘Ayyash was one of Nahray’s more frequent correspon-
dentts, This letter is even close 10 the median length and size. But it is
also typical precisely in that it is at the same time idiosyncratic and
individual: 1t contains many of the most common elements of Geniza
letters, but omits others that appear in the majority of those letters.
Like almost every Geniza letter this one is full of mundane marters bug
also contains unique elements.

What did ‘Ayyash have to say? Here is a literal translarion, reproduced
in approximately the way it appeared on the unfolded page (figures 3.1
and 3.2 show each side of the original; the numbers on the side are for
the reader’s reference, while figures 3.3 and 3.4 are the translation)™:

"This is not an exciting letter. It has a formal opening, five lines of fairly
stiff and formulaic materials, and, tucked into lines 11-12 of the second
side, a short formal closing greeting — made somewhar less obvious by
the afterthoughts that follow. Aside from these niceties the letter consists
of an assortment of news, orders, reports, and suggestions, following
no obvious order, peppered with repetirions and exhortations. If there is
any organization, it seems to follow an “and that reminds me” kind of
structure. Much of the news, reports, and instructions are mysterious to
the outside reader — while the letter repeats some instructions, it omits
other specifics no doubt perfectly clear to Nahray and ‘Ayyash, who had
known each other for years. The tone is hard to decipher: the opening
is not only polite, but fulsome by our standards with its multiple well
wishes; but it is followed immediately by a recrimination, and then by 1
series of orders that start off as unvarnished and towards the end seem
to suggest that ‘Ayyash is issuing orders to an underling whom he
regards as less competent than himself, although he too has to report
himself as being as yet unable to accomplish the business that Nahray
had assigned him,

The present book is full of stories and statistics, almost all of them
based on perusing letters like this one — an exercise in reading other
people’s mail. These were not elegant epistles written with half an eye to
posterity or to literary rivals, but ephemeral letters: letters meant to be
discarded; letters that were in fact thrown away.” In all their individuality

*TS13J13.11. " See Goldberg, 2012,
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Figures 3.1 and 3.2; A lester from ‘Ayyash b. Sadaqa, in Fustar, to : .
Nahray b, NissTm, in the village of Bisir. Cambridge University Figures 3.1 and 3.2 {cont.)
Library, TS 13 ] 13.11 (r and v) :
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E(den). may God lengthen life, preserve his well-being, happiness and
health
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62 The uses of commercial correspondence

and specificity they contain an almost incredible wealth of information
about the commercial and economic life of various corners of ‘the
Mediterranean world. Making sense of that information, however, 1s a
complex undertaking. It requires an understanding of how and why
(Geniza merchanis wrote to one another, a knowledge of how letters

could and could not function as business instruments, and a sense of -

the norms that governed letters — that is, the culture of writing within
the Geniza business community. As T explore each of these aspects of
mercantile letters we shall see how they shape the data that the letters
contain. T will show how these shapes led me to certain methodologies and
analyses, how they allow further research in some directions but preciude
other types of investigation. In general my study has led me to analyze
letters largely as a single corpus of material, looking for patterns across
either the entire body of text, or within particular subsets of it, rather than
devoting sustained attention to individual items. As this analysis proceeds
T will return to ‘Ayyash’s letter to show how it typifies the problems and
patterns of Geniza business correspondence more generally,

In order to analyze patterns in commercial correspondence one must
decide what documents from the Geniza fit this description. Through-
out this chapter and the book as a whole, I have chosen to assejmble and
analyze only letters that are “commercial.” By this 1 mean mmPIy any
letter from any individual that deals in any way with commefma? acti-
vities in the long-distance or wholesale economy at some pomt in the
period around 1000-1080. I have interpreted “involves commerl'cm}
activity” in broad terms: a letter from a merchant’s sister that mentions
storing goods arriving from elsewhere would count, as would a l.etter
responding to an inquiry about the travels of a member of the business
community, or a letter consisting entirely of news about movement of
ships — all of these reports and actions served to further colmmercg Bu:
likewise, I have limited my collection: the Geniza abounds in “business
letters that have nothing to do with mercantile trade; arrangements
for financial disbursements to the Academies, for instance, are certainly
business but do not represent long-distance trade. No such letters hax.fe
been considered. I do not consider letters from artisans engaged in
“industrial” partnerships;®> and I have omitted those letters of known
merchants that contain no commercial content.’

5 Industrial: Goitein, 1967-1993: 1, 80-92, 36267, ) . -

¢ The group of materials thus obtained differs therefore from previous collections tha
grouped “merchant letters,” those written by or to these_ merchants {egardless of coatent.
See the collections in Goitein, 1973; Gil, 1983a; Gil, 1997, Stillman also provides
translations of communal correspondence in Stillman, 1970 but notes the very clear
distinction between the two sets of correspondence.
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My collection of letters includes some 697 items, either fragmentary
or whole — [ refer to this as the comunercial letter corpus. This collection
represents 77 percent of the approximately 900 individual documenis
that { have used in this study - what T call the commercial corpus.” On
the other hand, it accounts for just under 90 percent of the overall
text we can associate with merchants — as letters usually contain more
text than the remaining 23 percent of documents. This remainder
consists of a mix of draft accounts, legal materials (powers of attorney,
witness testimony, settlements, contracts), IOUs, shipping notes, and
other ephemera,

By examining these letters as a collection I can show that commercial
correspondence followed certain rules of composition and rhetoric that
distinguish it from other kinds of correspondence found in the Geniza,
even while all Geniza letters share certain norms. Including letters by
dabblers in trade and by non-merchants emphasizes how much the rules
of writing a commercial letter were the developed practice of a profes-
sional culture, rather than being part of the social practices of the Geniza
middling sort more generally. Many of the conclusions concerning the
norms of writing about commercial matters rely on more intense analysis
of a representative set of 140 letters — what I cal] the typological sample.®
Much of the discussion that follows relies on staristics compiled from the
typological sample, while in the rest of the book most statistics come
from analysis of the commercial corpus.

In the next section of this chapter (section 3.2) I look at three aspects
of commercial letters from the Geniza. I first examine the primary
functions of letters as business instruments and records, showing how
they fit into a world of written and oral business relationships, T then
discuss the norms governing writing, and examine how those norms
reinforced the functional character of letters,” Finally, I show how form
and function determine the ways in which letters can be used as evi-
dence, precluding some common types of analysis while opening the
door to others. Section 3.3 makes use of one methodology 1 have
adopted to study these letters, content analysis. Content analysis reveals

Many more Geniza items are cited in the footnotes, as 1 have also used other kinds of
Geniza texts for comparison, as well as some business texis from earlier and later. The
number 900 is an approximate one, as I have hesitantly included some texts whose dating
is the subject of dispute, and omitted others from the count while considering them as
comparative material.

This set is as close to representative as possible, in terms of origin, destination, sender,
recipient, and generations. Goldberg, 2005: 46-54.

Goldberg, 2005: 46-54: chapters 1 and 3, revised in Goldberg, forthcominge; Goldberg,
2012,
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the concerns that dominated commercial correspondence, showing the
structures and problems that we must explore in detail in order 1o
understand the role of the Gemniza merchants in the larger economy,
and the constraints determining the geographic reach of their activities.

3.2 The shape of commercial correspondence

Central to commercial letters in the Geniza was their status as ephemeral
business instruments — they were used to report on current status (of
deals, markets, and persons), te proveke action, and to be superseded and
made obsolete by the next cycle of correspondence. Looking at ‘Ayyash’s
letter through the lens of time, it is clearly a letter of the moment. What
has just occurred, what happened “this very day,” the next thing to do,
the current location of various associates, their actions and needs, fill the
letter, except when he demands immediate and constant reports in reply.

In many ways letters functioned and were treated as a substitute for
speech — the writer spoke from a distance, but his words in a letter could
act much as a speaker could act in the market. As one gaonic responsum
from early in the century (1015) noted, “because Reuben and Simon
were accustomed to negotiate by means of letters ... their letters are as
important as their words.”'® Such an understanding of letters was not
uncommon in the ancient and medieval world, but it seems to have been
particularly developed in this society. Throughout the Geniza more
widely, many letters contain variations on the expression “my letter sub-
stitutes for my presence” or “your letter is your presence.”'! A letter could
be compared to the writer’s face; recipients would sometimes write that
they kissed the letter, or placed it against their head or eyes, like the
embrace of the absent writer.'> Business correspondents shared this sense
of the letter as a stand-in for the speaker.'?

Yet if letters could and cften did act as a substitute for public speech in
the market, the infrastructure of correspondence also permitted a certain
privacy. Letters were written on a single piece of paper, which was then
repeatedly folded horizontally to create a long thin object that was sent
with an address (including names of sender and recipient) written on
one or both outer sides.'® Writers filled the recto side of the paper very

Reuben and Simon is generally used in responsa literature to indicate two anonymous
persons. Mann, 1919: 326f.

' TS 16.278 r 8; ULC Or 1081 J 25 r 24.

2 Geitein, 1967-1993: V, 229.  '® E.g TS 20.76 + TS 10 ] 20.10 r 5-7.

Letrers had a uniform sending height of about 25 mum. The reverse of the folded paper
was often used when an address was written once in Hebrew characters and sometimes
again in Arabic ones.
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fully before moving onio the verso, If they did continue onto a second
side, they usually filled less than half the page, so that the message would
be hidden by several layers of blank folds in addition to two blank outer
surfaces. Although letiers were not sealed, the multiple blank outer folds
meant that reading letiers addressed to others was a deliberate rather
than casual act.

Many letters were entrusted to colleagues or sent care of a wakil
al-tujjar (representative of the merchants) — in some cases the person
entrusted was expected 1o read the letter and even make copies.'® But
there were also couriers and a postal service — letters sent via these
systems would be assured of the initial privacy of their contents. Barhtin
b. Salih al-T&hirti was thus in the position of most merchants when he
wrote to his cousin Barhiin b, Masi, “Earlier I sent you a detailed letter,
whereas the present one contains (information) that should not be made
public,”'® The degree of eventual publicity given to a letter’s contents
depended both on the sender’s choice of how to send it and what use the
recipient chose to make of it.!”

This understanding of the letter as a subsritute for speech (whether
publicly in the market or privately in the shop) defined its possible
functions, It meant that letiers were most effective as business instru-
ments, conveying instructions from principals to agents and reports
of activity in the other direction. Imporrant secondary functions of
letters included conveying various kinds of market information and
managing business relationships within the community of ashabund.
But as ephemeral substitutes for speech they had a very limited role as
records, whether in business practice or in law. Letters were written
in ways that made them quite ineffective for record-keeping; and it
was not standard practice to file them. They had little place in the courts
as records or evidence. Finally, letters were not planning documents:
business proposals, formal or informal, are almost completely absent, as
is discussion of potential future business,

Letters were principally the tools that allowed a merchant to project
his authority over his goods and money across space. They were espe-
cially important as instruments because many, if not the majority, of
trading ventures undertaken by Geniza merchants were individual, as
discussed in chapter 5. That is; a merchant invested capital solely on his

¥ B TS13]17.3r13-25and TS 13 J119.29 r rt and up mar, verso. On the wakif see 4.3
at n. 68 below. .

1 TS 13J18.8v 11-12; TS 12.279 r 5.

' It is clear that recipients sometimes acted in opposition to the wishes of the writer,
e.g. TS 20,127 r 31-32.
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own account, rather than forming a parmership with an associate. Yet at
the same time the goods and capital in these individualistdc ventures had
to move widely around the Mediterranean in order for the merchant to
make money. As a consequence a great many of the transactions involved
in such deals were done through agency — a merchant in another town
could complete any of the necessary transactions of a trading venture for
the principal. Nahray was acting both on his own behalf and as an agent
in Bisir, purchasing flax for both “Ayyash and his uncle,'®

Letters conveyed orders to one’s agent, and reports from the agent
back to the principal. Business norms required the agent, who had
no ownership stake in the goods, to act according to the instructions
conrtained in letters. Not only could a merchant use a letter to convey
instructions to an agent, he could use it to designate an associate as agent
for particular goods — an instance of this, as we have seen, led to conflict
over one of the sections of Hayyim’s bale, when the assignment written
on the object and that ordered in a letter disagreed.

Indeed, the way in which writing a letter conveyed the authority
required to take action with another person’s goods is shown in a letter
from Alexandria at the close of the eleventh century, when Zikri
b. Hanan’el informs ‘Arts b. Yosuf about a change in his travel plans:
al-Mahdiyya, and not al~Andalus, is now his proposed destination, and
thus he is unable, as the designated agent, to carry ‘Aris’s goods to
al-Andaius as planned. He is willing to take ‘Aras’s lac and purple with
him, but asks for ‘Ariis’s agreement:

If you intend to send your goods to al-Mahdiyya, please send me a message and
inform me before we sail, since I do not think it would be proper oln my part to
receive your things unless you order me so expressly in your letter.

ZikeT’s request documents the understanding among Geniza merchants
that instructions in a letter made orders to an agent official — they acted
the same as verbal orders made in public, and could also be shown to
others for that purpose. ‘
Indeed, the majority of commercial letters from the Geniza contain
orders not enly for the recipient in his capacity as agent for the sender,
but also for third parties. Letters also frequently report back about
showing instructions to another party.®® Letters thus functioned as
instruments both between two specific correspondents and more widely

'8 Geldberg, forthcomingb. Y T8 13]27.9r 14-19.

20 gych instructions and reports are found in over 60 percent of letters, ¢.g. Bodl MS Heb
d66.15:TS12.124¢8-24; TS 13J17.3r24-30; TS 13]19.20r 14-16; TS 13] 16.23
r 9-14.
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across the business community, ‘Ayyish’s letter fits this pattern: lines
11-18 contain a series of orders for both MNahray and Qasim (the local
broker); the margin is taken up with orders from ‘Ayyash’s uncle, which
are both conveyed directly in a letter that was enclosed inside this one,
and repeated by ‘Ayyish in the iext; the second side contains more
orders and a report on actions taken in response to an order in one of
MNahray’s letters, and is peppered with series of requests for reporis on
what has been done.

Merchants also requested that instructions be included in letters so
that they could read them to recalcitrant associates. An angry Saldma b.
Misi al-Safaqist asked Yahiida b. Misa Ibn Sightmir to support him in a
dispute with certain other merchants who he claimed were plotting
against him: “Write me about t[hat], so make {...] read it to them when
they come and give them the sterne[st] of rebukes.”®! He then cata-
logued the names and actions of his Sicilian colleagues that he wanted
Yahiida to spell out. The ability to display a letter, rather than just report
an instruction, helped compel action, and the circulation and repetition
of orders in multiple letters to the same market community publicized a
merchant’s intentions and instructions from afar.

A vast stream of orders, reports on orders, requests for orders, and
explanations for inability to follow orders fill the letters in the typological
sample, and comprise, as in ‘Ayyfish’s letter, a substantial portion of
their overal] content. Yet an order in a letter was not identical to a formal
legal instrument. Geniza merchants were well acquainted with a variety
of such legal instruments, including orders of payment, guittances,
contracts, and powers of attorney. All of these required use of legal
formulae to function, and in a few instances we even find such an
instrument written as a separate eniry on the same piece of paper as a
letter, or even embedded in a letter’s text. In a letter from Damascus, for
instance, Miisi b. Ya‘qab al-MistT explains to his partner Yasuf b, Da’ad
b. Sha’ya that he has been obliged to write a suftajz (a kind of letter of
credit)®? for the carrier of the letter, and then includes a formal quittance
in Arabic script at the bottom of the page.*’

But merchanis needed the greater flexibility that letters afforded in
comparison to legal instruments, and evidently found the power of
letters often sufficient to their purposes. Formal legal instruments could
be either excessively narrow or excessively broad: powers of attorney, for

2N INAD55.14 1 5-6: TR [eR]s amsmm 7 1o [ 0y s [§9]72 2n0m W03 R D e i

Zj See EF, “Suftadja.”

“7 TS NSJ 463 v 1-6, below the address and a signature cartouche; TS 10] 5.12 v 22
debates whether a formula is needed.
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instance, required either a specificity of aciion or all-encompassing
powers for the agent, both ill-suited 10 the demands of mulii-pronged
business activities — and especially ill-suited, as we will see, to the system
of commercial agency most (Geniza merchants used. Letters allowed
merchants to be as specific or as vague as they liked, dividing and
devolving powers and responsibilitics among their associates while their
rights as owners continued to be recognized in both the markets and the
courts.** ‘Ayyash, in the letter quoted above, writes with a fair degree of
specificity — he wants particular purchases made, he wants others substi-
tuted if his first choice is not available.” But just as common are
instructions of complete freedom of action between trusted associates:
“Do as you see fit” or “Do as God inspires you to do” is one of the most
common refrains.?® Issuing an order in a letter permitted enormous
flexibility in managing agents, and this flexibility was central to the
practices of the Geniza merchants.

Letters were thus effective business instruments of a certain kind:
disposable and ephemeral instruments. Despite containing a stream of
reports on actions and sales, letters were not interpreted or used as
practiical or legal documents of record. Both writing practices and the
physical remains of letters attest to this, Writers of commercial corres-
pondence generally dated their letters, for instance, but never with the
year as was required in documents that formed part of the legal
record.®” A lack of interest in keeping correspondence is also shown
by the way in which writers mentioned previous letters. The most
common way of referring to prior correspondence is simply to say,
“T received a letter and took note of its contents,” which assumes no
confusion for either party as to which letter was meant — only the most
recent letter mattered.”®

It would seem a sensible precaution of the careful merchant to keep
files of correspondence. Some disputes that were aired in court or
rehearsed in correspondence imply that at least some merchants did
keep letters, but in general the physical remains of letters in the Geniza
demonstrate an absence of systematic filing. Letters consisted of single
sheets of paper without outer wrapping. The overwhelming majority that
survive are the originals that traveled across the Mediterranean,
vet almost none show any physical indication of a filing or reference

2t Iiscussed in 5.4 below. 25 See also TS 12.389 v 1-3.

26 T520.180r31-32; TS 16.7 r 17-18, repeated at 20 and 25; Bodl MS Heb a 2.201 23; TS
1079.31r22; Bodi MS Hebd 47.62r 12; TSNSJ12v 11-12; TS 137 18.8 1 33-34; TS
16.330¢ 27, TS 20.76 + TS 107 20.10r 10; ENANS 18.35122,v 14, TS 13 J17.7 v 15,

27 Weiss, 1970; Goldberg, forthcominge. 8 Goldberg, 2005: 67-70.
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systerm, unlike other sets of documents in the Geniza.” Further, as
Goitein was the first to note, rather than keeping letrers for refercice,
merchants sometimes used old letters as scrap paper, ripping away blank

_ paris or using blank spaces to scrawl draft accounts relating to entirely

different transactions ~ suggesting that many business letiers formed
a scrap-paper pile in a merchant’s office long before they ended up in
the Geniza.”®

Most likely, Geniza merchants used letters as instrumental ephemera
for two practical reasons: letters were of very limited use in any legal
dispute that might arise; and merchants already had a different system of
documentary record-keeping. Duplication might not only be a waste of
time, but could also confuse the picture presented by one’s formal
records,

Legal records attest to very strict limits on the use of letters as formal
pieces of evidence or as business records. Despite the gaonic responsum
queted above, in which the jurist argued that speech of letters and words
was equaily important, the practice of Jewish law-courts was otherwise.
The only probative documents normally requested or examined between
living merchants were their accounts - the big ledger (dafiar al-kabi¥)
acted as a merchant’s binding record of his doings.>!

In the courts, where witness testimony was central, it was a merchant’s
oral speech that counted as evidence, even if this was the word of his
proxy appointed by power of attorney; letters could not legally substiturte
for a living person.’? It was understood among merchants that letters
were evidence of prior orders and actions upon which the merchant
serving as proxy might repose his trust in agreeing to act for the princi-
pal; but no ene was expected to produce such letters, as they could not
be used to make one’s case formally.??

Letters were aiso hardly ever used as a2 method of planning future
ventures,>® Again, this absence was practical. Parinerships could not be

2% Goldberg, 2005; 55-60. An exception that proves the rule is found by comparing the
correspondence of Ysufibn ‘Awkal, 15 percent of which was dared in Arabic by a clerk.
See Stillman, 1970: 73-75, The dated letters: TS 12.218; TS 16.266; ULC Or 1080
1248; ULC Or 1080 ] 154; Bodl MS Heb d 65.10; TSNS J 388; TS 13 ] 29.2, TS 13
T 19.29. Another rare exception: TS 8 J 24.15, a tetter sent from Musa b. Ab7 'I-Hayy to
Nahray b. Nissim, in which Nahray makes a note that Mis®’s accounting is off by a givat.
Goitein, 1967-1993: 1, 7-9; Goitein, 1973: 4243,

TS10]29.5716-19; TS 16.163 (I} v; TS 13 J 17.11 r 8-14. see Gil, 2003; Khalilieh,
1998: 6397,

TS 12.371, esp. r 8-11, and Bodl MS Heb d 66.5; Bodl MS Heb ¢ 28.11. Cohen,
forthcomingb; Geldberg, 2005: 216-224,

See Bodl MS Heb d 66.5 r 19-20 and TS 12.371 r 910,

An exception: TS 20.76 r 36-40.
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formed by letter, but required a face-to-face meeting. Partnership con-
tracts often include a clear plan — a set of goods to be purchased and
intended for a particular destination, not mertlsly an agreement to pool
capital. Letters often refer back to plans and. discussions that must l‘lave
been held in person, with partners reporting back to each other on
fulfilled or changed plans. Perhaps too, the fact that letters were Sermi~
public within the business community made them a poor vehicle for
plans, where secrecy might offer market advantage.l ‘ -
The relatvely minor role of letters in record-keeping orin planning by
Geniza merchants has important implications for angiyzmg thf: da]:a they
contain. The reporting on transactions contained in letters is, like the
dating clause, usually contexrual, Writers usually report for each‘ ventl.lre
only on the actions taken since the last letter, sometimes reiferating
details from earlier letters reporting plans gone awry. As legal records
and business accounts show, a trading vemu‘re might hgve a long and
complex history involving dozens of transactions stretc'hmg over years.
Letters generally provide few hints about thes‘e complicated stprles or
abour the full investment portfolio of an individual merchan.t; msteac.l,
they give a momentary snapshot of the current state of his and his
correspondent’s ventures — and even then, not neces-sarlly all of them.
The use of letters as instruments also tends to v.velght the text t-ow'arc;
dwelling on individual ventures and cornmunicat'mn between principa
and agent, This is because, in the nature of things, reports betwileln
partners tend to take up less space: although letters also_ served as the
chief vehicle for communicating the state of _pa.rtnershm goods, and
responsible partners did not leave each other in ignorance, 'most gart—
nerships gave each parmer full license to ac.t with partnérshlp goods acsi
he saw fit. Thus reports between partners Id%d not contain the long an
explicit orders that took up space for individual ventures, or the ev;n
longer explanations sent by agents about why orders could not §
sired. .
mﬁl‘gzd\nf:y(geniza merchants wrote reinfmjces the impression that their
letters were ephemeral, instrumental, speaking documents, These norms
also shape the kinds of data letters contain, and suggest the best.ways to
analyze them. Letters such as “Ayyash’s are 'not written accordmg tq a
formula dictating a fixed order of topics -~ in co;lstrast to t'he ma}prxty
of non-episiolatory documents in the Geniza, . Nor did business
letters conform closely to the norms of formal eplstologra‘phy, a genre
with its own manuals and collections in the medieval Islamic world. But

3 Goldberg, 2005: 114-116; Goldberg, forthcominge.
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Geniza business letters were shaped by a common rhetorical stance, and
this heavily influenced norms of composition.

Essentially, merchants adopted a pose when they wrote: that the
person writing and person receiving were both very busy men, active
and diligent members of the merchant cominunity, The writer presented
his letter as the recorded speech of a man in a hurry, without time to
formulate a more polished composition; likewise, although the recipient
was ideally a diligent person, one addressed him in the awareness that
he might not have time for careful perusal. As one’s reader was certainly
busy it wouid be impolite to waste his rime. Buyt, since he was 2 member
of one’s community, certain courtesies weire necessary. Finally, as
members of the professional cominunity, these men were rhetorical
equals, whatever their disparities of wealth or education,3®

The stance of busyness permeates all aspects of a typical Geniza
business letter. Writers constantly refer to occupation and pressures of
time. In making requests they acknowledge how busy their recipient
must be: they ask that associates attend to things if they have time,
suggest that orders be passed to others if their correspondent is too busy,
or say that they have asked for the services of another colleagne because
they know how terribly busy the recipient is.>” The general assamption
of mutual occupation and urgency also appears from constant references
to the speed with which business has been done and the dispatch
with which it should be done. Merchants assure their correspondents
that they handled incoming goods “the moment they arrived” and
similarly desire recipients to attend to matters “the moment you
receive this letter,” “as soon as possible,” or “as quickly as can be. 38
One letter urges outright, “By God, hurry up, sir.”*® This discourse
pervades Geniza letters to the degree that 93 percent of letters in the
typological sample make at least some reference to hurry, being busy,
cccupation, or the need to act in a timely fashion. On average, each of

these letters contains three separate references to busyness or hurry.
‘Ayyash’s letter provides several excellent examples of this discourse,

In line 16 he is anxious for letters to arrive; in line 22 he responsibly

forwards news he has received “this very day” that delayed boats are

* E.g DK327a-dr12-44,y 1-24, esp. r 29-35, 4144, v 20-22, See also Goitein, 19712
on the nature of friendship in business.

37 Eg. TS13]18.8r24-25 and rt mar; TS 13 14,2 r 3-5; Bodl MS Heb a 3.13 v 13; TS
8721.2r10; TS 137282 ¢ 2, rt mar 2.

** Bodl MS Heb d 66.15 £ 5-9; TS 12.124 r 25 TS 13T 8.5 r rt mar; TS 12,373 r up mar;

TS812251r17; TS6J3.19v 4; TS 10]20.12 rrt mar; TS 131311 r 16, TS 12.270
v 3, 23-24,

* TS 13715.0r 26.
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sailing “in a hurry,” In the right-hand margin he again urges that Nahray
send him news of his doings; by the first lines of the second side he is
hoping that a letter is already on its way. On MNahray’s behalf he has
already attempted to resolve a certain matter and promises that he
will now “put pressure” on Ibn Abid Kitama, who has put ‘Ayyish off
with the excuse of busyness of his own — a request to be reminded “when
he is free.” Finally, ‘Ayyash closes the letter by promising to send news as
it happens.

The content of mercantile letters shows that their writers were con-
stantly attentive to avoid wasting their correspondents’ time with extra-
neous matters, instead seeking to keep letrers “business-like,” for want of
a better word.*® This did not mean that non-commercial matters were
entirely omitted, as in some modern business practice. Not only were
many of the Geniza merchants bound together by multiple social ties,
but personal affairs (marriage, illness, death in the family) could also
affect one’s business. What distinguishes these letters from personal,
communal, or scholarly correspondence in the Geniza is the way that
merchants talk about non-business matters. They mention these events
in passing, often as an explanation for lack of progress on a business
affair, or as a part of greetings to others who might be affected. Such
personal matters are also usually presented with great brevity. In a
typical instance, when a colieague congratulates Nahray b. Nissim on
his marriage he makes clear how Nahray himself had brought it up: “You
mentdoned that which made you too busy to write to me, May God make
a blessed step for you, grant you all success with each other, and bless
you with a male child soon, as you are deserving of all good.**!

Courtesy often required congratulation {marriage, birth} or commis-
eration (death of associates or family members); but in letters from
serious merchants in the typological sample these extend to at most
two full lines, scarcely the amount of space devoted in ‘Ayyash’s letter
to a discussion of how to change money properly. This practice contrasts
markedly with the very lengthy discourse on these subjects that would fill
other kinds of letters, and that did indeed fill the commercial letters in
the typological sample written by non-professionals — individuals who
only dabbled in wholesale trade.*

Merchants also demonstrated their adherence to specific and distinct
professional manners when they composed the introductions and
conclusions of their letters. The writing of the iftizdh (protocol or

40 Cf. Goitein, 1967-1993: I, 11-12,  *' TS 12.246 r 5-6.
2 See chapter 8; Goldberg, forthcominge. On other Geniza letters, Geitein, 1967-1993;
V, passint; Cohen, 2005a: 10-12.
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introduction) was a central concern of the epistolary manuals of the
Islamic world, as it indicated the rank of the recipient and the status
relationship between him and the writer, essential prolegomena to any
matn (substance) the letter might contain.*® For Geniza merchants too
the iftitdh and the closing saluiation were esseniial to any proper letter.
But one finds little relationship between the length and complexity of
greetings on the one hand and the relative status of the two merchants on
the other, even though both varied significantly across the corpus of
commercial letters,** Indeed, the very similar openings used in a letter
from a freedman to his former master, one from a very senior colleague
to a junior one, and one from one senior associate to another are a good
indicator — in a world often governed by patronage expressed through
the etiquette of hierarchy — of a deliberate rhetorical equality.*®

Instead of relating to status hierarchies, the length and register of the
protocol (i.e. the introduction) was a function of space considerations —
that is, how much business material there was to fill the page. The
pieces of paper Geniza merchants used vary widely in size; they were
careful to match the size of the sheet roughly to the amount of mam
they intended to include — a sensible balance of thrift and respect, given
the expensive type of paper used.*® Norms of politeness meant that
commercial letters could not be written on paper scraps; if there was
too lirtle business for even a small piece of paper the remaining space
would be filled with formal courtesies.*” At the same time, particularly
long letters often have the most minimal openings and closings: when
one had a great deal of business to discuss one did not butter up the
reader with honorifics, blessings, or preliminary apologies for length;
instead, one showed one’s urgency by not wasting space with more than
polite necessity.*®

Although the next chapter will reveal how busy the professional lives
of these men could be, the hasty and highly disordered composition that
follows the #ftizal in most Geniza letters expresses a posture more than
any real inability to write with order and care, Merchants refer directly to
their own time-pressures in many letters: “I am writing in haste, please
forgive me,” writes one, while another notes, “I am writing in haste on

43 BP, “Insha'” and Tbn al-Sayrafi, 1990, %% Goldberg, 2005: 63-67.

** Mottahedeh, 2001 on patrenage; Brett, 2001; Lev, 1991 on Fatimids. Rustow, 2009 on

Jewish participation; Goitein, 1967-1993: V, 261272 on intra-Jewish etiquette.

Personal letters, especially from less wealthy members of the middling sort, might be

written on reused or cheaper paper: e.g., ENA 2738.34.

M ULC Or 1080 ] 248.-

** The longest commercial letter of the Geniza contains only a line and a half of
introduction: Halper 389 + Halper 414 r 1-2.
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the eve of Friday. Forgive me, my master, on the lack of details.”*® Even
more common is a general tendency to excuse one’s correspondent for
failing to write by referring to the recipient’s probable (and hopefully
profitable) busyness: “Today the courier arrived but he brought no
mail from you. Profitable occupation, I hope.”®® Yet the letter-writing
situation of these men, considering their education levels, the cultural
standards of the time, their use of professional time, and the infrastruc-
wures of letter exchange, would have permitted much more polished
pieces, and indeed the existence of drafis and the careful choice of paper
size suggest thought and planning.”!

The disordered, train-of-thought letters that ‘Ayyash and his col-
leagues tended to write were clearly more useful to merchants than were
formulaic or well-structured letters. Disorder allowed the writer to be
more certain of keeping his reader’s attention where he wanted it
Readers of stereotyped documents of all sorts quickly learn to ignore
all sections except those that concern them. The reader of a Geniza
commercial letter could not afford this luxury ~ one never knew where 2
topic would appear, and the recipient who wished to learn the status of
his own concerns was required to wade through those of his correspon-
dent. Indeed, disorder and a posture of off-the-cuff speech allowed
writers such as ‘Ayyish to pepper the letter with repetitions of important
requests. In many cases these are repeated after the closing greetings, as
this was also the place for urgent, last-minute news.””

Not only did the posture of haste permit repetition, it also allowed
great latitude for frank speech, as did the posture of professional equ-
ality. ‘Avyash’s letter features such bluntness in his comments about
Qisim and his comments to Nahray doubting the ability of anyone but
himself to handle moneys properly. The pose also allowed for what one
might call “hasty words” - strategic critical outbursts about colleagues.
The ability to deploy such hasty but ephemeral words was a highly
effective tool in managing business relationships — the most important
secondary function of letters.””

The idiosyncratic standards followed by Geniza merchants when
they wrote commercial letters prevents certain kinds of analysis,
while at the time both suggesting and permiiting a novel approach
that yields different kinds of information about the workings of medi-
eval trade,

* TS 13 ] 28.9 v 5-6; Bodl MS Heb d 66.15 v 14-15.

3¢ TS 13} 18.8 r 31, rt mar. Similarly in TS 13 28.2 ¢ 1-2.

3! See 7.2 below; Goldberg, forthcominge, 52 Goldberg, 2005: 111-116.
% See many examples below, and 5.2-5.3 below.
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The Geniza letters are surprisingly resistant to the kinds of statistical
analyses economic historians might most wish to undertake. The ten-
dency to wrlie in the swream of events, to refer only to ongoeing transac-
tions, and to mention earlier histories of current investmenis only very
rarely, means that although there is a sea of daia-points concerning prices,
sales, purchases, and payments, these convey litide information about
overall economic trends. Reports of sales, for instance, often give prices
but almost never say anything about purchase prices, transport costs, or
incidental expenses. This means there is litde chance of deducing profit
margins for Geniza merchanits to compare with Edler-de Roover’s find-
ings for the early Genoese, Moreover, prices are reported more often for
unusual transactions or damaged goods than for sales that were predict-
able or made at official market rates; these frequently untypical prices are
unsuitable for creating price indices.” Even more important, although
references to particular deals or large shipments give some sense of the
scale of trade, it is impossible to use letters to determine the average or
range of working capital of individual merchants, how much of any market
was conirolled by the Geniza merchants, or what kinds of goods filled the
ships on which they sent their goods. Once we have established a clearer
sense of the nature of Geniza trade, later chapters make tentative attempts
to tease out some quantitative patterns of trading activity, but these are
scarcely the analyses that could be made if we had access to the chief
record-keeping documents of the Geniza merchants — principally their
account books, and secondarily their contracts.

Bur letters as Geniza merchants wrote them provide unequaled data
for examining how the wholesale commercial economy worked. Since we
have a stream of orders and reports on what was, should, and could not
be done, letters in aggregate tell us a great deal about what it was that
merchants did and how it fit into the larger economy. Furthermore,
because Geniza merchants’ letters were so instrumental, because of their
norms of concision, and because the order of topics is so random, the
amount of space in letters devoted to any particular topic becomes a
good indicator of how important that topic was for the writers of these
letters. Consequently I rake percentage of content as a good indicator
of what merchants did with their time — not the amount of space in a
single letter, since each represents only a moment in time, but across the
typological sample as a whole.

** Ashror’s price data from the Genijza is often questionable, since it does not give due
attention to these issues: Ashtor, 1969, Goitein’s work collecting the most common
products across a range of sources is more caveful, but his Aax quotations suffer from the
same difficuldes: Goitein, 1967-1993: 1, 206—229. On Genoa, see Edler-de Roover, 1041,
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To analyze the commercial letters and mine them for daia, therefore,
1 use content analysis to map out the primary tasks and problems of
long-distance trade. By coding the phrases, sentences, and paragraphs as
pertaining to topical categories I am able to consider content statistic-
ally.”® Such analysis reveals what percentage of letters contain examples
of any category of content, what percentage of the content of any
individual letter is devoted to a particular subject, and what percentage
of content across the entire typological sample is devoted to that subject.

An additional benefit of this approach is to help neutralize reader
bias. In documents that present themselves as an indiscriminate mass
of details there is an understandable tendency to focus on questions
or peculiarities that answer modern questions, whether or not such
material is particularly representative of the correspondence as a whole.
The community of economic historians, for instance, has long been
particularly interested in the role of Europeans in the Geniza documents.
As discussed earlier, almost every mention of a European in the corres-
pondence has been noted, translated, and discussed in detail by numerous
scholars,”® Yet content analysis puts trade with Europeans into its proper
perspective: it represented a microscopic proportion of the attention of
the Geniza merchants. Well under one-tenth of 1 percent of the text on
transactions (see below) mentions any dealing with Europeans or demand
on Buropean markets. Similarly, the Geniza letters have been quite thor-
oughly mined for fascinating glimpses of daily life, giving the impression
that political, personal, and familial narratives abound. Yet, as we shall
see, business writers in fact allocated very little space to non-mercantile
matters in their commercial correspondence.

Rather than picking out fascinaring but perhaps unusual details,
looking at patterns in content distribution paints a picture of the
expected: how merchants spent their own time and wanted colleagues
to spend their time; what kinds of external infrastructures they had to
manage; what kinds of infrastructures they were themselves creating;
and what kinds of infrastructures in the economy they could mostly take
for granted (indicated by the small percentage of content it comprises).
Likewise, content analysis shows what additional functions letters

%% 1 used the program Nvivo, which allows steings of any length of characters to be coded
by the user in content trees. It also allows multiple coding and autematic coding. Due to
the nature of my sources I coded each decument by hand. The program will run counts
of total characters at any level of a tree and present data matrices of the entire set of
codes. See Goldberg, 2005: 52-54; Krippendorff, 2004. Because my interest is the
various subjects to which Geniza merchants devoted letter space, my primary categories
are topical.

% See 1.3 at n. 61 above.
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served — that is, which problems could be soived through use of letters
and which could not. For it is also the natare of the work merchants did,
the infrastructures and institutions within which they acied, and the
balance between what could and could not be done by letter that
determined the geographies of their economic Mediterranean.

3.3 Content analysis

The great majority of space in Geniza mercantile letters is devoted to
addressing business concerns.”” Within the exposition (marn) more than
95 percent of the material is directly related to mercantile affairs, with
the remainder allocated to news that is personal, familial, or concerned
with the religious community. Five general topics make up the great bulk
of letter text: discussing commodity transactions; talking (and often
complaining) about the behavior of other merchants; sharing a few key
types of business news; writing about correspondence itself, and narra-
ting business trips.”® Figure 3.5 provides a breakdown of the exposition
in commercial letters from the typological sample.

Transactions

Material on commercial transactions clearly dwarfs all other categories,
whether this consists of reports on actions taken, references to planned
actions, orders for actions, or explanations for actions that had been
delayed or not taken. Transactions could involve purchase, collection,
processing, transport, storage or sale of both merchandise and money,
since money was used as both a form of payment (alongside credit) and
a commodity in itself.>® Altogether, instructions and reports on these
business dealings account for nearly half of the exposition of all letters
in the sample set. Unsurprisingly this suggests that the greatest part of
the job of Geniza merchants consisted in direct engagement with com-
modities and payments. This wealth of material is analyzed in great detail
in the next chapter, where both patterns in content distribution and
narratives of untoward events permit us to examine what kinds of acti-
vities merchants engaged in, what sorts of skills their job required, and
what kinds of opportunities and constraints they faced in investment.

57 The exposition (matn) dominates the letters in general: if we look at complete letters,
exposition forms make up 88 percent of text. The remainder is the #firdh (protocol) and
the closing greetings and blessings,

*® The statistics add up to slightly more than 100 percent — in some cases a phrase or
sentence pertained -equaily to more than one category, although I have tried to be
parsimonious with multiple coding.

* See 4.2 at n. 12 below.
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48.5%

'.’3]._2_‘?6 1.4% 1.1%

Figure 3.5: Content of exposition

Behauvior of other merchants

Perhaps less expected is the amount of space devoted to discussions of
the behavior of merchants, whether the writer himself, the recipient, or
third parties. Almost all the merchants discussed are associates, people
with whom the writers did business often. The volume of this material
provides evidence of one of the main secondary uses of letters: the
management of business relationships.

Of course any man’s activity can be considered behavior; what these
passages have in commeon is that merchants are assessing each other’s
conduct - whether past, present, or prospective. Seventy percent of
Jetters include at least one such section. Comments range from coy
and ambiguous references to unmentionable behavior to frank reflec-
tions on the failings and business character of one’s associates. ‘Ayyash’s
recrimination to Nahray falls on the more circumspect side, not specify-
ing the exact injury:

I was wounded by what you did ro me; it is only that I considered you dearer than
a brother, and what you did was not what I would have hoped for from you.
Nothing is more serious (upsetting?) for me than the oath which you have had
me give. But, my master, this world is a house of blessing and recompense.
He who gives service gets service.®”

Other typical critiques are more blunt; Misa b, Ishag b. Hisda com-
plains, “The boy is not fit for anything and c[annot do anything . ..]
Igbal will tell you about him ... he will reach you and tell some of his

“ TS 13F13.11r8-11. :
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Third person
46%

First person

Second person %

13%

Figure 3.6: Behavior inaterial by person

“tniserable doings.®®!' Tsma‘il b, Yasuf demonstrates Geniza merchants’
lack of shyness in complaining directly about the character of a fellow
merchant: “You know that [...] and his son like neither you nor us, and
- he likes to trip us up,”®? They could be even blunter: “He’s a person who
" a liar; you know him.”%?

»~ This material on people’s behavior can be broken down in different
- ways, showing the function of this material, the issues at stake in
"business relationships, and the norms governing how one wrote about
- agsociates. The first important aspect of this material is the balance
between first-, second-, and third-party comments.
-~ It is actually third-party comments that are most common. Alas for
human nature, negative comments are far more common than positive,
by a three-to-one ratio.

This dominance of comments about third parties is consistent with
the way letters functioned as substitute speech, allowing each mer-
chant to participate in the talk of markets scattered around the
Mediterranean. For merchants did not just assess their colleagues,
. they reported on such talk and promised more of it — multiplying
- through reports and requests the echoes of comments, echoes that
could cross half the Mediterranean basin. We see the way letters
participate in and multiply talk in examples such as Misa b. Ishag’s
complaint, which not only complains, but promises that Igbal will be

SUTS 12227 v4-7. 2 TS137209r23-26. % ENA 2805.24 r rt mar 1-2.
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spreading tales from the Egyptian countryside when he arrives in
Fustat. Another letier lets the recipient in Fustat know that his
father’s character and actions are being discussed by the merchanis

in Palermo: “Ashabuna have arrived and have spoken well of him and .

of whai he did this year, and described him as he really is.7% Other
lesters demonstrate the effecis of such talk, as when merchanis note
how complaints made about the writer — contained in letters to third
parties in the same city - spread throughout the community. As a result
of a dispute, Yasuf Ibn ‘Awkal in Fustat refused to pay some of Samhin
b. Da’id’s creditors in that city, creditors who in turn blamed Samhiin
back in Qayrawin. “Their letters of reproach have now come to every-
one; and it’s open season on disgracing my honor,” he compl-
ained to Yasuf.%> Multiple letters had traveled half the length of the
Mediterranean and reached their target through the mouths of his fellow
residents,

Indeed, the fact that self~-defense and self-praise takes up nearly as
many lines as third-party comments suggests how often negative talk got
back to its target, either through circulation of the contents of lerters
or through the direct intervention of letter recipients. We also find a fair
amount of anticipatory self-defense, as merchants write to explain in
advance why they had been unable to accomplish requested tasks. They
often praise their own impressive exertions in the face of insuperable
obstacles (the line berween self-defense and self-promotion could be
thin, and is sometimes indistinguishable).

The remaining material consists of direct blame or praise of one’s
correspondent — approximately equal amounts of material on either side.
Yet direct blame and accusation occurs in only 9 percent of letters, while
30 percent of letters include various forms of praise. But each instance
of blame or accusation is relatively long, whereas praise of associates
most often consists of brief statements like “A man like you needs no
instructions” or “A man ke vou is not the sort of man who needs to be
instructed.”®® Indeed, direct praise like this refers back to one’s position
in the community — the sort of person one is. Even longer praise tends
to follow the same pattern. A grateful Isma‘il b. Farah notes of Nahray

b. Nissim, “In your letter you mentioned that transaction which only

a man like you was fit to carry through; may God reward you. Indeed, all

5% TS 20,127 r 48-49,

55 DK 327 a—d r 28: n¥an "% W T Y07 aeRUR2 prans mdo. See below chapter 5;
Goldberg, 2007; Goldberg, 2012.

56 TS 10J5.24 r 11-12. Some examples with multiple such references: TS Misc 25.19 r 1t
mar; TS 107 19.8 14-15,19; TSNS J 12r4-15; TS 8] 253 v 12-14.
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Figure 3.7: Behavior by subject

you touch with your hand makes other people happy, because it is
-~ profitable and done with best effort.”®
= What issues were at stake in discussions of associates’ behavior?
» In most cases it is the quality of the services merchants provided to
; :dne another, particularly their degree of effort and competence. Such
- discussions make up more than three times as much material as on any
other topic. Miisa b. Ishiq b, Hisda, we saw above, complains that a
new associate is both incompetent and unwilling, “not fit for anything
and cannot do anything . .. if I want him to do anything for me and say to
" him one word, he answers with ten.” Tsma‘il b, Farah al-Qabisi suggests to
Nahray b, Nissim that Khalaf b. Hatim is liable to be sluggish and
~indolent unless prodded: “Please do not stop writing letters to him so
that through them you can make him diligent and push him to buy and be
guick about it. Otherwise, he’s going to keep his lids glued together and
‘not open his eyes.”®® Positive reinforcement includes admonitions to
‘work “with your known diligence and effors,”®® while third-party praise
might note that a young associate is “making a great effort and trying hard
to please.””® In ‘Ayyash’s letter the requests to watch over Qasim’s
‘“purchases also reflect concerns over competence and diligence: “Please

79" BL Or 5542.9 r 7-8, based on the translation and reconstruction in Goitein, 1973:
154-155. Gil’s reading of this passage, which has two lacunae to reconstruct, is

* different. A slightly more literal translation {with the disputed bit in parentheses: “In
your letter you mentioned (what the people [...] had laid upen you/the matier that only
a man like you [...]). By God, the one who asks the good from you [...} because
everything you touch with your hand fills one’s heart with joy; and indeed it is
profitable through you and your best effort.”

:’: BL Or 5542.9 ¢ 5-7. TS 107 15.14 r 14: 770N T4 T 7R 8D,

ENA NS 18.24 v 9-10: 573 ... "0 P01 17303 1. See also TS 13 ] 25.1 r 18.
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keep an eye on Q3sim and make sure of the goodness of the flax.
He must not bay me medium quality (v 3-4).”

The amount of space devoted to complaints and praise relating to
the difficulty of getting merchants to cough up cash, or even write up the
final accounts that would require cash remittances, is related to another
problem. This problem is the structure of credit, discussed in chapter 4
below.

FFinally, letters contain complaints about misconduct, whether minor
or major. It is mostly lesser indiscretions or borderline behavior that are
described explicitly — assigning travel expenses to a partnership account
when the travel also involved individual ventures, buying or selling that
exceeds or contradicts instructions. Serious complaints — an agent
making trades on his own behalf using the principal’s credit, substitut-
ing one person’s goods for another, asserting partnership stakes in
goods for which one is only an agent — are much rarer, appearing in
only 5 percent of letters.”* Just as important as the rarity of complaints
about improper behavior is the fact that misconduct of any sort is often
insinuated rarher than directly stated — either the act or the actor is
hidden. Thus Yesh@‘a b. Isma‘il hints to Khallif that one of their
colleagues had “tried to take advantage” of him {(unsuccessfully), but
does not say in what way.”* In an opposite case Isma‘il b. Yasuf Ibn Abi
“‘Ugba tells his uncle Yisuf Ibn ‘Awkal of his suspicions regarding
illegal substitution of flax: “I think there is no doubt that they substi-
tuted for the bale which you bought in the Qaliis another bale which
they packed instead.””® There are no indications in the letter who
“they” are. Rarest of all is direct, detailed accusation against the reci-
pient. Such accusations appear in only 2 percent of letters and in each
case is part of a letter responding to an accusation of misconduct or
mismanagement on the sender’s part — and is thus leveled only when
relations have already broken down.

One interpretation of this material is that serious misconduct was rare;
but two considerations were simultaneously in operation: the actual
frequency of misconduct and the willingness to commit to writing direct
accusations of misconduct. Thus many letters contain recriminations
like the one in ‘Ayyash’s letter: “I was distressed by your behavior toward
me. I considered you dearer to me than a brother, and I did not expect
you to do what you did.”™* This tendency helps make the subject of

™ In his somewhat different sample, Greif finds it in less than 5 percent of letters: Greif,
1993: 528.

72 T8 12,389 £ 0-10, 12-15, rtmar, upmar 1. > TS 13729.9 v 11-12.

™ TS$S13J13.11 r 8-12.
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the remaining complaint material mysterious and unclassifiable. When

- serious misconduct is alleged, accusations are most often made in letters

to third parties — if ambiguous complaint made directly to the culprit

. did not succeed one was more likely then to write serious accusation
~to third parties, involving parts of the wider business community.
w Chapter 5 explains why letters were used in these particular ways to
s regulate business relationships.

But the most remarkable thing about this material is an absence. Only

-1 percent of the material on behavior involves discussion of a merchant’s

conduct in his non-trading life, and in every such instance praise or

“blame is expressed directly to the recipient. One did not make an
‘associate’s familial or communal life the subject of commercial gossip.
+This is particularly noteworthy given that most of these men were
“inembers of small, close-knit communities bound by multiple social ties,
¢ and other Geniza documents show that they could have cast many other
: stones at each other, whether about the mistresses some of them kept,
- their neglect of their duties for the religious community, their espousal of
- unorthodox religious beliefs, or various other scandals.” As discussed in
- chapter 2, this pattern reflects social preferences. There was a desire to

maintain a distinction between professional and personal reputation,

: This desire was consistent both with the form mken by business rela-
- tionships (discussed below), and the fact that these men strove for social
‘ prestige in the communal arena and were uncomfortable with too close

an association between such prestige and its possible monetary base.
Letters permitted considerable freedom of expression — one could

‘make nasty comments about the business character of a dead colleague

even in the midst of formal condolences; “Please give my regards to my
master and mentor Abt Sa‘Td and express to him my condolences (at the

. death of) my master and mentor Aba ‘Alf, of blessed memory,” writes

Barhiin b. Masa al-Tahirti, but then continues, “God alone knows how

-much aggravation I suffered because of him, May the Lord improve

things for those he left behind.”"® It is the semi-public, semi-official yet

“disposable character of letters that made them particularly effective

weapons in the task of managing one’s relationships and one’s standing
in the community of merchants through the vehicle of talk in the market-

_piace. The speech-Like form -of letters made blunt comments about
. others possible as mere hasty words; the semi-public, semi-private
nature of letters made it feasible to disseminate such comments through

"3 See the indices of Goitein, 19671993 under “Wife, second,” “Excommunication,”
“BEnmity,” “Abraham b. Isaac the Scholar,” and “Abin b, Sadaga.”
" TS 12.330 v 7-8.
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a community without making them truly public declarations; and
the ephemeral nature of letters meant that harsh comments could be
smoothed over and strategically forgotten if the flow of correspondence
continued. The use of oblique rather than direct accusations in the great
majority of letters attests to the other side of the public coin — if the
ephemeral nature of letters made it possible to smooth over a large
proportion of negative personal comments, one preferred not to commit
10 writing a direct accusation of serious misconduct. If it became neces-
sary, merchants show themselves willing to attack an associate’s
reputation for mercantile probity among his business friends. They were
not willing, however, to make use of a merchant’s personal or communal
scandals to wound him in his professional life — again, the norms of
letters point to merchants’ segregation of personal and professional
affairs, of their interest only in professional probity in choosing and
continuing business relationships.

Business news

The third major strand of content in letters, business information,
might have been expected to appear in second place. In a world where
the principal could often choose among a variety of investments in
commodities, and then likewise decide among a variety of destinations
and kinds of sale, a steady stream of information from various places

was important. And sharing of market information is indeed the other

main secondary function of letters. Merchants provide at least some
business news in 55 percent of their letters. In a great many cases the
news responds to a request from the recipient. ‘Ayyash’s letter includes
a request for specific business news on lines 7-8 of the second side — he
wishes to know a local exchange rate. “What you requested to know” or
“What you will wish to know” is a constant refrain in letters, preceding
reports on particular commodities — reports that are a mix of market
prices and notes on current or expected demand.”” Likewise, many
reports conclude with the statement, “I have informed you of this,”
suggesting the fulfillment of an order. Writers with extra space at the
end of a letter might also fill it with quotes of current market prices for
major commodities, regardiess of the recipient’s current deals, During
the: main: shipping season correspondents resident in the port often
include fairly complete reports on ship movements — arrivals, expected
arrivals, stowing, departures, convoying, etc, ‘Ayyash’s letter provides

7 Variations on this phrase occur in 10 percent of letters, e.g. ‘Ayyash letter TS 137 13.11
r19, INUL 577.3.2 1 6.

Content analysis 85

‘an example of both form and content: he introduces his report
that includes news on prices, 2 markei intervention, and shipping on
line 19 with “As for what you will wish to know,” and concludes with “1
ave informed you of this,” In addition to individual pieces of news
riters also included more general reports on conditions: they might
omment on the general state of the market, discuss the actions of
important groups in the market (whether reporting on the demand
of locals, the arrival of groups from elsewhere with goods for sale, or
demmands that would change the dynamics of the local marker), tell
fipolitical events that might affect market conditions, and report
on . famine and plague (in addition to the major episodes of both
recorded in the chronicles the Geniza shows that these were much
more frequent as localized events, with obvious bearing on market
p}'anning). Isma‘ll b. Ya‘gib al-Andalusi writes a typical report of this
sort to his nephew: “Before that the town’® was practically dead as
‘result of what we had undergone at the hands of the enemy. This
winter we suffered great hardship until God took mercy on us and
they expelled the enemy. The town, thank God, is now happy, calm
and safe.””?
% The infrastructure that managed letter transmission meant that
market information was only useful in particular places and moments
in: the cycle of trade, as discussed in the second half of this book.
\lthough letters were certainly important in providing information,
these limitations probably underlie the greater role of personnel
management in the letters,

Correspondence

As-noted above, merchants were usually only interested in current
‘letters, not keeping files of letters or referring to a history of correspon-
_dence about a deal. In 80 percent of letters, however, the first thing
the matn does is to address the current state of correspondence —
- whether one has received a letter since the last time one wrote. These
statements tend to be short, variations on the formula: “Your letter
arrived and I took note of its contents,” often with the polite ending
“and was happy to learn that you are well.”®® Likewise, one finds a
common formula for missing correspondence: “I have written to

8 1 e. the markets. )

TS 20,127 65-68, v 3-4; Bodl MS Heb d 66.15 r rt and up mar; TS 13 ] 17.3r 33-35;
- TS13]19.27v5-7; TS 10] 20.12 v 16-17.

T8 13725.1815-6; TS13]17.3 r 3.
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but ... I haven’t got an answer ... I hope that profitable
"8l tAyyash’s letter again

you ...
occupation has kept you from answering.

demonstrates both the convention and how much more discussion of

correspondence might be required in the course of a letter. ‘Ayyésh
had letters from Mahray 1o deliver and therefore had to report on their

reception; he also had to note the arrival of other letters for himself

and for MNahray from associates. Likewise, he needed to request letters
from MNahray — letters for himself (repeated twice) that were supposed
to include news for his uncle, and a letter on his behalf to Qasim,
‘Ayyash’s letter shows how closely the management of correspondence

was related to management of one’s transactions and o the movement

of business news.

In many instances, however, the heightened emotional language
attached to discussions of letters highlights another aspect of corres-
pondence; that management and manipulation of correspondence could
be another aspect of managing business relationships. Lack of letters
provokes anxiety, hurt, grief, dismay, and shame. A particularly rich
example is found in a letier from Jerusalem, in which Muasa b. Ya‘qib,

Nahray’s brother-in-law, complains to MNahray about the failure of

another brother-in-law to write:

Since the death of Yahiida I have not seen another letter from him. If I were
to write to him I would degrade myself; perhaps the thing will trouble his
heart. Here I continue to lament that he has turned aside my way, torn me to
pieces, made me desolate (Lamentations 3:11). I wait for a letter at all times, but
I see nothing.®?

Long sections of letters can be taken up with recriminations over a
correspondent’s neglect, requests for intercession in managing corres-
pondence with third parties, and attempts to find excuses for absent
letters.®?

The depth of concern about receipt of letters, even in cases where the
writer makes it clear that he received news of and even orders from the
recipient from other sources, suggests that letters had a role beyond
keeping associates informed of one another’s doings. Receiving letters
secems to have been a primary indicator to merchants themselves, as well
as to others in the community, that two men had a functioning associ-
ation, a suhba — a fact easy to track, as the arrival of a letter between
correspondents tended to be public knowledge even when the contents

81 TS Misc 25.124r 4-5. %2 TS 13 13.5 r 9-12; Bodl MS Heb ¢ 28.55.
® Eg TS13]13.5; TS 13] 17.18.
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were not.®! When Abin b. Sadaga was publicly accused in Jerusalem of
improperly handling money,”” and the news quickly filiered to merchants
in:the cities of Egypt, he acknowledged (though with complaint) this
'symbolic value attached to letters: “I was amazed at R. MNahray, may the
Lord protect him — to whom T have written and been told by people that
miy. letrers to him arrived - for not answering me. One may excuse him,
because he does not want to risk the public exposure of an answer, All
Iwant is for him to read my letters when they arrive, even if he does not
want to take the risk of answering them.”%®

This understanding of letters as symbols of association is also shown
by a few letters from Alexandria. Merchants often folded one letter
inside another: ‘Ayyash folded the letter from his uncle to Nahray into
the model letter. Such an action was practical, as it would keep together
letters arriving in Alexandria destined for an individual in Fustat or
Basir.®” Some merchants in Alexandria, however, used the occasion of
mail arriving for merchants' in Fustat as an excuse to write a short note
covering these letters. The merchants who did so inserted themselves as
‘a link between merchants in the West and merchants in Fustat. It is
telling that such missives arrive from merchants whose dealings were on
a smaller scale than those of the recipients, who were more important.®®

Non-mercantile affairs and travel rales

As already discussed, non-mercantile topics such zs communal issues,
familial and personal affairs, and illness account for a small share of the
contents of letters — 4.75 percent of contents across the typological

~ B See 5.2 below. On Geniza letters as symbols of interpersonal ties in other milieux see
_ also Cohen, 1980: 200, 223-224; Frenkel, 2006: 1118, Frenkel, 2009: 344, 353358,
85 This dispute has been the subject of some scholarly ateention for what it might reveal about
the consequences of mercantile misconduct. See the contrasting analyses of Edwards and
Ogilvie, 2011 and Greif, 2008. AbGn’s letter is a mix of high-blown, overwrought rhetoric,
biblical reference, biter reports on gossip, and evasion, making it nearly impossible to
determine what had happened. Goitein suggested thar Abiin, a Jerusalem resident from a
mercantile family in Gabes who often helped Maghribis make arrangemnents for pilgrimage
stays in the holy city, might have concealed the funds of a Maghribi pilgrim who died in the
city to keep them from the Muslim authorities who would otherwise claim them: Goitein,
1667-1993: V, 303-304. Greif states that Ablin was accused of embezzling the funds of a
Maghribi merchant: Greif, 1989b: 868-869; Greif, 1993: 530. Abilin’s reference to the two
bits of gossip floating around Jerusalem “Abiin ate the money of the Maghribi™ and the
- direct “You owe money to the authorides” makes Goitein’s suggestion more likely, but
Abhn’s self-defense suggests that he did not just conceal money to keep it for the man’s
relatives, but may have failed to make any attempts to return it. This may not have been
. copumercial embezzlement, but it certainly seems thatr Abiin was accused of embezzlement,
o TS 13]25.12 1 23-25.
a TS10]12.20r16; ENANS 1,78 127, TS Misc 25.70r3; TS 13] 14.21r9; DK 278 d v 3.
E.g. TS 107 18.16; TS 8]20.17.
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sample. The distribution of material across the three topics is nearly
equal, with illness by a slight margin the largest chunk. But in this case the
average misrepresenss the general character of the letters, as a few outliers
skew the findings. Two-thirds of the letters in the typological sample
contain not a single line of non-mercantile material, while five letters
containing a bit of mercantile business, written by men peripheral to core
business circles, account for almost half (46 percent) of all the text on
these non-mercantile subjects. If we consider letters from members of the
circle of professional wholesale merchants, the average amount of text
devoted to non-mercantile matters is less than 2 percent of the mamn.

The travel tales in the letters are an interesting departure from the rest
of the material. The general rhetorical stance in the letters was an
emphasis on oceupation, and a politeness that consisted in not wasting
space. Yet merchants did waste some ink telling each other tales of their
travels, particularly the various mishaps that befell them. Unlike other
reports of news many of these have at best a modest bearing on the
success of the business endeavor. In a letter to Nahray b. Nissim, for
instance, Ya‘qiib b. Salman al-Hariri begins by describing the circum-
stances of his arrival in al-Sham:

This is to inform you that I arrived safely from Alexandria after a period of eight
days ... water seeped into the ship so we tried to get {anywhere] in al-Sham; from the
day of our departure from Alexandria we worled the pumps in shifts of fifty buckets,
each bucket drawing half a rimi barrel. There were 23 men at each shift, night and
day.®® Abii al-Faraj b. Yisuf al-[A)lndajusi worked in the shifts. We arrived safe,
thank God, but a great deal of the flax carried in the boat with us got soaked. The
merchants disputed with the ship-owner so that he remitted part of the fee. Only a bit
of my own flax took on water - from two bales, only about fifty. 20

These tales seem to reflect a professional sociability and solidarity; after
all, travel was the special misery of the profession. Merchants thus gave
themselves more freedom to entertain their colleagues with the brief
yarns about horrible weather, incompetent ship captains, pirate attacks,
nights spent at odd shelters, and the like than to waste space on major
occurrences in their personal lives.

Aduvice

The appearance of business advice in the letters is, like that on personal
and communal matters, somewhat misrepresented by overall statistics.
Advice makes up 2 percent of the contents of the letters, but again itis a

¥ Goitein’s interpreration: “My turn at the shift came 3 or 4 times, night and day.”
% TS 12.241 r 4-11. The fifty is undoubtedly rags, the Bgyprian pound. An slternative
translation: Goitein, 1967-1993: E, 321.
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relatively srnall number of letiers (11 percent) that account for most (92
percent) of the business advice. The great majority of advice is an artifact
:.of the organization of labor in the business community, and the informal
. system of apprenticeship, which I term the “junior associate” system.”’
- As a consequence of this system an aspiring young man often traveled a
“igreat deal on behalf of his mentor (usually a relative or a close associate
-of his father). In addition to thus giving him a direct opportunity to learn
- about different markets a mentor often took the trouble to write a fair
.amount of advice to his charge. A junior might also receive additional
- gdvice from his father, uncle, or their good friends. Seniors advised on
the best ways to buy goods, the relative difficulty of various tasks, and
. even the balance between business and personal time — indeed, some of
“'the most useful information on business organization comes from these
- infrequent but often quite detailed passages. The other 5 percent of
* letters that contain advice offer brief suggestions based on current
- market condiiions. Typical in this respect is whar Nahray b, Nissim
writes to Yasuf b. ‘All al-IKKohen al-Fasi, who had requested constant
news on market conditions in Fustat (his homebase) while on extended
seasonal stay in Tyre: “If you have flax on a ship don’t waste it — it has
become expensive here because of the lack of water.”? As we have seen,
a merchant was supposed to be “the sort of man” who “needs no
instructions.” This assumption, and the rarity of circumstances in which
. merchants might make timely use of such suggestions, made most advice
between merchants inappropriate.

Minor business topics

A very small percentage of contents (well under 2 percent in each case) is
devoted to three topics that would otherwise seem of rather serious
import. From the evidence of other surviving Geniza papers it is clear
that merchants sometimes sued one another in court.”® Discussions of
formal legal action — threatening a suit, sending powers of attorney,
requesting provision of documents for an upcoming action — appear in
only 5 percent of documents, and account for just over 1 percent of
material in the sample.”*

Accounts, as discussed above, were the main record-keeping docu-
ments of merchants, and were constantly referred to in letters.®®> Geniza

°l See 5.2 below.  °? INUL577.3.2r 15, rimar 1-4. > See 5.4 below.
% Interpretation of these percentages is discussed below in 5.2. See Edwards and Ogilvie,
o 2012; Greif, 2012; Gokdberg, forthcomingb. See also Goitein, 1966a.

Gil, 2003: 282-290.
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merchantsr requesi accounts, note that they are making final account-
ings that will be sent, and acknowledge the receipt of other accounts —
T include this material in the section on transactions. Two percent of
letters in the sample include accounts themselves as part of the texi,
often provisional accounts because a venture is almost closed but the
correspondent is awaiting some final numbers before sending a separate,
official account. This material makes up 1.5 percent of overall text, as
such provisional accounts are often rather long.

Finally, there is material that for want of a better expression I have
termed “government relations,” which accounts for just over 1 percent
of text. This includes all material in which merchants discuss actions of
government or of any officer that directly intervene in the market
or trade. It also includes any mention of a merchant’s dealings with
government officers, whether it is a matter of negotiating customs or,
as in the case of Hayyim b. ‘Ammair, the more serious problem of
appearing before the authorities (sulign) after being denounced for
failing to declare goods,

In each of these three categories the small amount of material does not
necessarily indicate a lack of importance, as has sometimes been argued.
Rather, given the way that Geniza merchants used letters, the relative
rarvity of references to these matters is an indication that these were
infrastructures and systems merchants largely took for granted in their
dealings, or, as in the case of accounts, a structure that they handled in
another set of documents entirely, as will be discussed in chapter 5.

Three main concerns

After looking at the nature of material in each topic area it is clear that the
overwhelming majority of text concerns three things: managing transac-
tions, managing business relationships, and managing market information.
Not only are these the three largest categories, a great deal of the remaining
material can be assigned in part to these topics. When accounts appear, for
instance, they are generally part of managing transactions, while discus-
sions of correspondence usually manage either business relationships or
market information, or both. Finally, merchants used even the polite
opening and closing, especially the salutations that closed their letters, to
manage relationships with the recipient or with other merchants, Seventy
percent of salutation sections mention business associates, and in many
cases do so with an eye to maintaining or re-starting relationships.®®

% Goldberg, 2005: 71-80, 244247,
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=+ Correspondents greeted business associates from whom they had not
“recenily received a letter, or reassured associates to whom they had been
unable to write.”” Other salutations attempt o extend relasionships or
“elaim their existence. Yeshi‘d b. Isma‘ll writes in one letter to Nahray
by Nissim in Fustar, “R. Abt ‘Al Hasan .. . sends you kindest regards ...
When you write to me, mention him with greetings. He is a friend of yours
and speaks of you all the time.”*® R. Abii “Alf was on his way to Fustat and
used the vehicle of greetings te smooth his way by reminding Nahray of
- their ties.”® Read in this light, despite their seeming disorder, letters are
surprisingly focused — useful tools precisely because of their limited scope.

3.4 Conclusion: the place of letters in commerce
' and in research

Eetters were the ephemeral but central commercial instruments of the
merchant community. For a Geniza merchant correspondence was the
‘main tool that allowed him to maintain ownership over goods that
~traveled without him, and to exercise control over every aspect of their
shandling {even though in practice, of course, one often had to rely on the
“good judgment of an agent when one’s intentions were impossible to
fulfill).'®® Letters were also important in managing a merchant’s rela-
-tionships with agents, partners, and the business community in cities
saround the Mediterranean, and in giving him access to market infor-
j "n_lation. In both of these secondary roles letters were part of the world of
~market talk, and were indeed written as substitute speech — discussion of
- behavior in letters constantly referred back to or promised further talk in
“the market, and was a too! for bringing together merchants to discuss
individuals and witness instructions and reports. News mixed official
“price lists with talk and rumors on the marketplace as well as reports
of travelers. As we will see in the second half of the book, the roles
“that letters could play in trade, and likewise the tasks that could not
be accomplished by letter, helped to define the broad boundaries of
* commercial activity for this group of merchants.

The form of these documents, the norms that governed how mer-
chants wrote one another, and the materials they did and did not include
- testify to the existence of a business culture. Despite the multiple ties
;among individuals in the business community, the professional multi-
- valence of this society that meant many individuals wore several profes-
sional hats, and their shared identity as Jews, merchants still wrote

% Hg TS 12.792; TS 13 ] 19.27.

. "8 TS 13)19.20 v 34,
® See 5.2 at n. 57 below.

' Discussed in 5.3 below and Goldberg, forthcomingb.
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documents demonstrating a strong professional solidarity, Professional
identity, professional reputation, and a sense of professional probity
were distingnished from general social identity, and letters testify to the
care merchants took 1o maintain this separation. This does not corres-
pond to any modern sense that professional and personal life should be
entirely distinct, but instead to a concern that one’s business standing
was determined within and by the standards of the professional commu-
nity, and that the community was responsible for maintaining a set of
business norms that were not precisely those of the religious or political
community.

The way merchants wrote and used letters also has profound effects
on the economic data they offer modern researchers. Rather than pro-
viding accurate information on price trends, profit margins, the exact

scale of Geniza trade, or its share of long-distance trade, the letters are .

best at presenting the “hows” and “whats” of this economy. Through the
endless stream of momentary details on things that must be done, things
that have been done, things that are about to be done, and occasional
long explanations of how and why things went awry, the letters provide
a unique window onto what work merchants did, and their role in the
local, regional, and inter-regional economy.

The next two chapters use letters and other documents to examine
infrastructures and institutions. Chapter 4 details the nature of the
commedity trade that occupied the Geniza merchants, and the kinds
of work that they did. The contents of text on transactions is examined
quantitatively to explore the various tasks that made up trade, the
choices in investment of time and money that merchants could make,
and the systems merchants could take for granted, It describes the
nature of the infrastructures of production and transportation upon
which merchants could depend, and the ways merchants were them-
selves agents of economic organization.

The nature of merchants’ trade

4.1 The bundle and the skins

September 1056 was a busy time at the port of Alexandria.! The fali
-shipping season saw goods from the West flow through the ports of
& Alexandria and Rashid — some to be sold there, but the majority to make
- their way to the central market of Fustat. Yasuf b. Farah al-Qabisi, one
~of the many merchants based in the port city, negotiated the movement
- of goods and sent a stream of letters with news of ship and commodity
movements to his colleagues in Fustat, These letters usually arrived
" within a week and propelled the hum of the markets, Many Alexandrians
“would travel south with goods and news in order to join in the elabor-
~ately (though imperfectly) coordinated operations of the massive flax
. market, which would heat up to a fever pitch in September and QOctober
“when the last, crucial stages of processing were completed and flax could
~ begin to be sent to the markets.?
. The fall of 1056 would turn out to be rather gloomy: letters from
Yasuf and his brother Isma‘ll to Isma‘l’s son Farah and to other col-
* leagues in Fustat relayed numerous reverses — contrary winds kept back
“arriving ships and kept outgoing cargoes locked in port for nearly a
- month; famine in the cu:y drove up the price of wheat, which could only
“be sold in secrer; few ShlpS or goods arrived from the Maghrib. The real
root of the problem, one suspected, was the Maghrib — most merchants
had heard the stories of disaster, and could add the flight of a cousin or
foss of an uncle’s property to the flow of sorry news. As a partial compen-
sation two heavily laden ships had arrived direct to Alexandria from the
" eastern coast of al-Andalus, and the caliph’s new Bedouin troops

! By fortunate coincidence a number of fetters can be connected wirh some certainty to the 1056
season, due to the temporary imposition of a higher import duty in Sicily and cross-reference to
the same rransacons: BL Or 5542.9; Bodl MS Heb d 66.81; DI 230 d + a; ENA 2727.38;
ENA 4020.43; ENA NS 18.35; ENANS 19.25; TS 107 15.15; TS 10 ] 15.4; TS 10 20.12;
TS 12.270; TS 12,275, TS 12,372, TS 13] 1619, TS 8.60; TS 8] 20.2; TS 8] 21.7.

2 See 4.3 below,
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stationed on the Buhayra side of the Delta had developed a taste for
pistachios, a product the Alexandria market was ready to supply. On
September 6, perhaps anticipating the sort of season to come, Yisuf
relaved an unfortunate piece of news from Sicily to his nephew and
fellow Alexandrian, Farah b. Isma‘l, who Yasuf hoped had already
arrived in Fustat (Farah was on his way to Busir to take part in flax
operations after carrying out his business at the port of Rashid):

After I returned from the courier’s, I got Ibrahim’s letter [dated] the middie of Afvr
(five or six weeks carlier) saying what had happened to him. Here it is: He set sail
from al-Mahdiyya with 100 skins of oil and a bundle (vizma) collected by a group
of aghabiing and packed by ‘At b, Yahya. In it Ibrahim had 45 pounds of red
and iridescent silk, a cloak, robes, silk dresses, and linen {...]. They were
attacked by Ibn al-Thumna’s soldiers near Agrigento, They took bundles [...]
him. He drove him out,” and left him with only a shabby gown on his back and a
bare head. The gays (non-Jews) took the bundle and left him the oil. He came to
Mazara and packed 63 skins on al-MursT’s ship and 37 on al-BinzirtT’s ship. Since
he got cold feet {about traveling) from the losses,* he asked me to deal with them
(the skins of oil) for him.”

Ibrahim’s particular misfortune was unigue; but a fair amount of bad
news was part of the expected texture of trade. Much of this chapter will
examine the practices that enabled Geniza merchants to absorb these
kinds of reverses. In the second part of the book we will explore how the
changes in risk over the eleventh century — as reflected by the gloomy
season of 1056 — provoked changes in business strategy. In essence,
however, Ibrahim’s history shows the well-oiled machinery of cleventh-
century Geniza trade at work: his typical mixed bundle included goods
of many associates (just as in the case of Hayyim’s single-commeodity
bale of expensive indigo) so loss was spread around the communiry and
would mean ruin for no one. For Yasuf in Alexandria Ibrahim’s cold feet
would not stop the movement of oil; it merely meant more work for him,
a prospect he faced with resigned displeasure. Even Tbn al-Thumna’s
troops acted within reasonable bounds’ and with obvicus knowledge of
the mechanics of trade: they despoiled Ibrahim of a mixed bundle
(usually containing the most precious lighter-weight goods and thus
the most concentrated wealth on a boat) and his turban (far and away
the priciest part of the medieval Islamic wardrobe); but they did not
seriously harm him or delay him in the remainder of his business. In fact,

3 Only one possible interpretation, since the line is broken: .. 2. Also possible: “he was
excluded,” “he removed it,”

* Literally, “he became cold from the void”: 19¥R 9740,

® TS 12.372 £ 6-13,
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Yasuf and his associates in Egypt were more concerned about the new
customs regime in Sicily that was the principal result of the political
upheavals thai produced strongmen such as Ibn al-Thumna.

Most of this chapter explores the mechanics of the business life

. exemplified by Yiisuf, Faral, and Ibrahim. A shorter section introduces
. the goods merchanis dealt in; a longer one examines the transactions
- their trade involved. The central focus of these sections is to consider the

actual work of merchants. By this I mean both the kinds of specialized

. commercial services merchanits provided and the role they played in the

economy. Such an analysis in turn tells us something about the overall

-organization of the commercial economy. In the conclusion I return to
. the question of the risks that Ibrahim and his colleagues were and
sweren’t willing to assume, and the relationship between risk and
“.mercantile work.

4.2 The mix of commodities

It is easy to conjure up an image of the medieval merchant: he carries

“gold, spices, rich brocades, and jewels vast distances on camels and

ships; he heads a train of chests bursting forth their ropes of pearls.
QOur imagination borrows from the medieval one: fourteenth-century

. 'Cairo gives us the best-known version of the 1001 Nights with its visions

of columns of treasure-laden camels; at nearly the same time Boccaccio

- writes tales of men lost at sea clinging to chests that turn out to be filled
“with jewels.® The precious bundle Ibrahim lost in Agrigento shows the
“kernel of truth in these tales, but the skins of Ifrigiyyan oil he actually
“managed to send to Alexandria let us know that we have missed a great
“deal of the story if we imagine that these merchants dealt exclusively or
even principally in luxuries from far away, or if we think their role in the
“economy involved only camels and ships — that they were middlemen
“moving foreign goods.

In one sense, (Geniza merchants fit the pattern of medieval merchants

‘generally ~ they dealt in a large number and wide range of goods. Lists of
“items that were the objects of their transactions include the majority of

fong-distance trade items that literary and administrative sources record

:as extant in the Middle Ages, as well as dozens more that never found
‘their way into these materials,” But merchants were not hodge-podge
-opportunists in a market without division or order, Rather, there were

6 Boccaccio, 1065: Day‘z, Tale 4; Lyons et al., 2008; Preedman, 2008.

7 Goitein, 1967-1993: 1, 153-154, 209-210; Stillman, 1970; 82-160; Gil, 1992: 236-24'7;
Heyd, 1923: 11, passim.
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patterns in the categories of goods that were included and excluded, as
well as patterns in the ways merchants interacted with different types of
goods.

Most of the goods fall into one of the major divisions of the medieval
commodity market. The largest share was given over to production and
trade in textiles, the most important medieval trade goods.® Merchants
traded in finished textiles, in sewn garments and home furnishings, but
also in all the materials of textile production, whether raw (fibers, dyes,
fixatives) or semi-processed (reeled silk, combed flax, yarn).® The
second major category was spices, in its broad medieval meaning that
encompassed chemicals, medicines, perfumes, and dyes as well as
culinary substances.'® Food was also importani, particularly oils, nuts,
sugar, fruit and fruit products, cheese, and wine. In addition to textiles,
merchants also traded in other goods for the adornment of the person or
the domestic interior, whether animal products such as leather, hides,
and furs, or a vast variety of jewelry and ornaments. They also traded in
certain basic household goods: soap, wax, certain building materials,
and occasionally metal housewares.!! Coins too were important: for the
most part different types of dirhems, guarter-dinars, and dinars from
various parts of the Islamic Mediterranean.'? Finally, there were some
goods that did not fall into these larger categories: metals, books, and
paper.

The list betrays both the breadth of the traders’ interests and its limits,
In breadth the goods extend widely across the social spectrum - from
goods whose only market was the ruling elite down to items such as
cheese which was the staple protein of the lower classes.'” Geniza
merchants dealt in goods with stratospheric price-to-weight ratios

8 See on the Islamic side Baker, 1995; von Folsach, 1993; Lombard, 1978; Marzug, 1955;

Salim, 1997; Serjeant, 1972; Stiliman, 1972. On the European, Carus-Wilson et al., 1983;

Jenkins, 2003; Pedersen and Nosch, 2009. The best bibliography is maintained by John

Munro at http://www.economics. utoronto.ca/munro5/ETextBib.hum.

E.g. flax, silk, cotton, and wool {in various forms of processing), and the dyestuffs

indigo, lac, brazilwood, madder, sumac, galinuts, saffron, crimson, and henna.

E.g. food: pepper, cinnamon, clove, mace; perfumes: aloe, ambergris, camphor,

frankincense, gum Arabic, mastic gum, musk, betel leaves; chemicals: alkali, alum,

antimoeny, arsenic, bamboo crystals, borax, naphtha, sal ammoniac, sulfur, starch,
vitriol, white lead; multiple use: costus, jujube, kohl, myrobalan, scammony,
tamarind, tragacanth gum. Many were considered medicinal too: see Freedman,

2007; Isaacs and Baker, 1994; Fenton, 1980; Goitein, 1967-1993: II, 240-272,

' Goiteln, 1967-1993: I, 138-150.

' Goitein, 1967-1993: 1, 230; Ray, 1997; Udovitch, 1967; Udovitch, 1975; Udovitch,
1981b; Ashror, 1969; Balog, 1951; Ehrenkreutz, 1963; Ehrenkrewtz and Bacharach,
1992; Rabie, 1972,

3 E.g. TS 20.69 r 18-20,
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generally soid by the ounce, but also in bulk goods sold by the hundred-

“weight, Thers were gemsiones for the sulta’s mother and beads that
~ sold at 2 dirhems (approximately a twentieth of & dinar) per thousand.’®
“Even 50, merchants scarcely supplied all the needs of any medieval
+householder. Most imporiantly, they were only interesied in goods that

were part of the long-distance market, again in contrast o patterns

dimong later medieval Buropean merchants.'” That is, even if many

individual ventures were completed within a single region (or even a

single town) the Geniza merchants are properly called long-distance
~merchants in that they did not deal in goods typically produced and
“gonsumed within a single region.

16

- Perhaps more surprising is the fact that these men did not invest in
transport vehicles, whether pack animals or ships.!” This absence is the

='more notable in that Geniza traders of the twelfth century, many from
‘these same families, did invest in ships, although only in vessels plying
_ the Indian Ocean.'® Finally, there is the omission of some key wares vital
“to inter-regional Islamic exchange: timber, weapons, slaves, and grain.
“ All these absences are evidence of the complex relationship between
ceconomy and government, discussed in greater detail in the next

chapter.
For now, two aspects of these absences are worth bearing in mind.

" First, the Geniza records tell us they are somewhat different in nature.
“Some of these absent products and services were discussed in letters as
‘part of the private commercial economy, while others were not. From
-references to ship-owners and camel-drivers and discussions of freight
“rates, for instance, it is clear that commercial transport was largely in
“private hands — it was an open, competitive market.’® Reports on grain
- prices and discussions of purchasing grain for private use also show that
-grain was sold commercially, a fact confirmed by events associated with

the major crop failures of eleventh-century Egypt.”® Of the markets for

: timber and other imported building materials, slaves, and weaponry, on

the other hand, we hear almost nothing.*!

* E.g. Bodl MS Heb d 65.5 1 13; ENANS 18.24; TS 13 ] 26.10; ENA 1822 A 9; Goitein,

1967-1993:; ], 337,

l.opez, 1971; Favier, 1998; Ogilvie, 2011.

On such goods, Goitein, 1967-1993: I, 112-127, IV, 105-261.

There is a single exception to this rule among more than 150 known ships: TS 20.69 r
28-29, Goitein, 1967-1993: [, 3090-311.

Goirtein, 1973; 330-333; Margariti, 2007: 141-175.

Goitein, 1967-1993: 1, 209-313; Udovitch, 1988.

Lev, 1991: 162-178; Shoshan, 1981. Cf. Ashtor, 1976: 143.

For limited evidence on strategic movements of these goods see Walker, 2002: 127-128;
Brett, 2001: 320; and Jacoby, 2000: 35-36.
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"The second fact to note is that weapons, timber, grain, and slaves are
also the goods associated most closely, in this period as in most of the
recorded history in the Mediterranean, with political power, Trade in
these goods required a greater degree of engagement with the politico-
military elite than most Geniza merchants had or wished to have. As the
next chapter discusses, a very few Geniza merchants did have such
connections. Their existence and their limited numbers, like the limited
amount of text devoted to relations with government, reflect an organ-
ization of power that circumscribes the activities and aspirations of the
Geniza merchants,

A survey of the objects of this trade also reveals some basic economic
geography. To the extent that we can identify points of origin for these
goods, they testify to the wealth of eleventh~century Mediterranean
production, and the intensity of inter-regional Mediterranean trade.”®
The majority of goods traded -~ whether raw materials or manufactuares,
staple commodities or luxury goods — originated in different parts of the
Mediterranean basin. It is principally the high-value, irreplaceable raw
materials that make up the imports from outside the Mediterranean.
Textiles, perhaps surprisingly, were largely a Mediterranean affair: raw
textile fibers originated almost exclusively in the Islamic Mediterranean,
although finished textiles included some Byzantine weaves among the
Mediterranean mix. Sicily, Ifiigivya, and the Maghrib were also export-
ers of leather and hides. Foodstuffs, if we except flavorings, were only
traded within the Islamic eastern basin of the Mediterranean: Ifrigiyya
was a primary and al-Sham a secondary source of olive oil {and the scap
made from it); fruit and nuis were primarily from al-Sham; Sicily pro-
duced cheese for export, A large number of spices and ornaments
(especially manufactured ornaments) are also Mediterranean, despite
the tendency to associate these products with South and Southeast Asia.
These patterns are explored in more detail in the second part of
this book, but the dominance of regional exchange within the Islamic
Mediterranean is worth noting even at the outset — as it is so much at
odds with the image of the Islamic world, and Egypt in particular, as
dependent on transit trade from non-Muslim Asia and sub-Saharan
Africa.??

22 Together with my own readings of documents for commodity movements 1 have
identified origin (sometimes tentatively) using the tables and discussions in Goitein,
1961; Goitein, 1967-1969; Goitein, 1967-1993: I, 153-154, 209-229; Goitein, 1970;
Goitein, 1971b; Goitein, 1973; Goitein, 1987; Stillman, 1970: 82-160; Heyd, 1923: 11,
582ff.; Ducros, 1930; Léw and Léw, 1924; Singer and Williams, 1954; Gil, 1992: 236~
248; Yusuf, 1985, and the Encyclopedia of Islam.

%2 As discussed in 1.4 above and 9.5 below.
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To note the preponderance of Mediterranean produciion is not, how-
ever, 10 suggest that the famed riches of the east did not exist, or to deny
the importance of the Red Sea route in the lives of Egyptian merchants.
Impressive quantities of spices were transported via the Indian Qcean.
Pepper, cinnamon, and indigo from India and brazilwood from South-
east Asia, for example, were traded in units of 100 pounds, and often

- transported in bales of approximately 500 pounds — exactly the same
" shipping and sale terms as bulk Mediterranean commeodities such as

flax. The important spices and ornaments of the Red Sea itself, Yemen
and the Arabian islands — such as cubeb, pearls, frankincense, tortoise-
shell, and carnelian — naturally arrived via the same route, although in
much smaller quantities. Goods from further east in Asia, whether they
traveled overland or by sea, traded in relatively minute quantities: in
2-pound units or even by the ounce.?* Commodity movements from
Saharan and sub-5aharan Africa and non-Medirerranean Europe are
harder to trace, but are certainly the source of some of the gold, certain
metals, and furs.?®

4.3 Commercial transactions and the work of merchants

Lists of commodities hint at economic geography, but a look at the
activities of the merchants is much more revealing, for these men were
directly involved with many different parts of the economy. Examining
their activities thus tells us both about the organization of the commer-
cial economy and the role these men played in it. The geography of
Geniza trade was partially determined by this organization, especially by
the nature of infrastructures. Geniza merchants’ activities also reveal
what a list of commodities cannot: merchants invested in a wide variety
of goods, but investments in one good rather than another could mean
entirely different kinds of work in addition to different expectations of
market risk and profit. Decisions among merchants about how to invest
were not only choices about how to allocate capital, but also how o
allocate mercantile labor, especially their own valuable time.

As discussed in chapter 3, the content of mercantile letters from the
Geniza is dominated by discussions of transactions demonstrating a
great deal of direct involvement with commodities. A deeper investi-
gation of the discussions of these transactions shows how much time

* E.g. camphor from Chipa and Japan, musk from China and Tibet, or sal ammeniac
from Transoxiana and interior China, nutmeg, cardamonm, myrobalan, and mace from
_ India aiso traded at this scale,
3 Stilman, 1970; Brett, 2001: 247-259; Brett, 1983; Devisse, 1088,
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Figure 4.1; Proporiional division of transaction content

and energy was devoted to different tasks. As shown in figure 4.1,
the processes of acquiring goods (purchasing, processing, manufac-
turing, and some aspects of packing), transporting (packing, shipping,
storage), and selling (unpacking, selling, and payment) were all
significant.

Three aspects of rrade determined this broad distribution of activities:
first, the limited set of infrastructures upon which (Geniza merchants
could depend; second, the possibility of transferring some mercantile
tasks to skilled specialists; and third, merchants’ choices both of where in
the production cycle to begin their investments and at what level of the
market to sell them. Due to these factors individual ventures could vary
enormously in the time and effort required for completion: each could
involve from two or three to over a dozen transactions. Only the most
fledgling of merchants would have all his capital invested in a single
venture; thus, as we consider the working life of individuals such as
Yasuf, Ibrahim, and Faraly, we see that their activities were complex
both in terms of the range of tasks they might undertake and the welter
of decisions involved in any investment.

Acquisttion

Merchants such as Yasuf and Farah had the most complicated choices to
make at the beginning, when they decided how and where to acquire
goods. Perhaps most importantly, merchants could acquire raw goods
such as flax plants or olives, processed manufacturing materials such as
reeled silk or bundled flax, both of them ready to be used in textile
production, or finished consumer goods such as garments or household
spices. In the great central and port markets, however, raw agricultural
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commodities were not sold; goods iraded on these markets only after
various stages of processing had turned things such ag flax plans, olives,
fruits, or silk cocoons into standard commodities - grades (sometimes
infinitesirally differentiated) of processed and packaged flax fibers, olive
oil, soap, dried fruit or jams, reeled silk or silk yarn. Geniza merchanis
were intimately involved in transforming the raw producis of regional
primary production inio such commodities and getiing them to the
central markets. They also engaged in three other major kinds of acqui-
sition: purchasing local manufactures at or near their preduction sites
for sale in other markets; purchasing trans-shipped goods produced
outside the areas they frequented for resale; and manufacturing con-
sumer goods, particularly in the textile sector.,

Examining the flax market in greater detail illustrates how the organ-
ization of economic activity muldplied choices for merchants, and
reveals the role of merchants as economic organizers.

Flax plants, in order to become the “flax” karzan — fiber ready for
spinning and weaving — that was sold in markets throughout the Medi-
terranean by the hundred- or five-hundredweight (gintgr and %dl respect-
ively), had to go through three major processing steps. It was first retred
(soaked in water to rot the hard outer layers), then scutched (beaten to
separate the fiber from the seeds), and finally hatchelled (combed and
cleaned, and sometimes tinted with dye).*® Tt was then packed into
bundles of even quality (rizmas) that were then agglomerated into bales
for transport. In major markets bundled flax was sold by the gingar
{(hundredweight); in lesser markets it might be transported and sold in
rizmas.

Given that all these steps were absolutely required, the most interest-
ing fact to emerge from the letters is that merchants bought flax at every
stage in this process. Letters to and from Basir find merchants buying
retted flax brought to the market center by petty brokers or farmers
(retting was done on the farms), and arranging the next two stages
themselves by hiring workers to scutch and hatchel. Thus, sometime in
the late 1040s Nahray b. Nissim wrote instructions to his associate
Salama b, Nissim in Bisir reminding him to “treat each type in the
appropriate manner” and mark each bundle with the name of the
processor.”” Geniza merchants basing themselves in Basir for the flax
season also moved further down towards the beginning of flax’s com-
modity life by going into smaller villages and estates to buy flax as it was

2 See contemporary descriptions in ai-Dimashqi, 1994: chapter 5; Maqriz, 1911: 1, 181;
Gil, 2004b: 83-84, passine, Singer and Williams, 1954: I1, 195; Stillman, 1974: 194195,
¥ TS Misc 25.19. Also TS 10 ] 16.17 r 17 and TS 12 } 27,18 r rt mar.
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being readied for processing. Some, such as Farah, even purchased
prospeciive field crops before harvest, although this was regarded as
hazardous. Farah’s father warned him early in his career: “Be careful,
because the plan you described is a trap for the souls that will snatch
your maney ... BEven if they were to give you 100 gingdrs unharvested for a
dinar, it’s better to buy one gingdr harvested for 100 dinars for one’s peace
of mind.”?®

Stll in Biisir, one could also purchase further along in the cycle -
buying scutched flax in need of hatchelling or even fully hatchelled and
bundled flax from the “beggars” (sa ‘@ltk, T7R¥¥7K) or the “merchants” -
for there were both small and substantial dealers to be found in Basir.**
Finally, one did not have to face the time and trouble of travel at all -
some Geniza merchants bought fully processed and bundled flax at
the flax market, the Qalis, in Fustat,’® When merchants purchased
in Biisir it is clear that they achieved a price advantage over the
Qcih‘t,s.31 But, when merchants moved to oversee different srages of
processing, it is not entirely clear whether they did so to gain better
quality control or to avoid paying the commissions charged by the flax
middlemen.*”

These choices and processes demonstrate how this economy was
organized, a pattern we find repeated in many other long-distance
trading activities. They show a lack of central or systematic organization,
one that allowed individuals to enter the market at different points in the
production cycle and at different scales of investment. This lack of
systematic organization went hand-in-hand with an enormous unwill-
ingness on the part of the Geniza merchants to accept the burden of
either fixed capital or overheads. But at the same time the Geniza traders
were crucial as organizers of temporary firms that managed this trade —a
process that required time, capiral, knowledge, and connections.

The varied pattern of flag-purchasing shows that neither farmers nor
owners of great estates undertook the necessary processing to turn their
crops into a commodity. Likewise, there is little evidence of permanent
workshops to which long-distance traders could bring their flax to be
hatchelled.?® Instead, there was an open market in which any individual
with ready money could invest in flax at any stage of its processing by
buying the flax and hiring workers of different kinds — whether it is a

2 TS1072012r5-12. ¥ Bg TS 13]27.18 ¢ 17-18; TS 20.180 r 24-26.

* TST1.1col 35 TSNS 320.3 r 4 TS 20.127 r 63-65; Goitein, 1967-1993: 1, 224-229.

! See the price data in Goitein, 1967-1993: 1, 224-229.  *2 See 0.4 below.

* E.g.T$ 12.227 r 21-30. Cf. the organization in Europe in Carus-Wilson, 1944; Jenkins,
2003,

“working capita
tetted or scutched flax in need of processing, obviously involved even
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young MNahray b. Nissimn assembling just a couple of bales from petzy

“ealers, the petty dealers themselves processing and selling just a few
- bundles, or the associates of major operators such as Ibn ‘Awkal organ-

izing the production of hundreds of bales.**

At every level of the market Geniza merchants In Biisir testify to how
much work they did 1o bring flax from the countryside to the inter-
fational market. Even staying in Busir and purchasing fully processed

“flax was a time-consuming enterprise that required specialized know-

ledge, connections with workers, dealers, and brokers, and proper
1.>> Going to farms or estaies to purchase, or buying

nore time and skills — abilities to assess field grades of the crop, and to
iire and manage workers.?® If he wanted to make purchases from
government estates 2 merchant also had to coordinate a series of certifi-

“cares and payments with officers in Fustar — something that might only
be possible with sufficient government connections,

37

- Merchants were well aware of their colleagues’ differential levels of

+ expertise in this market. Nahray b. Nissim was praised on several occa-
“sions for his knowledge of flax; new merchants would be recommended to
“their colleagues in the same way.’® Geniza merchants also actively
« debated how best to manage their time and energy in this complicated
“market - especially important as apprentice merchants were often
* involved in this labor-intensive process. In the early 1050s Nahray advised

a younger Farah on making the best choices with one’s time.?® He told the

i young man to shift his energies from the countryside to Bisir:

“Buy all of it {flax) for him (Yusuf b. ‘Al al-Kohen) in Basir — as much as God will
“allow you, This is my advice to you, for if you spend too much of your time in the
- rural areas you will wear yourself out. Lighten the work load on your back and
. breathe a little easier. Your staying in Biisir will better your life and lessen your

oil. In Basir you will be able to gather (the flax) bit by bit, which is a blessed

: thing, It is also what you are capable of.

.-This advice was not disinterested; Nahray worried that Farah would not
“be able to complete his other responsibilities for various associates:

~Tn your letter you mentioned that you arc about to begin the packing. It seems to

me that you will be busy with the packing for the time being; I don’t know when

4 Nahray: TS 20.180; ibn ‘Awkal: TS 12.227.

Eg TS13}F13.11; TS 12.227; TS NS 308.119; Bodl MS Heb d 74.46; TS 12.793; TS
13 J 27.18; Udovitch, 1988; Udovitch, 1999,

TS 12.227, discussed in Stillman, 1974, 7 E.g. TS 10 ] 12.26. See Udovitch, n.d.
E.g. TS 12,793 r 7-8; TS 20.69 r 24-28.

Advice to others: Bodl MS Heb d 66.41 v 3-5; TS Misc 25.19; TS 12.793 v 2-6.
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you will be purchasing the flax for al-Kohen and vour uncle, so long as you are

busy packing ... you have embroiled yourself in weighty business and large:

advances . .. involving personal hardship in a year of shortages.*”

By virtue of the structure of production, merchants faced the choice of
what stage in the process to invest in; these were choices they considered:

individually and among themselves based on time management and
individual expertise. Even in their most predictable yearly activity —
getting flax from the countryside packed into bales and then onto ships

criss-crossing the Islamic Mediterranean — there were few activities that

were automatic or trivial,

We know much less about the other major areas of primary production =

for the Mediterranean market, essentially because our Geniza is located:
in Fustat, The overwhelming majority of letters that detail the nitty-
griity of flax acquisition were exchanged only within Egypt, in order to:
coordinate actions among the many merchants who not only purchased
and processed flax but then needed to move it through (and usually out
of) Bgypt.*! But brief glimpses from deals that did not go smoothly in
the West, together with occasional discussion of deals in pearls, Medi-
terranean indigo, and wine, all suggest that merchants were deeply

involved in and faced similar conditions and conundrums in most of =

these primary markets.*”

All flax would of course eventually become the linen garments worn -

by preference everywhere in the Mediterranean, Following the flax, we
are introduced to merchants’ activities in the manufacturing sector, and

the overall economic organization of manufacturing. In the literary

record the famous government girdz factories loom largest; but the

Geniza merchants never dealt in these textiles. However, even the liter- -

ary records hint at the extent and organization of the private commercial
production in which our merchants were involved.*

These records combine with the Geniza evidence to suggest that

manufacturing was much like processing: it could be conducted on a
small or a large scale, either by local independent shops or by organizers

such as our merchants. Geniza merchants were again able to choose .

where in the process to invest: they were involved both in collecting
manufactures from independent workshops and in organizing manufac-

turing on both 3 small and a medium scale themselves. Industrial

TS 8722.10r 812, 14-18. ' See chapter 7 below.

92 ¥ g. Halper 389; TSNS J 12 v 3—4; TS 20.69 r 4449, rt mar, v 18-20; Bodl MS Heb b

3.23 r3-11; INUL 577.3.2 £ 10-12.
4 Frantz-Murphy, 1981; Brett, 2001: 338-339; Khusraw, 1986: 38-39; Savage-Smith
and Rapoport, 2007.
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contracts among artisans, taken together with the evidence of mer-
chants, suggest that for some shops the only capital consisted of a

workspace and teols. Merchants who organized manufacturing dealr

both with such shops and with individual crafispeople, and brought

~them the varied materials that went into production: fibers, dyes, fixa-
-tives, and ornaments. But sometimes the very same merchant who
‘organized manufacturing can be found selling the imported raw mater-

ials to larger shops in the same cities — there were thus manufacturers
who purchased their own materials and sold finished goods in larger and

“gmaller lots to our merchants. ™

Geniza merchants were much more active in purchasing finished

.goods from worksheps than in organizing manufacturing. As we shall
“see, this choice probably reflected the time investments required, Pur-
‘chases of finished manufactures already involved substantial travel, since
‘much important textile manufacturing was dispersed in secondary and

tertiary cities rather thah the metropolises where the Geniza merchants
mainly resided. But overseeing manufacturing, like organizing flax pro-
cessing, required a great deal of hands-on management — merchants who
were involved did not hand off their raw materials in towns such as
Ascalon or Tinnis and pick them up months later; they were compeliled
to stay in the area for months in order to oversee the business from
beginning to end.*”

Perhaps most interesting is how little interest most Geniza merchants
manifested in any vertical integration of manufacturing which their
access to raw materials would have made possible. We find a few
instances in which a merchant sers aside some of his flax — for instance,
in order to put it directly into textile manufacture — but much more often

‘we find the merchants selling flax wholesale in the markets of places such
- as Ascalon and Siisa, then purchasing the textiles or garments produced

in these places from the workshops.*®

When merchants invested in trans-shipped goods, finally, it involved
nothing worth mentioning in the way of work, Geniza merchants never
bothered their correspondents with the details of such acquisitions, or

. mentioned any need to alter or re-pack goods such as pepper, musk,

indigo, brazilwood, crimson, or ambergris. They do not mention dealers,
markets, or bourses where such goods were acquired. The arrival and

© M Goitein, 1967-1993: I, 80-116. See DK 327 a-d; TS 12.243 r 16-19.

*> See BL. Or 5566 B.20; DIK 238 k; ENA 2805.6 B; Mosseri IV 37a; TS 107 10.20; TS 10
720.16; TS 12.243; TS 12.246; TS 13]25.14; TS 13 ] 28.6: TS 8.18; TS8 [ 18.33; TS
8]19.11; TS 81 39,12; TS 8 ] 40.3; TS Misc 25.68; TS NS J 13; ULC Or 1080 ] 166.

“® E.g. TS Misc 25.19 ¢ 11; TS 13 ] 15.19. See 8.3-8.4 below,
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marketing of goods in the cites with emporia (principally Fustat,
Qayrawin, Palermo, and Tripoli, and additionally al-Mahdiyya in the
later period) was a structure in the market that they toock entirely for
granted. The important decisions here were only how to diversify these

investments, how to assemble the more precious, small-quantity goods..

into bundies (as discussed below), and where to send them.

In sum, Geniza merchants interacted with a large set of wares, but:

their choices were constrained in some cases and muldplied in others by

the ways in which they could acquire and transform goods. If we con-
sider the job Geniza merchants were doing as they acquired goods, it had .
two aspects, A merchant was an investor of capital who assessed and
distributed risk as he decided what to buy and how to allocate capital.
and creditr (although most goods could be bought on credit, regional’

primary producers usually demanded ready money). He could choose

the degree to which he got involved in organization and management of-

wholesale industrial and commeodity production, jobs with enormous
labor time attached. He operated, finally, in an economy with limited
and flexible production infrastructures, where a mobile workforce and
capital allowed merchants to compete with or rely on local middlemen in
regional production markets.

Transportation

Discusston of moving things takes up more space than any other subject
in the Geniza mercantile letters, if we take all the operations together:
packing, loading, transport and oversight, unloading, and storage, For

the simple act, for instance, of moving a bale of flax from Basir to a

warchouse in Alexandria preparatory to overseas shipping, a trader
would himself need to purchase canvas and rope, hire packers to wrap
the bale for seafaring, decide how to label it, hire porters, rent space in a
boat, go to the boat to oversee proper stowage (and perhaps argue for the
best location), pay a visit to the customs official to negotiate rates, and
either accompany the bale himself or arrange oversight during the trip,
He would need to negotiate through a second and perhaps third customs
stop on the way, then arrange for porters at Alexandria to move his
goods again. This assumes a movement of wares without any compli-
cations, and leaves aside the necessity of having access to warchouses in
both locales.®” The wealth of material in the letters referring to the
movement of wares thus reflects not only the importance of transport

47 TS ] 2.66, discussed in detail in Udovitch, 1988. TS 13T 17.3 r 1, 9 ULC Or 1080
F258; and TS 12.290 ¢ 11,
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to a merchant’s plans and profits, but also the fact that organizing these

- movements was uniquely his job — there were no brokers or shipping

firms whom one could pay to do parts of the job. At the same time,
merchants were highly consirained by the infrastruciure of transport, a
system over which they had almost no contrel, quite contrary to their

. position in acquisition and sale of wares,

The most important axis of long-distance trade throughout the period

- ran between Egypt and the central Mediterranean: the ports of Sicily and

Ifriqiyya, a route Ibrahim failed to travel and the source of Yisuf’s anxiety.

» Sometimes Geniza merchants moved goods throughout the Islamic
- Mediterranean, but only very rarely into the Byzantine realm, and never
zinto “Latin” Europe. They rarely moved goods beyond the Mediterra-
- nean: transport of items east of Syria in Asia was very rare, transport in or
- beyond the Red Sea non-existent, Some goods arrived from well beyond
. these boundaries, but our merchants acquired them in Mediterranean

emporia. Inira-regional movement of goods was almost as important as
inter-regional trade: primarily to acquire goods produced within the
region, but to some extent also to distribute wares for sale.

As already mentioned, eleventh-century Geniza merchants did not
invest in vehicles — ships, mules, camels — nor did they sink money in
factories or have permanent stakes in manufacturing workshops. They
perforce paid for the services of ships plying short- and long-distance
roufes, baggage animals and drivers for short overland routes, and camel
caravans along established longer land routes.*® Yet ship-owners,
whether moving goods regionally on the Nile or across the Mediterra-
nean, strictly circumscribed their involvement with a Geniza merchant’s
goods: transport service only meant renting a weight allotment on a

- vehicle, Unlike a shipping service, boat-owners took no responsibility

for the goods, their safety, or their on-time delivery. Even the placement
and stowing of goods on a ship and any damage en route seem to have
been essentially the responsibility of merchants: in their letters Geniza
merchants reassure associates that they had placed wares “in good
places” on ships, issue special instructions on how to stow unusual
goods, and regret or recriminate over damage from inattentive packing
or stowing.*’ Faraly’s journey to Rashid in the fall of 1056 was precisely
to help oversee such work for associates moving goods out of the western
Delta’s second port.

In a case already mentioned, the ship-owner refunded freight charges

“when his ships’ poor preparation resulted in massive damage: chapter 3

*® See the references at n. 25 above. " TS 12,2241 17; TS Misc 28.225 r 15-16.
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discussed Ya‘qub b. Salman al-FfaritT’s account of his eight-day odyssey
during which passengers pumped the sinking ship and unloaded the
damaged cargo in al-Sham.>® Even in this disaster the refund comprised
only a portion of the transport fee: no one expected a ship-owner to
indemnify merchants for ruined cargo.”!

The ship-owner’s lack of responsibility is part of the reason unlucky
Torahim was on a beat initially; someone had to accompany goods en
route to look after them, in the hope of preventing theft or damage, and
of securing preferential treatment in the event of jetdson. Merchants did
pay a customary bribe to ship-owners and sailors, probably to induce
them to refrain from damaging or looting their bundles; ship-owners and
sailors in fact occasionally increased their own earnings by offering to
look after unaccompanied bales and packages in transit, and perhaps this
was the case with the oil that bareheaded Ibrahim did not accompany to
Alexandria.>?

The evidence concerning caravans is much more fragmentary. An
interesting pair of letters from the Levant shows a (Geniza merchant
arranging for a camel-driver to take responsibility for a large and
unaccompanied shipment of paper, with a payment that included fees
for guards. The fact that this entire charge was paid to the camel-driver
indicates that the organizer of at least some caravans also provided
security services. Increasing insecurity along the routes caused caravan
services between Ifrigivya and Egypt to cease just in the period of the
greatest concentration of Geniza mercantile letters, but early references
suggest that goods on the African caravans also normally needed to be
accompanied by a merchant. Since our Jewish merchants did not usually
travel on these caravans, the friends they trusted were Muslims.”> When
negotiating the movement of their goods merchants had no control over
the itinerary or timing of vehicles, except in the rare cases when they
hired a few pack animals for a small and precious shipment, in which
case they had to take care of ali organization, including hiring guards and
buying provisions.>

TS 12.241 r 611,

1 On the legal theories that helped determine these arrangements see Khalilieh, 1998: 37—
30, 78-82. But note Bodl MS Heb b 3.10-20 r 7-11; TS 10 ] 19.19 r 11-14, where
resules of jettison contradict theory laid out in Constable, 1994b; Khalilieh, 1998: 87—
104.

See Goitein, 1967-1993: 1, 337-338 on looting unpackaged goods. Trusting sailors or
captains: Bodl MS Heb a 3.13 v 11; TS AS 145.81 + TS 131 23.18 ¢ 7-8.

3 See TS 20.180 r 11-20; TS 8.12 r 5-9; TS 20.69 v 25-26; Bodl MS Heb d 65.9 1 2-7;
DK 327 a—-d r 16-17 (cartier probably Jewish).
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A great deal of activity tocok place at the port, as evidenced by series of

“payments in accounis to porters, weighers, customs officers, and port
“pfficials. But Geniza merchants write little of their own efforts here, for
“their responsibility and conirol in this sphere was limited. Aside from
~averseeing loading and stowing they were dependent on the govern-

ment’s port organization, its officers and workers, although they paid

“¢ach of the individuals involved a separate fee or tip.”” Such organization
‘reduced work burdens for merchants at the port, but called upon the
:pull and negotiation skills of a port agent to ensure that goods received

dvantageous treatment.”®

.- But even though the port was a place where the weight of government
was felt, Geniza merchants enjoyed a much more flexible array of ship-

“ping than did their better~known Italian counterparts of the eleventh and
“twelfth centuries. The seasonal patterns of the Mediterranean, with their
“predictable prevailing winds, and the technology used in the period
-‘combined to create narrow seasonal windows for the main trunk routes

of Mediterranean sailing: in the spring season boats from the east headed

‘westward in April, May, and occasionally early June, while a great return

convoy of eastbound boats mostly set off in late July, August, and early
September.”” Midsummer was considered a favorable season for oar-
propelled travel. As in the Italian republics with the exception of Venice,
‘the ships Geniza merchants used were essentially individual enterprises.

‘But importantly, the ships that served them had far less corporate

organization and protection than did the Italians; though the fully public
convoy of Venice is an outlier, ships from other northern ltalian city-

“states also tended to travel in armed convoys.”® In the Islamic Mediterra-
-nean rulers and government offictals owned some ships, but operated
them as competitive commercial operations; merchants faced a free

market with floating freight charges.”® More importantly, each ship
operated independently, and ships were less likely to follow the seasonal
“rules™ although ships often lefi in groups, and were occasionally
accompanied by warships, watchers on the shore report these groups
breaking up, and ships departed and arrived at different dmes through-
ouf the season. Even ships bound eventually for the same port often

> Bodi MS Heb d 65.18; TS § 2.66.

TS 8J19.27 + 6-9; TS 12.37% ¢ 19-22; Bodl MS Heb d 65.18 r 4-6; TS 107 9.21.
Discussed further in chapter 5.

See the general discussion in Pryor, 1988: 1-54; Khalilieh, 1998; critiques in Horden
and Purcell, 2000: 137-143; Goitein, 1967-1993: 1, 315-25 for the Geniza.

Byrne, 1930; Krueger, 1985; Dotson, 1994; Lane, 1966; Lane, 1973; Epstein, 1996;
Airaldi, 2004.
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chose different routes. In fact, there was a small but significant flow in
the reverse direction of the standard rouies: ships setiing off from the
West slightly later in the spring for the east, and usually attempting to
return in September, Indeed, boats sailing with the seasonal winds went
only slighily more rapidly than those going in the “wrong” seasonal
direction.®®

With this organization it is not surprising that the Islamic merchant
marine was a rather shabby thing. Although official restrictions on

overloading existed, they were often violated. Because few ship-owners -

were merchants, freight charges floated, and ship-owners were not
responsible for damage, the predictable result was rampant overloading
and subsequent jettisoning of goods just ouiside ports to clear port

bars.®' Sailing practices helped limit the losses that this organization:
created. Coast-wise shipping meant that most jettisoned cargo was.

recovered by its owners, although usually in the damaged condition we
observed Hayyim facing in the introduction to this book. On such
routes, even when ships sank much of the cargo could be salvaged -
only the deep-sea crossings risked total loss.

Similarly, the shipping system facilitated dispersion of goods to diver-
sify risks. Coast-wise navigation also meant that ships stopped every
night, so almost every coastal town was a notional stop.62 The volume
of shipping and the multiple destinations of some vessels meant that
merchants were often able to spread their goods for a single port among
a numnber of ships, just as Ibrahim split his skins of oil between two
separate vessels.®” While some ships, such as those of 1056 from eastern
al-Andalus trying to cross the Mediterranean in a single season, made no
serious intermediate stops, some made a number of loading halts along
different routes, meaning that merchants could further reduce risks by
sending their goods through different ports on their way to the same
destination, or to a number of destinations on the same ship.®*

These circumstances meant that merchants needed their own man-
agement systems to navigate infrastructures and institutions that did not
always satisfy their needs or further their interests, They needed to
attend to packing, unpacking, security, and storage; they needed a
system that would track locatdon and ownership of goods in transit,
maintain responsibility for integrity of packages, and deliver them to

8 Udovitch, 1978, passim,

¢! Goitein, 1967-1993: I, 309—313. A bar, usually of sand, ar the mouth of many ports
reduces clearance.

52 See n, 57 above; Goitein, 1967-1993: I, 318-319; cf. Udovitch, 1978: 542-546.

53 Goitein, 1967-1993: I, 309-313.  ® TS8J20.2r7-8; TS 10]16.17 r 18-23,
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the appropriate owners or agenis. Most of these tasks were attended to
first in the act of packing, and then in letters reporting on dispaich and

- arrival of packages.

Canvas-wrapped bales and bundles were the medieval equivalent of

_the container in the modern-day merchant marine, a shipping object of
‘standard size that could contain many different itermns. These packages
““came in several types: Yidls (bales) and bargaliis, both standard-weight
packing for bulk goods (around 250 and 100 kilograms respectively);
cand rizmas (bundles) and shikdras (bags), larger and smaller mixed
. packages of goods.®® These packages received an outer layer of wrapping
“whose labels served as the primary means of managing responsibility for

the goods inside. Packages were almost universally labeled only with

- names: most often that of the recipient, but ofien aiso (or solely) the
- name of the owner. Labels contained one, two, or (rarely) three names,
i pever more. But this outer simplicity could hide enormous complexity,
_as in the incident of the bale on the beach. Even a bale containing a

single commodity could be divided into git‘a (sections) owned by differ-

- ent individuals and partnerships. In mixed bundles of the sort that

Ibrahim carried ownership was often at its most dispersed — an opened
package could contain an array of smaller bundles involving as many as a
dozen merchants.®¢

This system of bulk packaging and labeling was a way of managing

- both transportation infrastructure and officialdom, It simplified labor

demands and confusion surrounding transport itself: ship- or caravan-

- owners would charge for freight by the load on the account of the

individual whose name appeared on the label, however merchants might

- settle accounts among themselves later, A single person could look after
- alarge quantity of sealed goods while in transit, and porters loaded and

unjfoaded smaller numbers of objects on and off ships. Merchants also

. negotiated with customs officials for rates on entire packages, rather

than the wealth of items within them.®’

Likewise, packages could be quickly delivered to merchants’ ware-
houses according to label. Although a fundug, as we have seen, could
serve as a temporary holding-place, merchants were reluctant to have
their goods in public places. If the recipient was absent the wakil al-tujfar
{(representative of the merchants) could provide a certain amount of
organization and oversight for the community he served. The wak# in
each city (some had more than one) was a member of the focal merchant

55 Goitein 1967-1993: 1,334,
*% B.g TS 20.69v 16-33; ENA 1822 A9 col. 2 1~18; TS 20.76 + TS 10 20.10 r 15-18,
87 See 5.5 below.
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community who offered a variety of commercial services to foreign
merchants for a fee, and also acied as agent general or agent of last
resort. Most ewakils had a general receiving warehouse where goods
could be safely stored, with a notary on hand. Some wakils would
organize auctions, receive and forward mail, even negotiate goods
through customs.®® Among the Geniza merchants wakils helped ensure
that bales were delivered to the warehouses of even absent merchants,
and knew the mutual storing arrangements merchants made to cover the
(not infrequent) eventuality that bales landed in unexpected
destinations.®

Although this system reduced activity at the moment when goods met

the external transport infrastructure, it turned packing and unpacking

into complex, labor-intensive jobs, the former completed well in advance
of transportation and the latter often delayed.”® Packing and unpacking
had to be directly overseen by a merchant. Mixed bundles, as we saw in
Ibrahim’s case, were carefully assembled and wrapped, often in ceniral

marlkets where a number of merchants would add their goods (note the -

details in the letter from Ibrahim to Yiisuf concerning who had packed
the bundle and where, details intended to inform other merchants of the
fate of their individual shipments).”' Bulk goods and some specialties
arriving by camel or boat in ports such as Alexandria or al-Mahdiyya
often needed to be repacked for overseas transport.””

A merchant who received a load was responsible for ensuring that the
contents were properly disposed of, for negotiating with clerks over
recording details of goods and ownership, and for settling any import

payments with customs officials, as we already saw in the case of

Hayyim.” Opening a package meant the imminent distribution of the
contents in the case of a mixed bundle, or readiness to sell for bulk

goods.” In many letters Geniza merchants include directions on how
their agents are to receive bales: where they are to open them, in whose

presence, and how they should distribute the contents to owners or their
agents.”” The incident of the bale on the beach illustrates how onerous
and contentious such reception and distribution could be.

As with acquisition, so too with shipping. Merchants created tempor-
ary infrastructures to manage the process. The difference here is that
merchants could not hand off any of the main mechanics of the shipping

8 (5il, 2003: 314-318; Goitein, 1967-1993: I, 186-192; Udovitch, 1988: 65; Margariti, -

2007: 178-191,

5 Mosseri VII 101 (L 101D r 7-14.  7® Goitein, 1967-1993; I, 332-339.

' T812.372r7-8. " Bodl MS Heba 2.17r 12-16. ™ See chapter 5 below.
7 Mosseri 1L 128 r vt mar; TS 13729.9 v 9-10; DK 1 (11)* r rt mar.

S Eg 'FS10]15.14.
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system — the packing and unpacking, the sysiem of information to track
movemnent — to other middlemen; the only excepiion was oversight in
fransit,. On the other hand, the ineviiable use of some external infra-
siructure ~ the structures of the port and transport vehicles — limited
merchants’ options and control.

Selling

The overview above of the unpacking process hints that selling too had
its complications and choices, and involved separate kinds of commer-
cial services: unpacking wares, organizing sales, and collecting pay-
ments. Merchants had to decide when to unpack, whether to sell
wholesale or retail, whether to sell in central markets or distribute wares

-to secondary and tertiary markets, whether to sell for a predetermined

price or accept the fluctuations of the market, whether to self on credit
or for ready money, and finally, whether to sell personally or rely on a
broker. Each of these choices once again involved decisions about time -
in this case both merchants’ time and the timing of capital.

Because unpacking implied an intention to sell, a merchant with
goods had to determine how and when to put them on the market, Such
decisions could be difficuls, since selling could involve considerable worl
and prices could be volatile, Where the principal was distant he might
instruct his agent to sell at a price fixed in advance (if he was willing to
wait out adverse markets), at the official “market price” (or there-
abouts), or immediately for whatever the market would bear.”® But often
Geniza merchants relied on agents’ judgment of timing and terms,
hoping thereby to get the best deal; as a result, one of the most consistent
complaints in letters is one merchant’s failure to allocate sufficient time
to the sale of his associate’s goods.

If he unpacked his goods in one of the major markets a merchant had
to decide between wholesale and retail trade, and between direct and
brokered sale, Geniza merchants could be both wholesalers and retailers,
requesting or reporting sales “by weight” or “by unit,” and even debating
these options in their letters.”” If he sold goods wholesale in a major
market {(or some secondary ones) 2 merchant could choose between
selling personally and relying on a local professional, either a broker or

76 Merchants had a special term for such sales, bi'l-gism wa’l-rizg. Discussed further in
10.1 atn. 7 below.

7T BE.g. TS Ar, 5.1+ 10; Bodl MS Heb ¢ 27.82 22; TS 20.127 r 26 and 50-56; Bodl MS
Heb d 75.20 r 28 (discussed in detail in Udovitch, 1977a}. See the general discussion in
Gotitein, 1967-1993: 1, 150-152.
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the wakil al-tyjjar. The merchant himself, or these professionals, could
organize a public auction or locate and assemble buyers for a private
sale — goods could be sold wholesale directly out of public warehouses,
private warehouses, markets, and bourses in all sizes of cities.”®
Retailing, on the other hand, meant direct merchant time: in a major
city the merchant sold by the piece from his shop; or he traveled to his
customers on a business trip to smaller markets and the countryside.”™
Some merchants also dealt in commissioned items: festive garments, for
instance, were major purchases, and people of substance would often
have them made to order. Such deals were done entirely by merchants
personally.®®

The standard terms of any kind of sale included a two-month delay
between purchase and payment; this delay was the first and most perva-
sive level of credir in the economy. The interest charged on such credit
appears clearly from the fact that when sales were made for ready money
the price was negotiated at a standard rate, whereupon the buyer was
given a percentage discount for ready money, In one letter, Ya‘qab b.
Yasuf al-Tirabulust reports that he has sold part of Nahray b. Nissim’s
flax in Ascalon on credir and part for cash. The cash price was 15
percent lower than the credit price, and Ya‘qGb comments that this
was the better deal, given that the market in flax was dead owing to a
great battle in the mountains.®!

It was doubtless a better deal in those circumstances because, as a
secondary consequence of this system, a great deal of merchant time was
devoted to visiting tardy debtors, writing them letters, and enlisting
other merchants to pressure them to pay up — issues that might become
more complicated if warfare disrupted the market.®? In general, delay
was not considered a legal or ethical violation — there were not even
standard penalties for late payment.?* Securing payment was a matter of
persistence, pull, and negotation. Thus an entirely typical complaint
and request from Nahray b, Nissiim to his older associate Barhiin b. $alik
al-TahirtT reads:

Please convey to him (the debtor) my regards and tell him: “We had an
agreement that on the day of my departure you would pay the first installment
of the dinars [owed to me, and not paid] until now. You still owe me somcthing
from the new transactions. You haven’t paid a thing; and the whole sum is owing

" gg BLOr5566 D.7r7-9. ™ Gaitein, 1967-1993: 1, 150-62. Cf. 9.3 below.

"0 See 9.3 below. 81 DK 1 (11)* r 24-25, rt mar. 82 See 3.3 above.

8 See Goitein, 1967-1993; I, 197-200, There were penalties for late payment of suftaja.
See TS 10]20.16 r 7-8.
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~ up to this very day. This was not our agreement; I did not consent to this.” Please
“try hard to get something out of him before my return. ™

4.4 Conclusion: economic organization, risk, and labor

(zeniza merchants played several different roles in the commercial econ-
omy of the medieval Islamic Mediterranean. They brought primary
“'regional products from the fields, pastures, and seas to central markets
through their processing and packaging activities. "They moved both
processed primary products and local manufactures from the country-
side and secondary towns into the major markets around the Mediterra-
~nean. They brought extra-Mediterranean products into and across the
Mediterranean ~ principally products of the Red Sea, the Indian Ocean,
and, to a lesser degree, the Atlantic. They also played some role in
~distributing goods from central markets to consumers in secondary
“ towns and rural markets. Each merchant had enormous flexibility in
= choosing how and where to intervene in the commercial economy.

" The role of the Geniza merchants was clearly based in part on their
* possession of mobile capital in a highly monetized society. They had the
~ capacity both to move and to assemble the huge quantities of ready
‘money required to invest heavily in markets for primary products, where
- goods were not sold on credit.*> Geniza merchants also had access to the
“ local and inter-regional credit required to diversify investment in staples
~and volatile luxury goods, and to wait to sell in multiple, widely dis-
“persed markets. Perhaps even more important to this economy was their
: role as organizers. Geniza merchants created temporary infrastructures
- to accomplish numerous complex transactions, often in coordination
- with business associates. Such commercial services required not only
 capital but also connections, production expertise, and managerial skill
* in acquisition, transport, and sales.

Both the complexity and the flexibility of the merchant’s job reflected
. the overall organization of this commercial economy. There were few
~ large permanent enterprises for processing or manufacturing in any part
of the economy.®® Most private-sector activity was either carried out in
© small-scale workshops, or, as with flax, organized on a large scale entirely
as a spot venture, with workers paid by the day or piece, space that was
- rented, and goods that were individually purchased: no Geniza mer-
“chants had permanent arrangements with individual farmers, for

™ Bodl MS Heb d 74.4618-12. ¥ Udovitch, 1999; Goitein, 1967-1993: 12291360,
" Goitein, 1967-1993: 1, 80-83; Goldberg, forthcominga. L e
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instance, to buy their yearly crop. Individuals could engage in processing
and manufacture at many levels — small workshops produced finished
goods alongside bigger dealers and producers such as the Geniza mer-
chants. Their ventures were conducted in keeping with the broader
pattern of activity observable in this economy — there were no attempts
to monopolize production either horizontally (by securing all regional
output of a crop) or vertically (by conirolling production from raw

material to finished consumer goods). In every role these merchants -

played they were not the only players. There were big Muslim merchants
who acted very similarly to the Geniza merchants — indeed, sometimes
they were the Geniza merchants’ partners. There were also small- and
medium-scale players who limited their activities to local or regional
markets. There was competition from bigger players as well: members
of the political elite invested money in primary production, manufactur-
ing, transport, and transit trade as personal, not official, enterprises.®’

Geniza merchants were masters of mobility in this economy, perhaps .

even more so than their Muslim counterparts. They were not loath to
part with ready money when market organization required it; but they
were extremely wary of immobilizing capital in overheads such as per-
manent staff, fixed capital such as shops or vehicles, or even long
production chains. The only regular overhead in their accounts was a
permanent warehouse in one’s home base. Such avoidance may be
particular to this group and its social and communal position, and may
have gone hand-in-hand with a reluctance to enter markets for strategic

commodities; for here the Geniza merchants differ from their Mushm -

counterparts, some of whom invested privately in ships or grain, sectors
apparently avoided by Jewish merchants.

The role of the Geniza merchants differs sharply from what we know
about any groups of medieval Italian merchants, with whom they are
most often compared.?® Eleventh- and twelfth-century Genoese mer-
chants, for instance, seem to have primarily been dealers in market-ready
goods (whether trans-shipped or local) and booty; they either owned or
helped control ships and maritime protection via convoys.®? Genoese
merchants had the power over shipping (not to mention the protection
and political power) that Geniza merchants lacked; on the other hand,
they left no evidence of involvement in processing agricultural goods or

57 Frantz-Murphy, 1981; Brett, 2001: 255-266, 334-339. Cf. 9.5 below.

88 Especially in Greif, including Greif, 1989a; Greif, 1994; Greif, 2006a.

8 On Genoa see Byrne, 1916; Byrne, 1920; Abulafia, 1977; Epstein, 1996: 9-96; and Van
Doosselaere, 2009; 45-57, On Venice, Jacoby, 2009: 111, V; Lane, 1973; Jacoby, 2005:
VI Seme scholars of Amalfi describe a trading system that resembles the patterns of
the Geniza merchants: see Balard, 1999; Citarella, 1968.
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bringing rural ouiput o central markeis, both of which were central to
the activities of Geniza merchants.

The Geniza merchants’ varied roles in the economy helped them to
manage soite of the risks they faced. Perhaps more accurately, it allowed
individuals enormous autonomy in deciding how 1o balance the risks

. and opportunities they faced. The Islamic Mediterranean market pre-

sented risks familiar to any historian of wrade; but the varied opportun-
ities of the Geniza merchants, the structures of economic exchange, and
historical differences in the relative importance of different risks all
shaped the strategies and business plans of these men, as we shall see

“in the second half of this book.

Throughout the eleventh century long-distance overseas transport
generated a major share of the risks confronted by the Geniza mer-

- chants. Hayyim’s travels to the shore illustrate the most commeon prob-

lem — damage in transit. Although total losses from shipwreck appear
with (to the modern mind) alarming frequency,”® mentions of damage

. outnumber outright loss by a factor of more than seven to one in the

Geniza corpus.’’ As we saw in examining shipping methods, the main
forms of such damage consisted of wetting and mixing of cargo through
damnage to packing materials.”>

Loss and damage were one peril; but anxious merchants waiting for
news had additional anxieties. When and where would goods arrive?
Weather and seaworthiness were major influences, but politics and
piracy also played their parts. The competitive and unregulated
market in transport helped promote a scramble to arrive at destinations
first, resulting in frequent failures, turning back, and diversions
from the destination.”” Although warfare rarely involved economic
retaliation specifically directed against the merchants of an enemy

% 7 percent of letters that crossed the eastern basin of the Mediterranean in the eleventh
century (in my assembled corpus) mention shipwrecks the writers had heard about: e.g.
TS 10] 11,17, ULC Or 1080 ] 22; TS 24.6; ENA 2727.6 B; TS AS 145.81 + TS 13
J23.18; TS 13 J 28.2.
19 percent of letters crossing the eastern basin of the Mediterranean mention loss, but
many menticns multiple instances of damage (with an average of three distinet damages
per report), while just under 4 percent of letters record total loss through shipwreck or
jettison. Actual values are difficult to assess, as few letters allow us 1o determine by what
percentage the value of goods was affected. One long letter, TS 10 ] 6.1, assesses loss of
value of more than 50 percent on a set of goods that got wet in transit. Nearly half the
goods were completely unsaleable, the rest were either sold at a discount or opened and
spread, with a wet portion of up to 2( percent removed. A few more detailed accounts
where losses are given at least partial accounss of rate can also be found in TS 12.124,
o T8 13} 29.9, and Halper 389,

See Goitein, 1967-1903; I, 338,
* Udevitch, 1978 {revising Goitein, 1967-1993: I, 309-326) and Udovitch, 1988.
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polity,”* wars could unexpectedly close ports and divert goods; in the

worst case enemy navies attacked harbors and whatever shipping lay in’
them — nor were they averse to seizing ships at sea.”” Piracy was a fearful

risk too, although it was least frequently mentioned of all hazards.”®
Politics and piracy both reflect the strength and stability of the govern

ment in different markets: during the last two-thirds of the eleventh:
century risks from political instability increased and Geniza merchants;:

as we shall see, had to change their strategies accordingly.

Selection of commeodities and destinations also represented. risk, but:
to a lesser degree and in a different way than a historian of trade might:
expect. The market reports embedded in Geniza letters include not only:

price reports, but much discussion of markets being “sluggish,” “dead,”:

“paralyzed,” often by polirical uncertainty, plague, or famine.
Yet almost all merchandise that arrived intact seems to have been sold
for prices that at least yielded a comfortable rate of return.”® It is telling

that Geniza merchants only mention rates of return in letters when they:
are unusual: essentially when there was actual loss or profit in excess of:

100 percent. Price volatility comprised a surprisingly small part of the
risk for many commodities; as noted above, merchants would ofien
determine in advance the price they were willing to take for non-staples;
wait out a bad market, or transport goods further in order to maintain.
their planned rate of return. Accepting a modest profit or even a loss for

the sake of liquidity was very much a last resort for non-staples, and is-

never mentioned as a problem for staples. Such business practices of

course only increased the degree to which risk centered on transport. In.

the second half of this book we will see that such business patterns

constrained the Geniza merchants’ response when challenged by

changing patterns of risk.

Given prevailing impediments and uncertainty, each merchant man-:

aged the risks posed by transport, market closures, and price volatility by

9 Only one letter in the Geniza mentions such reprisals, and the author’s involvement with :

a local ruler makes it questionable whether his experience reflected a general policy. See
Halper 389 r 38, 60-61.
%% H.g. Halper 380 r 30-32, 36-38; Halper 414; TS 10 J 10.25 r 4-11; Mosserd VII 10}

(L 101)r7-14; TS 8 Ja 1.5; Bodl MS Heb d 66.15; TS 13 J 17.3; TS 8 ] 24.21; ULC:

Or 1080 ] 22 r 15-17; TS 20.127 ¢ 65-67; ENA NS 2 (1).13 v 11-13; TS 12.386 r rt

v mar; TS 20.76 v 4-5; TS 12.372 r 10-12.

recorded pirates of the eleventh century ransomed goods as well as persons: Udovitch,’
1978: 541; Goitein, 1973: 322-323; Goitein, 1967-1993: I, 327-328.

TS 20.127r65; BodlMS Heb 2 3.13r32; INA D 55.141r 27; ENANS 2 (1).13r 101 1,
Bodl MS Heb d 65.17 v 3-4; TS 20.69 r 13,

"% See 9.4 below; Goldberg, 2005: 375-381.

9
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Just under 1 percent of eleventh-century letters involving sea travel mention incidents of:
piracy. I include piracy in risks of diversion rather than loss because the most active:
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distributing his wares and activities. He could disperse some shipments
across vessels and markets. He shified his portfolio of wares berween

-goods with higher and lower price volaiility (goods such as flax, oii, soap,
:and silk had fairly stable prices and demand), between transit goods and
~manufacturing activities. In order to accomplish such diversification
Geniza merchanis perforce relied on their fellows. Indeed, the more

ne wished to diversify risk the more agents one needed in ports and

“central markets to sell wholesale, or in production centers to purchase

and process commodities, for the majority of business transactions, as

:we have seen, could only be completed by a full-fledged merchant.

Many of these jobs not only required a marure merchant but involved
. high degree of skill and a substantial investment of time. Merchants
epended on finding and retaining competent, honest, and assiduous

cagents for these tasks. The next chapter examines how the Geniza

merchants secured such expert commercial services, and considers

‘how the institutional risks involved in trusting one’s fellows compare to
“the infrastructural risks already documented,



5 The human landscape: business relationships,

institutions of law and government

5.1 VYeshii‘a b. Isma‘il: the difficult man

By the Jewish New Year sometime in the mid-eleventh century both
Khallaf b. Masa (probably in Qayrawian) and Yesht‘a b. Isma‘l (in or

around Alexandria) were unhappy in their business relationship — both
their partnership and their sukba (association). Yeshii‘a, an up-and-coming
merchant, had been working hard, slthough with limited success, to sell .

goods belonging to the partnership in the countryside around Alexandria.!
He had had enough to do there, and in Alexandria iwself, to require
substantial services from his sister’s son Tammiam, whom he was
mentoring in the normal way of business. Not only did Yeshi‘a have

partnership goods with Khallaf to handle, he was agent — through their

suhba — for a number of IKhallaf’s personal shipments, and many of these
goods were finding no market in Alexandria. Meanwhile, he was per-
turbed by the latest letter he had received from Khallaf, 2 substantial

merchant many years his senior, Could the man be cheating him? The

draft account from the previous year’s transactions was obviously wrong,
Moreover, no mention had been made of a valuable shipment of cloves
on his personal account which he had sent to KhallGf at least a year
ago; indeed, Khalliif seemed generally uninterested in selling Yeshi‘a’s
goods in a timely manner. In his own most recent letters Yeshii‘d had
explained his own efforts and difficulties, made provision for his sister’s
son {who had had to spend the last year traveling on behalf of the
partnership from Alexandria to Qayrawin and then back to Fustat),
and made some pointed remarks abour his partner’s financial dealings,
insisting by God that Khallif not keep one dirhem of his, excepting

of course the unsold goods. He also complained about Khallaf’s lack of '

action on those goods.

Bodl MS Heb a 3.13; ENA 2727.6 B; and TS 12.38%, It is not easy to date the letters
between the two men with any accuracy, although a year in the tate 1040s, given what we
know of these men and the dates of their careers, is a reasonable guess, Cf, Gil, 1997:
doc. 581. Bodl MS Heb a 3.13 and TS 12.389 are translaied in Goitein, 1973: 119-127.
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Yeshii‘a b. Isma‘l the difficult man

.. On the other end of the eastern Mediterranean KhallGf was offended
By Yeshii*d’s letter, which was the Iast straw in a growing outrage engen-
‘dered by Yeshii‘@’s behavior at every level. Khallif had, admittedly,
iade a mistake in writing the account, which he had not only correcied,
bt also sent a revised version backed by formal accounting books
(which he took the trouble to enclose in his next fetter). The aspersions
ast on his character, on the other hand, especially by someone such
‘gs-Yeshii‘@, were absurd, Just to make sure the proper interpretation of
‘events prevailed, when Yeshii‘@’s first letter of complaint arrived he
‘showed it to everyone, and brought witnesses to his warehouse to show
‘them all of Yeshu‘d’s unsaleable goods.

- The problem of the cloves emerged later, and was certainly Yeshi‘a’s
wn fault: he had failed to alert either Khallaf or his young man of the
ct that he had added his own cloves to Khallaf’s shipment, and IKhallaf
“only discovered the excess several months later when he was selling his
‘own and inquired with other associates (ashab) if they had heard about
‘the shipment. Alarmed by the possibility of any misunderstanding, he
‘assembled more witnesses, took out all of Yeshti‘d’s goods, and delivered
them to Tammam while he was in Qayrawan. Let Tammam sell Yesh-
1‘d’s goods; he was Yeshd‘d’s junior associate, Khallif even gor legal
‘testimony regarding Tammam’s sales on Yesht‘d’s behalf, again making
‘doubly sure that there could be no room for suspicion. Yet the complaint
‘wias offensive at an even deeper level: how dare Yeshii‘d accuse him of
ni_jt making an effort to sell his goods; in what way was he even obligated
10 sell goods for a less senior merchant who left Khallaf’s goods sitting in
Alexandria while he wandered uselessly in the countryside? As Khallaf
-h(fjted in his New Year’s letter, he had warned Yeshii‘a about wasting
fime in the countryside (the rif): his efforts were ill-planned, unwanted,
nd — most importantly — unprofitable to Khallif. To top it all off,
eshii‘d was engaging in sharp practice in assigning costs and profits
in-the partnership, all falling just the right side of unethical — giving
ccommission to Tammam on partnership goods (behavior that was
a page from the book of your soul”®), charging the travel expenses of
Khalliif’s slave to Khallif’s account even though the man was accom-
anying YeshG‘d’s goods at Yeshii‘d’s request.

:Reflecting in the middle of his New Year’s letter, Khallaf wrote, “Had
[listened to what other people say, I wouldn’t have been in a sulba with
you in the first place. But I'm the sort of man who can’t be fooled.”
e had believed his importance, experience, and skill would allow him

W aoe: lir, “a page of your soul.”
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to work with this difficult man; further reflection seems to have con-
vinced him that he was wrong and should gei out. In the days before the:
ships sailed the market picked up and he managed to seli both the goods |
of the partnership and Yeshi‘a’s own remaining goods with him, pur«
chase both goods and money, and ship everything off. He settled up all*.
their business and accounts, even delaying the letter until he could clear |
a last payment, A final postscript attempts to end the association as well.
as the partership: “I ask that you settle my account with you and give
the balance to my brother-in-law, for you are a very busy man.” Alas for.
Ehallif, it was not so easy to get rid of Yesht‘d; in the end, years later
Khallaf had to sue Yeshii‘a in court to achieve a final settlement.

Although there may have been legitimate grounds for complaint on:
both sides, Khallaf was scarcely the only merchant to have problems:
with Yeshdi‘a b, Isma‘il, whose fifty-year career has left many an irritated
trace in the Geniza records. Yeshii‘d’s letters reveal an attitude toward
his fellow merchants that is a compound of suspicion and a sense of
ill-use (occasionally leavened by paranoia), expressing itself in petty.
sniping, righteous indignation, sarcasm, and counter-attack by way of
self-defense. His character, as Khallif notes, was well known. In the years
that followed other merchants broke off ties with Yeshii‘a, Khallif’s slave
Tayyib fied from Yesha‘a’s employ, and Yesh@‘a is the only merchant
known to have so angered a customs officer that the officer chased him
down the Nile on his way out of Fustat.® Yet for all this, Yesha‘a’s
commercial career was long and successful — he died at home in 1090,
leaving a will typical of a respectable merchant,

A large corpus of scholarship has arisen over the question of what
kinds of institutions are required to support long-distance trading busi-
ness, Is a strong state and legal system absolutely required, or can
coalitions of individuals arrange private-order enforcement mechanisms
that obviate the need for formal institutions?® The Geniza merchants
and their activities have been seen as a key case study for these debates,
given the extremely well-developed and ramified systern of agency that
prevailed in this world, and its unusual form. Yeshi‘a’s relationships and

their many conflicts, particularly his history with Khallif and their
“respective actions, both demonstrate the way thar individual relation-
ships were structured and hint at how such relationships fit into larger
“gystemns of market and business regulation, of faw and government,
- Like the infrastructures and economic organization described in the
preceding chapter, so too the nature of these relationships and these
nstitutions helped determine geographies of commercial activity.

"'5“2 The organization of commercial services:
principals, agents, and the group

-An Islamic business manual of the eleventh century states a truth on
“which modern economists agree; for success in long-distance trade one
“needs agents.” That is, only the ability to secure skilled commercial
services allowed merchants to act simultaneously across geographically
- scattered markets. The preceding chapter showed how complex and
varied merchant activities could be; Geniza merchants trusted agents
to complete almost any aspect of this work on their behalf, The dispute
between Yesh(i‘a and Khallaf involved some issues of property (were the
accounts correct? what had become of the cloves?), but even more
disputes over commercial services — who had done whai, how hard had
each person worked, what were the appropriate priorities, and how were
costs of services to be charged to accounts, Their dispute documents
almost every option available to merchants in securing commercial
services, and demonstrates a clear distinction between the services
offered by full merchants (men with established relationships, know-
ledge, capital, and access to credit), and those of non-merchants — in
this case both a slave (Tayyib) and a junior associate (Tammaiam).

Geniza merchants were confronted by nearly as many choices in
arranging for commercial services as they faced in choosing trading
activity, and each choice involved interesting trade-offs. The two main
kinds of arrangement, partnership and reciprocal agency (suhba), were used
principally with fellow merchants. Ofien, as we find between Yeshii‘d and
Khalliif, a pair of merchants would jointly invest part of their capital in a
partnership, while at the same time carrying out commercial services for
each other as agents on their individually owned goods through subba.®
One could even make occasional use of comumission agency to obuain the
services of fellow merchants. But there were also several ways to have
some of these services done by non-merchants: using an apprentice or a

? Goitein labels him “a difficult partner”: Goitein, 1973: 119-135. Twenty-three of Yeshii‘a
b. Isma‘Tl’s documents survive (letters, accounts, legal documents), and he is mentioned
in more than sixty other letters. Troubled or terminated connections are mentioned in
TS 10)9.21, TS 12.389, and Bodl Ms Heb a 3.13 r 28-29, passim; TS 13]19.20 ¢ 28-29,
rt mar describes the flight of Tayyib; TS 10 J 9.21 r 3-12 describes his troubles with a
customs officer,

4 E.g. Acki, 2001; Bernstein, 1992; Bernstein, 2001; Dixit, 2004; Greif, 2002; Greif,
2006a; North, 2005. For critiques of theories of private ordering: Bart, 2000; Edwards

3 al-Dimashgi, 1994: ch.l 21; EP, “Tidjara.” Cf. the date in Lopez er al., 2001: 23-27.
and Ogilvie, 2012,

® Goitein, 1967-1993: I, 167, 183-186.
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slave, or paying a commission 0 a broker or s wakldl al-tujar
(representative of the merchants).

Before discussing the forms of arrangement available to secure com-
mercial services in long-distance trade we should note one that largely
was not: the salaried employee. In the medieval Islamic world employ-
ment was often described as slavery, a dependence degrading for a
mature man.” The wage labor that appears regularly in the legal or
documentary records is most often that of unequipped manual laborers,
who had only their muscular strength to offer.® Most skilled or artisanal
work was done on the basis of parinerships in small shops — everyone in a
shop was conceived of as a part owner paid from the profits of the
investment. Within this framework it is not surprising that merchants
were unable to hire agents: in this society not only could they not hire
a salaried employee skilled in the ways of trade, but they could not offer
a fellow merchant a money wage to undertake a specified task.”

Partnerships, whether in Jewish or Islamic law or in the practice of the
Geniza merchants, had as their object a specific capital investment —
either a fixed sum of money or a particular set of objects. Different types
of partnership were defined by how the profits, losses, and liabilities
on this initial capital were divided among the parties, There is little
disagreement among scholars as to what forms were available; scholars also
agree that the (unfortunately quite limited) surviving documents fit the
legal prescriptions of either Jewish or Muslim law, or, in many cases, both.'°

Most recorded partnerships among Geniza merchants were “venture”
partnerships like that between KhallGf and Yeshii‘a: the parties (iwo or
more) were associated with capital for either a cycle of trade or a specific
amount of time.!’ Two basic varieties of written venture partnership

? See Goitein, 1967-1993: I, 161-162. Such attitudes probably represent the contirmiation
of ancient prejudices (Scheidel, 2002, Zelnick-Abramovitz, 2005), no doubt amplified by
the widespread practice of slaves working for wages {Hawkins, 2006: 196214 and
Cohen, 2000: 130-154).

8 Goitein, 1967-1903: 1, $2-99.

9 My interpretation differs from Goitein, 1967-1993: I, 161-164. Most of the cases Goitein
associates with employment are better explained by the junior associate system I outline.

1% Udovitch, 1970a; Udovitch, 1968; Udovitch, 1970b; Udovitch, 1970c¢; Udovitch, 1981b.
CE. Ackerman-Iieberman, 2007: passim. Rustow points out the ability of Jewish law clerks
to write contracts that would hold up in a Muslim court, and their frequent care to do so:
Rustow, 2008: 72-73, 2606-268. Ackerman-Lieberman finds the same working from a
different set of Geniza documents in Ackerman-Lieberman, forthcoming, Muskim legal
scribes were similarly attentive in making sure their documents conformed to various
schools of law, a practice they term dhriyar (precaution). See Wakin’s discussion in her
introduction to al-Tahawi and Wakin, 1972: 321f.

Indeed, the centra} act of parinership, at least according to Maimonides, is the holding
up by both parties of the joint purse. See the discussion and citations in Ackerman-
Lieberman, 2007: I, 46-47.
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were used in practice, although the Geniza merchants used the general
term of Islamic law, shirka,'* io refer to any parinership secured by
written contract — and indeed, the freedom of both Jewish and Mustim
law in allowing stipulations in contracis sommeiimes blurs the basic
distinctions outlined below.'”

The first form in legal theory, joint-active venture partnership, is
formally called a shutafur in Jewish law and an “%andn in Islamic law, but
was usually called a khulta (mixture) by the Geniza merchants, referring
to its central feature, the mixing of moneys. In this form of partnership
two or more parties agree to contributte capital to a venture and receive a
return in proportion to their share of investment, whether profit or loss.
A partnership in this form usually makes no distinction as to the labor
contributions of the parties, and defines each party as fully competent to
make decisions with the shared moneys.'*

In the second form of venture partnership, the ‘eseg (Jewish) or girad
(Islamic), the parmers did not share profits in proportion to their invest-
ment. Instead, the partner who managed the transactions (the active
partner) received a larger portion of the profits than his share of invest-
ment, a form of sleeping—aciive contract comparable to the European
commenda,’® One deed attesting to a girad-style arrangement, for
example, gives S4s6n b. Natan 29 percent of the profits in a partmership
in which he had invested only 10 percent of the capital.'® It was possible
to assign the active and sleeping partners equal authority to make deci-
sions, or to give just one parmer the executive authority. Islamic law
stipulates that the active partner is not financially liable for losses
in the sleeping partner’s capital; in Jewish law, by contrast, a portion of
the sleeping partner’s capital is considered a loan, and therefore must
be repaid even in the event of losses. The paucity of surviving contracts
of this form, and the lack of contract details in Geniza letters, has given
rise to a lively debate on the question of fiscal liability in this kind
of contract.!”

Or sharika - the form is identical. Canonically, Islamic law neither recognizes nor
requires written instruments for any legal act, although even the Qur’an recommends
them (Sura 3.282: “in wansactions involving future obligations in a fixed period of
time”). As Wakin has shown for commercial law, “in practice it [the written instrument]
was indispensable™: al-Tah#iwi and Wakin, 1972: introduction, 1-10.

Udovitch, 1970a: 86-95, 131-134, 196-202. On terminology used see Goitein, 1967-1993:
I, 169179 and Goldberg, forthcomingb.

Nyazee, 1999: 95-158; Udovitch, 1970a: 119-141; examples in Goitein, 1967-1969: I,
173-179.

Goitein, 1967-1993: 1, 171-172; Pryor, 1977; Udovitch, 1969,

'® TS 12.784. Discussed in Gil, 2003; 278,

Udovitch, 1970a: 238-243; cf. Ackerman-Lieberman, 2007: 1, 5254, 75~157.
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In addition 1o venture partnerships there was one type of ongoing
partnership: the family partnership or family fiem. Such partnerships are
attested in the eleventh century in only two types of situation: a father
and sons, and a group of brothers, Thus far no written contract for such
a partnership has emerged. Goitein noted, however, that a contract for
a family partnership from the early twelfth century (1112) suggesis the
terms of eleventh-century versions ~ indeed, the written terms of this
contract mirror those that can be inferred from reading eleventh-century
Geniza letters. Such parmerships followed the terms of an Islamie
mufdwada partnership — all capital possessed by each individual belonged
to the group, and each member had full power to undertake acts for which
all were legally as well as financially liable,'®

To enter into a written partnership required that all parties be present ~
such contracts could not be formed by proxy.'® Merchants, however,
occasionally wished to form partnerships for specific capital investments
with associates who were not on hand — not unexpectedly, given the
geographical dispersion of their friends and partners, and the possibility
that an individual’s travels might suffer protracted delays. Both business
letters and Jewish courts referred to these arrangemnents as wu ‘@mala,
literally mutual dealing, although it is often not clear whether it was a
joint—active or a sleeping—active parr_ne:rship.20 These varieties of part-
nership are familiar in their general outline to most economic historians
of medieval Europe, although the laws governing them do have an
important distinction. In medieval Jewish and Islamic contract law
financial liability is always unlimited for whoever has liability; limited
liability concerns legal liability — the partner in a limited liability contract
is not accountable for further contracts made by his partner, or any
misdeeds. Scholars coming from Europe sometimes confuse an Islamic
limited liability partnership with the European limited liability contract,
the latter a contract that limits fiscal liability.?!

% Goitein, 1967-1993: 1, 180-183, For examples of documents written o and from family
partnerships see TS 12.133, translated in Goitein, 1973: 72-79; ULC Or 1080 ] 248;
ULCOr1080291; TS8]a2.1; TS8]36.2; TS12.224; ULC Or 1080] 35, TS 8.12;
DK 246 a-b; TS 13 | 25.18. On mufawada Udovitch, 1970a: 40-118, amended by
Nyazee, 1999: 51-56, .

" Although both Islamic and Jewish law recognize agency, powers of at[omey.dxd not

extend the ability to form new parmership contracts. Indeed, extang partnerships were

held to be ended when one of the partners died: the heirs to the estate and the living
partner would settle affairs as they stood. Heirs did not inherit an obligation to complete

outstanding contracts. See Bodl MS Heb a 3.26; Bodi MS Heb a 2.17. .

Ackerman-Lieberman, 2007: I, 128-129, An example: ENA NS 18.24 r 17-18. Cf. Gil,

2003: 276-277.

Udovitch, 1970a: 40-41; Nyazee, 1999; 81-88, 220, and 5.4 below.
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Ii the parinership arrangements used by Geniza merchants are mosily
familiar, the system of reciprocal agency these men used, the supba,
seems much more unusual. It has been the objeci of considerable
scholarly interest, vet its structure remains misunderstood, so a detailed
discussion is necessary. Geniza merchants, as noted in chapter 4, made
many individual ventures, retaining sole ownership of and liability for
their capital throughout a transaction cycle. In order to complete trans-
actions an these goods in distant markets they acguired the services
of fellow merchants when possible. WNahray b. Nissim, when already an
established merchant, had occasion in a letter to remind a younger
‘Ayyash b. Sadagqa, toiling that year in BOgir, of the essence of the recipro-
cal agency that was at the heart of the merchants’ sukba (association).

In your letter you also mentioned that you were good enough to stay on in order
to oversee the packing of the bales. Surely you know, my master, that I'm mostly
staying here because of your business. If we were all to leave the city, our business
in Fustat would come to a standstill: there would be no one to take delivery of a
bale (of flax); no one to settle accounts; no one to sell . . . of course, this is exactly
why one wants associates (ashab). You will pack for me and I wilt pack for you
and thus we will both succeed.?”

Although Geniza merchants used the general language of friendship and
companionship to refer to other merchants, the term sukba, association (and
related terms sahib, associate, pl. ashadb),*> had a particular significance,
as Goitein was the first to note.?* A merchants’ suhba was a strictly one-to-
one relationship,?” and gave both associates (ashab®®) the following right:

22 Bodl Ms Heb d 66.41 r 8-11,

Sukba is the maydar (verbal noun, related to both the English gerund and infinitive) of
the verb sahiba, from the root triliteral g-fi-b. The semantic range of the verb includes
notions both of friendship and physical closeness: “to be or become a companton, an
associate, a comrade, a friend, make or become friends, be friends . .. to associate, have
social intercourse ... 10 accompany, escort ... to be closely associated.” The active
participle is salub (pl. ashab), associate or companion, that is, a person who participates
in a suliba: Wehr and Cowan, 1976: 503-504,

He also notes that such “formal friendships” were found in many professions, with
different responsibilities, but his understanding of the business sufiba differs from mine.
For the special use of the word sulba see Goitein, 19067-1993: 1, 169. As discussed in
Goitein, 1971a: 484-485, use of the term drew both upon the heritage of Islam
(Muohammad’s followers were his ashdb) as well as Greek and Persian conceptions of
friendship. Merchants also use words such as sadaga, and bida’a, synonyms for friendship,
in their correspondence. See Trivellato, 2009: 178-83 on early modern discourses of
friendship in business,

Udovitch, 1977a: 74-77.

The plural, ashab, was used to refer in general to associates and colleagues, but the
singular, sahib, was used less frequently, for it suggested thar the merchant referred to
was known chiefly in the context of his relationship with someone more important,
rather than as an independent operator: Goitein, 1967-1993; I, 169, When introducing

2
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the ability to unilaterally designate one’s associate as an agent for par-

ticular goods, and 10 request specified tasks on specified goods through -
written instructions in a letter. The principal was free to do this as often
as he liked, and to be as specific as he wished in outlining these -
tasks: instructions could range from a rank ordering of a dozen different .
goods an agent should consider purchasing with the proceeds of a sale..
to the simple injunction to “do whatever your propitious judgment..
suggests to you.”2’ The agent, on the other hand, could refuse to accept -
a particular task, although he retained a responsibility not to abandon
the goods specified. The arrangement was reciprocal in that the
exchange of services (khidma, pl. khidam) was expected to be of equal:
value; any order for commercial services would create a corresponding .
obligation for the principal to carry out reciprocal services at some fime

or place,

What made the sufba so important? Essentially, it was crucial to these
merchants because it was only its existence that allowed one to unilat- -
erally designate an agent through letters — that is, at a distance. A brief".

passage in a letter from Abiin b. Sadaga to his associate Nahray b.

Nissim, lamenting that he could not get another of Nahray’s associates

to do a job for him, demonstrates the problem:

I was advised to have them reddened (quarter-dinars in his possession) and send

them to Ibrahim b. al-Talmid, may God protect him, so that he could perhaps -
use them to purchase some little goods for me. But I know that he would not do |

this, since I have no dalla®® with him that would obligate him.?®

Although he had a sukba with Nahray, Abiin had no access to Ibrahim’s
commercial services, and indeed had no access to any commercial services
in Ascalon, Ibrahim’s current residence, as he had no ashab there,
As Udovitch pointed out in his study of the formation of mercantile
ties, each Geniza merchant had to construct his own network of ashab
if he wanted to extend multiple activities across space.”® The other words
merchants used to refer to their relationship — dalla, muwasala, md baynt
wa baynik— underscore their sense of it as a line or bond connecting just
two people.*!

merchants of independent standing to new people one was more likely to say “partner”
or “friend” (shartk or sadig).

2T ULC Or 1080 ] 42, Cf. instructions in TS 8 ] 22.8 r 7-13.

28 Lit., “tie of close familiarity”  *° TS 87 19.23r 10-14.

i‘l’ Udovitch, 1977a: 74-75.
Strasbourg 4110.88 r 5; TS 10] 20.1r 9; TS 13 ] 25.8 r 10-11; muewisala = connection,
line of communication: Halper 414 r 19; ma bayni wa baynik = what is berween me and
you. TS 20.69 r 24; Halper 385 r 13-14; Bodl MS Heb d 66.5 r 4.

Dalla = close familiarity, but from the same root as dalldl, broker, go-between: MS
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The existence of the relationship was not taken lightly; it was both

- pegun and ended formally.” Merchants would take unilateral oaths
. pefore witnesses 1o end a suhba: unlike a partnership, one-sided termin-
. ation before witnesses could dissolve the suhba relationship.®* Designating
- someone an agent (which had a particular legal meaning) in the absence

of a suhba, moreover, was considered actionable: “I wish I knew by what

right your friend appointed me his agent,” writes an incensed Yisuf b,
‘Ali al-Kohen. “I shall return to Fustat and sue him.”**
Although the suhba relationship, under the terms “friendship,” “informal

3 €

- cooperation,” “informal business cooperation,” and “formaf friendship,”
* has been discussed by previous scholars, none has accurarely recognized

its specific obligations and limits, its formal structure in practice.””
Goitein, for instance, suggested that it was unbounded, and described

- the services provided as “endless™ and as being extended to “friends of
: friends.”>® Udovitch similarly concludes that “Geniza letters are replete

with ... requests from one merchant to another — requests that often

* required great expenditures of time and effort; and yet, these were

invariably fulfilled.”*’

A closer reading shows that Geniza merchants did not provide unlim-
ited services within a suhba relationship; nor did they fulfill every
request, Rather, they understood this system as reciprocal service, a
form of “balanced reciprocity” in which returns of equal value were
expected within a finite period.*® We have already seen Nahray express
this in the quotation that opens this section. Likewise, ‘Ayyash expressed
this understanding in the model letter discussed in chapter 3: “this world
is a house of blessing and recompense. He who provides service

32
3
3

Goitein, 1971a: 487.

E.g. TS 10]9.21; ULC Or 1080 ] 167 r up mar, v 1-2.

TS 16.179 v 25-26; Goldberg, forthcomingb.,

Goitein, 1967-1993: I, 164-169; Udovitch, 1977a; Greif, 1989b: 872. Greif borrows
the term “formal friendship” from Goitein (see Goitein, 1971a). Indeed, Goitein's
description of the system (Goitein, 1967-1993: I, 164-169) suggests much of rthe
reciprocity I describe, despite his summary comments.

Goitein, 1967-1993: L, 166. Goitein’s claim for “friends of friends” is based on a single
twelfth-century letter, which appears in Goitein, 1973: 49-51, Whether agent relations
extended this way in the twelfth century remains an open question, but I find nothing to
support this claim for the eleventh century - indeed, quite the contrary, as shown by the
example presented in the text.

Greif only describes the obligation as follows: “As long as the relation was in force . ..
each party was bound to provide his friend with trade services” without specifying any
conditions: Greif, 1989h: 872; Udovirch, 1977a; 64. Both cite Goitein, 1967-1993: {,
164-165.

E.g. “He should do for me as I did for him and not put it off for a single hour”: TS 10
J 20.10 r 89, Balanced reciprocity: Sahlins, 1972: 194-195 as amended in Ensminger,
2001: 188.

[
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(khidma) receives services. The server is served.””® Indeed, this word,
khidma, is used most frequently (though there is also frequent use of
hdja, need, and shughl, business) to refer fo exchanges under the
system.*® Thus a merchant, after requesting several services from an
associate, typically closes his leiters with a service offer: “If it suits my

master to honor me with any service (khidma) or need (hgja) [that he

wants done), please do s0.”*! Reciprocity can be inferred in many cases
by the placement of offers in relation to requests for service,*? but it is
mentioned direcily as well. Thus one Geniza merchant finishes a series
of requests with the promise, “As you know, every kindness (good deed)
finds its reward in a like kindness, and you will not do a thing for me that
I will not repay sufficiently in kind,”** while another requests “please
buy ... in return for my services to you,”** Khallif in fact deployed some
of his most heated words against Yeshia‘d precisely on the subject of this
reciprocity, opening the body of his letter thus:

Your letter has arrived with the couriers and I was happy with i, for it contained
some apologies and promises, which soothed my soul, for my heart was quite
wracked because of all the losses I received while I got nothing (in return) for all my
effores and everything I did here ... In your letter you complain about kow much
trouble you had in the #if . . . it is not proper to complain t¢ me about this, for, from
this blessed undertaking of yours I only got losses: namely, that my shipments remained
unsold vear afrer vear.*

This understanding of the limited claim and necessary reciprocity
involved in a sufiba reladonship was not merely rhetorical.*® Requests

¥ TS 13 ] 13.11 r 10-11. The crossed-out line repeats the sentiment with different

grammar: 070 072 &93-533 10 RORID IR RT KITIN.

I am grateful to Mark Cohen for pointing out the relationship between the words service

and need, and for the citation to Bodl MS Heb d 76.57, where the words are used

together. The vocabulary of the merchants is important for understanding the

relationship between formal and informal acts. Although I have termed this reciprocal

agency in deference to the modern economic understanding of principals and agents,

the Geniza merchants themselves distinguished between “agency” (wikala) — in which

an individual took responsibility for particular goods or capital and then had the

capacity 1o conduct transactions on them — and the broader array of services they

undertook for one another under this system, services such as overseeing goods in

transit, storing goods pending the arrival of the formal agent, helping the agent in his

purchase or sales, etc. Their use of non-technical words such as khidma or hdja was

certainly a calculated avoidance of the formal term for agency.

Bodl MS Heb d 76.57 v 17-18. "2 Goldberg, 2005: 73-75.

4% TS 10§ 20.16 £ rt mar.

41y 13 J 25.18, translated in Goitein, 1967-1993: I, 164. See also TS 10 ] 20.16; ULC
Or 1080 § 166; TS 12.243; TS 13 | 25.14; Bod] MS Heb e 98.74; DK 238 K; TS NS
J 13, Discussed in Goldberg, 2005: 232-234; Goldberg, 2007.

# Bodl MS Heb a 3.13 r 3-12.

48 See Goitein, 1967-1993: I, 183-186 for a different way to achieve economic reciprocity.
For a broader discussion of the language of reciprocity in cotrrespondence from the

40
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for agency or designaiions of it could be refused, as is clear in a letrer
between YeshGi‘d b. Isma‘ll and Mahray b, Nissim, men whose suliba
lasted for at least forty years. Yeshii‘d wished to transfer a job to Mahray
owing to the death of another of his associates:

You mentioned the situation of Abii “Imran Masd and his nephew, which grieved
us with greai grief . .. he had a bag of . .. dinars ., .. of mine . .. I had asked him 1o
use them fo purchase for me. I had hoped in this way to ease your burden . .. but
now, my master, I would like you to please take the trouble to purchase with
them as is your wont. If you decide to fulfill my request, write me immediately.*’

Yeshii‘a notes both that this was a service Nahray often provided and
that he was not required to do it again. In a similar vein, Isma‘il b, Ishaqg
al-AndalusT asks Nahray b. Nissim to accept receipt of some silk for him,

" but adds, “if you have no mind to receive the silk ... then I appoint my

master and Rabbi Abit Ya‘qub Ishag b. Yisuf al-Andalusi agent that he
may receive it.”*® In another case Ya‘qiib b. Isma‘il al-Andalusi refuses to
deal with goods for which he had been designated agent: “I had asked
you to tell Abd Sa‘ld what you have heard from my mouth, namely that
he should not send me anything . .. this year he sent me eight bales of
flax. I have asked Abii ’I-Faraj Marwan to accept delivery, to sell them,
and to send him the price.”*” He writes thus even though the preceding
lines make it clear thar he had carried out services for Abli 5a‘id in the
past and still had outstanding business with him, His actions also dem-
onstrate another aspect of suhba relationships: the obligation not to
abandon goods was made possible by the ability of merchants to transfer
a service to another known associate of the principal. Ya‘qiib knew Abd
Sa‘ld had a sukba with Marwan and asked him to take over the agency.
At the same time, although Marwin seems to have accepted, the asking
malkes clear that transfers were a favor, not something any associate was
required to do.

The existence of a suhba thus made it possible to request multiple
services on many discrete sets of goods (individual letters often contain
more than a dozen requests for commercial services and as many reports
on services done);’ but it did not make either associate the full repre-
sentative of the other in a particular city, responsible for the overall
success of his many endeavors.”? Nahray b. Nisstm, for example, had

Geniza, and a differing interpretation that links it more strongly to Islamic political
culture and patronage see Rustow, 2008: 350-366, 376-382; Rustow, 2009,

¥ TS10J15.25r4-8.

*8 TS 107 5.12 v 16-17. see also Bodl Ms Heb d 75.20 r 28-9, rt mar 1-2.

M TS 20,76 + TS 107 20.10 r 47-49. ™ Udovitch, 1977a; 72-73.

1 Cf. Goitein, 1971a: 487.
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entrusted an associate in Alexandria, ‘Awid b. Hananel, with arranging
the delivery of a bundle of indigo to another associate, Musallam, to sell.
Bui, ‘Awid explained,

Your letter arrived in which you mentioned the situation regarding the indigo
and camphor. I asked Miisitlam, the teachcr, and he said, “1 am traveling to
balad al-Rim.” He retirned after some time and {(instead) journeyed to Tripoli of
the West.?® T consulted with Abii ’I-Hasan ‘Allan who said that indigo was not
worth very much in Tripoli of the West, The elder, Abil ‘Imran b. Bi *1-Hayy,””
was kind enough to offer his services . . . He did net falt short,™ If you write himn
a letter, you should thank him.>?

‘Awidd’s praise of Miisd and his suggestion that Nahray write and thank
Miisd suggests a particular kindness. Yet Nahray b. NissTin was one of
Miisa b. Abi ’I-Hayy’s closest associates. That special thanks were still
required for completing what would have been standard services if
Nazhray had made Miisd his agent underlines that the obligation of
a suhba was to complete a directly requested, specific khidma (service),
It was kind and friendly to take on another service, but Masi was not
abligated to provide a service that another trader could not.

Of course merchants relied principally on the breadth of their associate
network to fill in gaps: when one associate could not or would not take on
a service, hopefully another could be found in time. If no one offered on
the spot, as happened to Yeshii‘a when Ab ‘Imrin Miisi could not help
him, he would {find himself delayed by the need to write letters of request
to associates such as Nahray. Miisd’s extra service to Nahray was thus a
favor, but such favors were common and economically vital: in Nahray’s
case it was near the end of the sailing season, and he would otherwise
have missed the opportunity to send his indigo to a profitable market.
The solidarity of the merchant group, and having multiple associates in
major markets, usually helped ensure that goods did not miss their season
and market, as we saw in the management of misplaced bales in chapter
4. At the same time, Yeshii‘a’s difficulties in finding help, and the help
freely offered to Nahray, also indicate that such solidarity was mediated
by the reputation of the individual, a problem discussed further below.

It is important to note a fine distinction here, the one Geniza mer-
chants themselves made between the primary responsibilities of a suhba

v
)

‘That is, Tripoli in present-day Libya, rather than Tripoli al-Sham in preseni-day
Lebanon.

(Miisi b, Abi’l-Hayy), all written as one word. ‘Awad’s letters display phonetic spellings
that break the rules of normative judeo-Arabic.

Udovitch fills in the implied “in the duties of friendship”: Udovitch, n.d.

TS 10F10.27 r 2-9,

h
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and the ethos of solidarity that the word ashdbund suggested. Merchants

. did not have to step in and take carve of the stranded goods of their
- associates or accept the transfer of a service obligation from one agent
'to another; but they often did so. Likewise, Geniza merchanis did not
gain access o the associates of their associates: the relationship was
-one-to-one. But they were forever recommending their associates io
“one another — especially, as we shall see below, when it came to the
I 'junior associates they mentored. Such recommendations were necessary
" because forming a suhba required a face-to-face meeting.56 Individual
‘(eniza merchants expanded their networks principally through travel —
© letters would mention names of travelers in letters they sent to traders in
the destination city, or the traveler himself would carry a letter that

would include a “letter of introduction” section (such sections occur in

"4 percent of letters).”’

. Association through the recommendation of a colleague was not auto-

-matic; merchants made their own judgments. Masa b. Abi ’1-Hayy wrote
‘ to Nahray on another occasion that “a Mahdiyyan Jew called Nisstm
. b. ‘Afiyya arrived from Mazara. He is a partner of Hassiin b. Ishag ...
" with him came many letters from Hassin b. Ishdq urging me to take care

of this man.” Miisa provided modest assistance in helping the man load
pmng

_his merchandise onto a Nile boat, but did not further recommend him to
"Nahray, and indeed noted that he was planning to check on the truth-

fulness of some of the man’s assertions.>® As we shall see below, the
3

" perception and reality of the Geniza merchants as a group arose from
-the individual connections of sukbae that tied them together, making
“membership” in the group a complex and evolving phenomenon,

Geniza letters reveal that the sufiba was a formal relationship: it had

“rules of formation and termination, substantial but specific and limited

obligations. Most striking to economic historians are two further facts

- about the suhba. First, the ongoing relationship it defined was not under-

written by a formal legal contract.>® Second, the commercial services
done were unremunerated: merchants in a suhba performed tasks for one

¢ I make this statement advisedly; I have reviewed the eleventh-century documents to find
instances of work done for unknown friends of friends and have been unable to find
them. There are a number of instances, however, in which a merchant is asked to help a
friend’s associate who will be arriving in the recipient’s home base, is asked to oversee
the work of a new junior associate, or is asked to consider forming a relationship with a
new arrival. In all of these cases the request is contingent on the act of meeting;
sometimes the request is in fact conveyed in a letter that the potential associate is
carrying, )

> E.g. Bodl MS Heb ¢ 28.63 r 5-7; TS 12.124 v 17-18; TS 20.69; TS 8 | 19.24.
Udovitch, 1977a; 76-79.

TS 12380 rup marandvi. > Goitein, 1967-1993: I, 169.
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agents in some transactions. The most readily available pool of such
agents consisted of the fledgling merchants - the “junior associates,” as
1 have termed them. In addition, some Geniza merchants used skilled
* slaves. Others, as we saw in chapter 4, paid professional brokers a
. commission for their assistance in purchases and sales.

There is no word for official apprenticeship among the Geniza
merchanis, and no contracis attest to a formal apprenticeship system.
- However, a few key accounts fit together with letters between mentors
- and pupils and general discussions of youngsters in the corpus of corres-
- pondence to suggest that a system of junior associates was in place. A son
did not inherit his father’s business, nor did he usually work under his
father. Instead, a young man would become the junior associate of one
of his father’s associates (sometimes relatives, sometimes not), just as
Tammam worked for Yeshii‘a.®® A mentor paid all his junior’s living
expenses while the apprentice worked, unpaid, as his agent.®> As an
established merchant, Naliray b. Nissim was offered the temporary
services of the junior of his Palermitan partner and associate Samaly,
probably Yasuf b, Khalfa.®® Samah outlined the familiar terms he
expected:

another without being paid a commission, receiving any share of the
profits, or entering into one another’s paid employ. :

Indeed, owing to the lack of written coniracts some economic
historians have taken the existence of the suhba relationship to indicate”
a preference for informality over entering into formal contracts, part of
an Islamic cultural preference for informal agreements over legally bind-
ing contracts.®® This interpretation of the suhba misunderstands the
underlying law and imposes a questionable causality. The Jewish and -
Islamic laws of agency in fact provided some protections to principals in
a suhba: as discussed in greater detail below in the section on law, when
particular goods were held in agency the principal retained complete
property rights and could also maintain his executive authority, requir-
ing that his agent follow specific instructions. What the law failed to
provide was protection for a labor contract: in the suba the agent had no.’
legal claim to compensation for his commercial services; nor did the
principal have any legal claim upon the agent’s commercial services — .
one could sue for acting contrary to instruction, but not for inaction.
Indeed, it was impossible in any school of contemporary Islamic or
Jewish law to write a labor contract that would have fit the terms of
reciprocal agency - the lack of contract for the subba thus represents the
nature of the law, not a preference for informal agreements. The sufiba
was 4 system understood by its participants as formal and binding, but ",
only one portion of the contract was binding in the legal system. The use
of the subba by Geniza merchants does not demonstrate an “Islamic
cultural preference” for informality; one can only say that the advantages
of suhba were substantial enough in the eyes of the Geniza merchants for
them to be willing to forgo the protections of a labor contract (though
not legal protections of their property rights) in order to use it.%!

To get a full-fledged merchant to act as one’s agent usually required
forming a subba; but there were other people who could act as merchants’

Send him with one of ashdbund to Busir or the rif with all your needs, Do this: he
will not disobey you in a single thing; my only wish in this is to make things easier
for you. He will be in your hands for all your business; and you will pay his living
expenses. For we have to give him the maintenance for his time, as is appropriate
for one like him. You will pay his living expenses.®?

A junior associate would travel extensively, benefiting his mentor and
himself. Juniors, for instance, did a great deal of time-consuming work in
acquiring the flax harvest in the countryside, We have also seen Yeshi‘a’s
nephew Tammam crossing the Mediterranean with goods, then having
the responsibility for selling Yeshi‘d’s goods dumped on him by an
irritated Khallaf in Qayrawin. A junior would do whatever work he
was assigned — limits were essentially those of his mentor’s conscience
and confidence in his abilities. At the same time, with his maintenance
paid by a mentor the apprentice would be able to make deals of his own
with his initial capital: a father or other relative might start his son out

50 Greif, 19943 Greif, 2006a: 15-23 and passin.

5! Goldberg, forthcomingb. In this preference the Geniza merchants certainly resemble
jong-distance merchamts in early modern Europe, who made even wider use of
commission agents, often without recourse to formal contract. Indeed, these men of
the early modern period were more inclusive even than the medieval Geniza merchants,
as they would appoint someone a long-distance commission agent on the strength of a
recommendation, without ever meeting him. Needless to say, the nature of commission
agency is different — as its name suggests, the agent did business on behalf of the
principal for a percentage on the deal. See Trivellato, 2009: 153-176, esp. 154. As
Trivellato also notes, the other crucial difference for the appointing of commission
agents is that merchant letters were admissible in court in early modern Europe. But
likewise, these early modern European merchants had recourse to much more flexible
powers of attorney than did our medieval Geniza merchants, but did not bother to write
such contracts for their agents.

@
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As Udovitch has noted, sons did noet inherit family businesses, nor were they necessarily
employed by their fathers. Instead, one finds merchants giving their sons a small amount
of capital to begin trading on their own account, and sometimes even arranging for a
partnership with another apprentice: Udovitch, 1977a: 78-81. Ties of relaticnship,
particularly various forms of cousinship, would often connect the mentor to his pupil,

Bodl MS Heb e 98.64-65 col. 2, 6.

This identification is tentative; on him, Goitein, 1973: 146.
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with either capital or a package of goods.®® Indeed, a junior’s travels .
gave him opportunities to gain knowledge of specific markets and form
the relationships that would be the foundation of his career, while at the

same time acquiring and selling goods on his own account.®’

As junior associates traveled they were aided, overseen, and evaluated

by ashabund. Letters contain many requests that merchants watch over
the work of juniors, Isma“l b, Yiisuf Ibn AbT ‘Ugba requests that his
uncle Yasuf Ibn ‘Awkal look after his son: “[...] my son Yiasuf, guard
him well , . . my son is your son, and our honor is your honor, my master
and teacher, do so ... for you know this is the boy’s first voyage.

Similarly, Maymiin b. Khalfa asks Nahray b, Nissim: “By God, sir,

I want you to help and be strict with the boy. He is in your hands. You

will supervise the sale together with him.”®” His letter continues with an
entirely typical request not only to oversee, but o help the young man.

with some part of his work.’® Established merchants on site helped
ensure the quality and success of services apprentices performed, and
sometimes also gave the apprentice personal help with his own invest-
ments; meanwhile, the junior received letters of advice from mentors and
relatives.”! Essentially this was a variation on the suhba relationship — juniors
worked as unremunerated agenis; their reward arrived occasionally in the
form of the mentor undertaking agency for his apprentice’s goods, ™ but
largely through the provision of advice and access to contacts. The
central distinction between associates and apprentices was the “main-
tenance” the junior received.

As the junior made money and earned trust for his probity and
competence, as happened in the cases of Nahray b. Nissim and ‘Ayyash
b. Sadaqa, his relationship with his mentor would become more recipro-
cal - he might begin or increase his partnerships while his services would
be compensated with more services from his mentor. At the same time
he would find associates, partners, and local contacts in the areas where
he traveled. The easy transition from junior associate to junior merchant,
then from junior to established merchant, can sometimes be documented
seamlessly over the course of less than a decade.”

% F g TS 20.76 + TS 10] 20.10

°7 Bodl MS Heb b 3.19-20; TS 13714.9; TS 20,1805 TS 20.69; ENANS 1.86 (L. 123); ENA
2805.19; T'S 107 9.5 show that young merchants were encouraged to form associations
and partnerships with their peers; most work for mentors was done in agency.

% T8 13]29.9 r 23-26. The lines are quite broken,  5° DK 230 d + a r rt mar 15-20.

7 DK 230 d + a r £t mar 26, up mar, v 1.

"I F.g. TS 107 20.12 r rt mar; Bodl MS Heb d 65.17 r 32-35.  ® E.g. TS 20.180,

# Certainly true in the case of Nahray b. Nissim — well set up as a relation of the al-Tahirtt
clan, and most likely the inheritor of substantial capital from his father, who had died
before Nahray hegan his career.

»68
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The system not only created new mermbers of the network, it also
sorted out potential from actual merchanis. Seniors overseeing juniors
broadcast reports ro the wider business comrmunity in their letters. As we
have already seer, in the early part of the century Miisd b, Ishaq b. Hisda
complained to Yosuf Ibhn ‘Awkal, “Fhe boy is not fit for anything and
cannot do anything ... if I want him io do anything for me and say to
him one word, he answers with ten. Igbal will tell you about him ... he
will reach you and tell you some of his miserable doings.””* Perhaps a
half dozen years before the letter from “Ayyash discussed in chapter 3
Barhfin b. Misa al-Tahirtl wrote his positive assessment on ‘Ayyash b.
Sadaqa the apprentice: “throughout the winter I have been watching
over AbT Ibrahim in regard to the sale and purchase of cloth and other
goods which he undertook. He is trying hard and is trying to please . ..
and always behaves well.”’> Where ‘Ayyish and Nahray succeeded other
apprentices failed, and left business entirely. Muasd b. AbT ’I-Hayy’s
brother is a good example of a failure. As we shall see in chapter 9,
Misa was one of the most successful and long-lived merchants in
the Geniza correspondence, Misd’s brother shows up in some early
letters, although his junior status is evident in that he is known only as
“Miisd’s brother.” References to him in commercial correspondence
then cease, and we only know of his continued existence through family
letters he wrote to Miisa some twenty years later.”® The junior agency
system thus addressed two of the most serious problems economists
associate with principal-agent relations: search costs (those incurred
in finding labor) and adverse selection (the possibility of choosing a
“bad” agent).”’

Junior agency could also mask something closer to employment.
For, in addition to the scions of substantial families, we also find cases
in which young and perhaps not-so-young men from less moneyed
families remained in dependency longer.”® These were men like Ya*qiib
b. Sulayman, who after business setbacks and an illness debated becom-
ing the junior of Abii ’1-Faraj Ibn “Allan. In the calculations of such men
the advantages — living and travel expenses, the status and opportunities

TS 12.227 v 5-7. :

"> ENA NS 18.24 r 8-10. See also Bodl MS Heb c 28.33 £ rt mar 4-8.

8 Gottheil-Worrell 3; ULG Or 1080 J271; Bodl MS Heb d 66.40; TS Misc 25.70; Bodl
MS Heb ¢ 28.52; ENA 2805.16 A.

“Bad” can refer to either the propensity 10 cheat or incompetence where employment is
concerned; the theoretical literature tends to deal only with the former. See Greif,
2006a: 430-432 and the literature cited there,

Even in cases where a man would be known for decades principally as the agent of a
more impaortant merchant there is no evidence that he was paid.
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implied by the senior merchant’s connections, the potential for an occa-
sional commenda partnership with the senjor that would add 10 one’s
capital — were a reasonable return for their labor, Indeed, in two letters
he wrote to his parents and his sister debating his options, Ya‘qiib b.
Sulayman was at least as worried by reports that Ibn ‘Allan would not
lkeep him on long enough (to take advantage of the contacts and travel)
as by the man’s reputation for being close with his dirhems.”®

Not many slaves can be found in the Geniza correspondence; slaves
with sufficient skills for mercantile work were quite expensive. A slave’s
situation, on the few occasions when we do find one, might be quite
similar to that of a junior associate.®’ A slave also traveled on his master’s
business and undertook missions requiring substantial skill and trust;
and his behavior was assessed. He could do business on his own account;
he might be manumitted and become a full merchant.®! A mature and
skilled slave might indeed have more leverage than some apprentices —
we have seen above that juniors were expected to render full obedience
to a mentor’s associates, and “not disobey ... in a single thing.” Yet we
find that Tayyib, KhallGf’s slave, refused to continue working for Yeshd‘a
b. Ibrahim after Khallaf had sent him east, despite Khallaf’s direct
letters of admonidon. He did not flee slavery; he simply chose to work
instead in Fustat with some of Khallif’s other associates.®?

Finally, Geniza merchants sometimes paid commission agents,
Most commonly commissions were paid only to brokers — specialists in
particular commodities in local markets — for arranging or assembling
buyers for auctions, or purchasing specific goods. We have already met
Qasim, one of the major flax brokers of Bisir, and seen that Geniza
merchants made purchases both through his services and without them,
Such brokers were not part of the merchant network — their commercial
services could not be acquired either via partnership or via reciprocal
agency.

Geniza merchants lacking sufficient or appropriate associates in a
particular city might also pay the wak#l al-tujjidr — in his capacity as agent
general - a commission to receive goods, store them, and organize sales.
The zakils who appear in the Geniza correspondence were usually also

7 ENA 2738.34 r 17-19. See also Mosseri L. 49.

° Goitein, 1967-1993: I, 130-134.  ®' TS 8.12 and DK 246 a-b.

See TS 13 ] 19.20 r 28-29, rt mar. The role of such professional slaves reflects of course
on the particutar places of slaves in Islamic societies. Some roles and attitudes reflect
continuity with ancient practice, but there are areas of radical difference. There is no
good general survey of the subject, but see EF° “*Abd”; Gordon, 1989; the reflections in
Crone, [980: 74-91, See Lev, 1991: passim, esp. 74-78, 93-07 on PFatimid slavery;
Goitein, 1967-1993: [, 130-147 on Geniza evidence.
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merchant members of the Tbn ‘Awkal or Mahray networks, and under-
took such commissions in addition to deals in parinership or reciprocal
agency.

In a very few mstances in the Geniza letters, a half-dozen examples in
my corpus of nearly 700 letters that include thousands of agency and

_ partnership transactions, we find a merchant in the network being

offered, requesting, or charging a percentage commission on a deal.
This infrequency suggests how unwilling Geniza merchants were in
general to pay their fellows a share of the profits on their personal
investments. But it illuminates once again the limits of reciprocal agency.

* In two such cases the commission was being offered to someone who was
. an associate of the principal because the task was clearly beyond the
- demands of normal reciprocity: an unusual request to act for goods in

someone else’s partnership (the partner who was supposed to act could
not complete the transaction), and in one of the two cases the task would
also involve outlays of the agent’s own cash.®*® In the cases where a
commission is requested or charged the merchant suggests or directly
claims that services have become too unequal,™*

Having examined the various ways in which Geniza merchants organ-
ized commercial services among themselves we are now in a position to
understand why they used the word ashdbund to describe themselves,
and what this term meant to them, In the Arabic of the day ashabund
simply means “our professional colleagues” or “our associates.” Ashab
was one of the most common and neutral ways to identify a group
formed through voluntary affiliation — followers of a school of thought
{ashab al-Hanafiyya, meaning “the Hanafi school™), believers in a specific
idea (ashab al-ra’y meaning “proponents of judicial discretion™), or
members of a profession (ashadb al-zibb, “men of medicine,” i.e. phys-
icians).?” But likewise, because of the particular way the word suhba was
used among the Geniza merchants, it also had the specific implication,
“those with whom we have entered into relations of reciprocal agency,”
or perhaps, “those from whom we choose our reciprocal agents.”

The term ashabund appears in just under one-quarter of lerters
(23 percent), and was actually used in two distinet ways. Most of the
time it referred to the group of Jewish traders with whom the individuals
who wrote our letters had working relationships, the Ibn ‘Awkal group

% T8 NS 137 v 1-4; ENA NS 18.24; Goitein, 1967-1993; I, 183-186.

8 See DK 327 a~d passin; Halper 414, esp. r 2-10; Bodl MS Heb a 3.9, discussed in
chapter 6 below; TS K 3.36 r 19-22.

5 Ashabuna = ashab (the plural of s@hib, companion) + na (the pronominal possessive
suffix “our™). See EF, “Sahib”; Goitein, 1967-1993: I, 271, 284,11, 271, 351; Goitein,
197 1a; Rustow, 2008 76-78.
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and the Nahray group. But it could also refer to the broader world of
potential associates represented by Arab Jewish traders in general,
A group of Arab Jewish traders arriving from al-Andalus, for instance,

men with no documentable association with any merchant in either

. : oy 286
Geniza group, for instance, are called “a group of ashabuna.”*”

The word ashdbundg thus also included the notion of belonging to a
recognized professional community. And indeed the ashdbuna thoughe .

of themselves and acted as a subset of the larger merchant community.
The Geniza merchants more often referred to this community as al-nds
(the people) or “everyone, Muslims and Jews” {the main groups of

players} rather than the more formal and specific mgjar (merchants).
But it is clear that mature merchants, regardless of religious affiliation, -
were expected to perform and receive certain services as part of the

responsibilities of their profession.

Merchants in the Islamic Mediterranean did not form a guild — there -

were no guilds in the medieval Islamic cities — but they were certainly a

community. Maintenance of their status and privilege in the markets was'

attached in part to the services they could demand and provide. Travel-
ing merchants could be called upon to watch over goods of others on the
boats in which they traveled, to carry purses of money on their persons,
and to carry letters for other merchants. As we have seen, none of these

services required much in the way of labor for the traveler - associates at-

either end would see to the packing, loading, and receiving — but they

certainly involved reposing considerable trust in him. In their own

locality merchants were expected to witness transactions in the markets

and warehouses (whether contracts, sales, payments, the opening of -

bales, or the distribution of goods packed in multiple ownership and
agency) and to be knowledgeable sources of information on the state of
the market. They were expected to help adjudicate disputes, negotiate
settlements, maintain the rules of the market, and uphold the reputation
and functioning of their city’s market, as discussed below.

Ashabuna is an admirably and appropriately vague term, Jewish mer-
chants were part of a larger professional community, but they did not

B 1S 10 J 16.17 ¢ 18—23, The names of these men are given in a letter that announces

their arrival, and appear nowhere else in the corpus, This term is sometimes -
mistranslated as “our co-religionists.” That Geniza merchants meant only fellow Arab

Jewish merchants when they used this term is demonstrated in two ways. First, when
“Jews” rather than merchznts arrive on the boats they are desceibed as simply that:
“Tews” - e.g. DK 231 gk r 22-23. Second, the Geniza merchants use this term in
conjunction with “Muslim merchants,” clarifying their understanding of a business
world made up of Jews and Muslims: “Send this letter ... perhaps with one of
ashibund or one of the Muslim merchants (tagiar).”

The organization of commercial services id}

betong to a formal organization; nor were the Tbn ‘Awkal or Mahray
networks well-bounded groups.®” The term instead expresses both rec-
ognized professional identdtry and the accomplished fact that encugh
merchants were connecied to each other 1o constituic an ideniifiable
sub-group or network of the merchant community in practice.™ For
although each merchant’s set of associations was made up of individual

. ues, the years of apprenticeship and travels of young merchants, along

with mutual introductions among established merchants, all helped to
create dense webs of connections within the Ibn ‘Awkal and Nahray
groups.®® If a “foreigner” (or “stranger,” the word is the same) were
introduced, and established enough ties with enough of them, he would
gradually become a member.”® Likewise, there was an important limit to
the notion of ashabunad: the way these men used it also expresses the
sense that the Arab Jews were a central identity group among practicing
merchants, despite the fact that some Geniza merchants had suhba
relationships with individual Muslim merchants, and even more had
partnerships with Muslims,

The centrality of the Ibn ‘Awkal and Nahray networks for these men is
shown in their strong preference for relying on ashabuna rather than the
larger group of “Muslims and Jews” for commercial services available
within the merchant community. Geniza letters are full of promises to
“send this as soon as someone from aghdbuna goes,” or “I will entrust it
to one of ashabuna.”®' Merchants would comment that it was ashabuna
who agreed that the market for the commodity the principal wished was
not good, justifying the agent’s delay in selling,”® or, as we saw with
Khallif, they would make sure it was ashabund who were witnesses:
“I took out all your goods in the presence of a number of ashabund and
delivered them to Tammam.”®? Muslim merchants, however, made
acceptable substitutes for any of the tasks of overseeing or carrying
goods: “send this letter ... perhaps with one of ashdbuna or one of the
Muslim merchants (ndr),” a merchant will ask, while another will
report on goods oversecen by Muslims in transit, and there are several
requests to send money with Muslims.”® Sometimes Geniza merchants

87 Udovitch, 1977a: 73-80. He describes the ashabuna {74—75) as “a constellation of individual
relationships whose skeins could tie together a fairly large number of people; but those
bonds were never expressed in terms of membership in a group abstractly defined.”

The sociological literature on networks is now vast; a standard introduction is Wasserman
and Faust, 1994,

See 2.1 at n. 16 and n. 24 above,

E.g. Bodl Ms Heb ¢ 28.63; 'T'S 20.69 r 24-28; Bodl Ms Heb ¢ 28.33.

L DK 231 g-kr22. %% See DK 327 a-d r 36-37.  * Bodl MS Heba 3.13 ¢ 19,
TS13]28.9r 7, BLOr5542.9rupmar 1-2; TS8721.2r 3-4; TSAS 14581 + TS 13
123.18 r 5-6.
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actually preferred the venue of a wider commercial community - 1.€, one
comnprising persons outside the gshabund — when making claims about
market prices and rules, or for wimessing particular transactions: there
could be boih trust and legal issues at stake in making this choice.””
The network of ashdbund in the Ibn ‘Awkal and Nahray groups should
thus not be understood as perfectly connected, monoiithic, or composed
of equally strong ties. Rather, the network describes a large collection of
individuals with at least enough connections to be mentioned as carrying
out commercial services or having a partnership with more than one

other merchant in the network. The network was always in flux, both

through addition, retirement, or death of individual merchanrts, but also
through the creation, change in nature, and dissolution of bilateral ties.
Geniza merchants sometimes increased the strength of their ties with
an individual through intensifying services or forming a partnership;
in other cases ongoing partnerships were dissolved and even the suhba
was ended.”®

To see this in action we can examine the business records of Nahray

b. NissTin. Nahray had more than eighty-five correspondents, but only
around two dozen close associates with whom he had multiple and
overlapping partnerships and investments. His weaker connections to
other correspondents still allowed for reciprocal services of sufba; such
connections also gave him a reserve pool of potential close associates.
Nahray had an even broader pool of potential associates to whom

he might connect through friends when he or they traveled. The same

was true of other individual Geniza merchants: each had a small group

of very close associates, and looser connections to many more associ-

ates. This flexible network could absorb losses and difficulties in
individual pairs without upsetting the overall network function: Yeshii‘a

b. Isma‘l’s fractious relationships with certain individuals never

threatened his relationship with Nahray, and he remained able to
obtain services from other merchants in cities that housed his unhappy
former associates.

The term ashabund thus expresses both the fact that real benefits and -

services were expected from belonging to the community of Arab Jewish
merchants and the fact that the boundaries of the group, the benefiis

that were shared, and how widely they extended were negotiable (as

discussed further below). In one case an Egyptian merchant might crow
to his colleagues that he had established a deal for ashdbund with the

%5 Halper 389 r 66—68; TS 13 J 17.11 r 5-8 for witmessing by non-Jews {goyim) as legally
irnportant.
6 See the discussion of Halper 389 and Halper 414 in 10.1 below.
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independent qadi of Tyre that would mean preferential warehousing
of everyone’s goods; an individual member of ashdbund from Sicily,
who was less “inside” the network in Egypt, might find himself consoled
by his Sicilian colieague for having been levied the high customs fee of
a foreigner in the markets of Alexandria.””

Geniza merchants thus chose among an array of options when they
needed an ageni to complete a mercaniile transaction. As members
of the community of professional merchants, and more particularly as
members of ashdbund, some transactions could be acquired as a free
professional courtesy. For those interested in the problem of trust and
enforcement of contracts it is interesting to see that these free services
involved some of the highest burdens of trust: carrying money and
letters, overseeing goods in transit, and witnessing transactions in both
public and private spaces.

TFor services that involved more time and trouble for the agent a
Geniza merchant had to choose both among different personnel and
among different kinds of arrangement. The contents and language of
Geniza letters indicates clear preferences among merchants in such
choices. Although the nature of letter contents does not allow us to
compute the money value of trade done in any form of arrangement,
67 percent of assignable transactions are done via reciprocal agency
(suhba), 24 percent in some sort of partnership with another established
merchant. It can be somewhat difficult to pin down the dates for letters,
so identification of juniors is only approximate, but 7 percent of transac-
tions can be securely assigned to a junior associate or slave, Finally, less
than 1 percent involved payment of commission. Merchants thus had an
extremely strong preference for using the labor of fellow merchants
rather than that of juniors, slaves, or specialists, and a strong preference
for subba agency over partnership.®®

°7 TS 872210 r up mar; TS 12.371 r 19-22.

% As I have noted, a focus on percentage of contents might overstate the proportion of
work done in agency as opposed to partnership, as it often required more fexs to give
explicit orders or explain why orders were not carried our than to update a partner.
To correct for this I counted instances of partnership transactions versus agency
transactions in half the letters in the sample set. Surprisingly, the proportion of
mentioned transactions in agency was even greater, hovering about 85 percent
(though lower than the 95 percent suggested in Udovitch, 1977a: 72-73). This fact
might be partally accounted for by the division of agency acts among many fellows,
while the transactions of partnership were generally done by the principals. Still, even
letters between partners where the majority of the text deals with accounting for
partnership business mention more transactions done in agency, both between the
partners and others. Nor is there a consistent patiern that partnership deals were for
larger investments.
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5.3 Choosing agency: a guestion of manageiment

We must look more closely at the systems of law and government in this
world to understand how and why Geniza merchants made the choices
they did, and why they so strongly preferred reciprocal agency. If we
consider the choices that confronted them in labor arrangements, each
had a unique set of costs, risks, and benefits. Costs varied not only in
amount but in type, as some commercial services could be paid for in
money via commission or the sharing of profits in a partnership, while
in a suhba the payment for commercial services was ultimately one’s
own commercial services in return, The risks and benefits of different
arrangements included the varied competence and reliability of different
kinds of agents, the degree of direct incentive an agent had to work
assiduously on a particular transaction, and the ability of merchants to
pursue misbehaving agents through the legal system. .

We can already see that a preference for suliba brought the Geniza
merchants a set of management problems that challenged an elegant
efficiency in terms of transaction costs, Reciprocal agency reduced
such costs by giving a merchant the freedom to distribute requests for
comimercial services across space and agents in any way he liked, limited
only by the breadth of his associate network, while avoiding the costs
of accounting — assessing charges for acts, divvying up and distributing
proceeds when payments were finally made. It allowed merchants to
demand accounts as soon as transactions were completed, which was
not usually possible under the law and culture of parmership.99 Finally,
using suhba arrangements greatly increased the likelihood that goods that
landed in unexpected places would still be effectively marketed, often
without any search costs.

Yet using agency in a suhba relationship also had its problems, some
inherent to the system and some posed by the legal environment. The
first inherent problem is that the lack of remuneration for specific tasks
that so wonderfully increased the opportunity to divide labor and sim-
plify book-keeping also meant that one’s agent had no natural incentive
to get the best deal on any particular transaction. Indeed, the system
made compensation a puzzle: merchants were in theory compensated
for their efforts as agents by getting commercial services of equal value
from the principal. But how was this to be managed? Not only did the
principal have to ensure that the agent expend the appropriate amount
and quality of effort on a particular job, but the agent had to make the

% Ackerman-Lieberman, 2007: I, 32-36, 130-133; Goitein, 1967-1993: 1, 178-179; Gil,
2003: 282-290,
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principal acknowledge his efforts, which might well (as in the case of the
bale on the beach) bear litde relarion to the returns achieved, Nor could
service claims be taken to court, given that neither Islamic nor Jewish law
recognized any right to compensation for agency in general, or accepred
a contract for exchange of commercial services in particular.'®® ¥hallaf
and Yeshii‘d again provide a vivid example of the difficulties that could
arise in practice. Each wrote detailing how many commercial services
he had done on behalf of the other and how much trouble had been
involved; each complained about his personal goods that remained
unseld in his associate’s warehouse - Khallif complained he had
entrusted his goods to “one who leaves them unattended to and does
with them what he likes,” Khallaf believed thar Yeshii‘a was misdirecting
his efforts by going to the countryside and giving other work to Tammam;
Yesht‘a felt that Khalliif was imposing undue fiscal and fabor burdens
on him — leaving him to pay freight and fees on Khallif’s goods, forcing
him to chase Khallaf’s other associates for goods and payments,'?'

The mercantile letters suggest that Geniza merchants, including
Khalldf and Yesha‘d, used a reputation mechanism among themselves
to handle these problems of labor reciprocity, while relying on the state
and legal system to protect their property rights. They deployed their
letters to their principals and among the ashdbuna both to make claims
about the quality and quantity of commercial services carried out and
to use reputation as a mechanism to manage incentive and adequate
compensation, If we look back at the discussions of merchants’ behavior
documented in chapter 3, one major reason why they took up so much
space in the typological sample was that letters were the main mechan-
ism for negotiating compensation and enforcing the informal labor
contract of the suhba through reputation.

The major threats fellow merchants could make to one’s reputation
were those that affected one’s rewards within reciprocal agency — not,
as has been suggested, a threat of lack of employment.'®® Reciprocal
agency involved equal exchange, but that meant value for value, not task
for task. A merchant whose time was more valuable might exert himself
very little to adequately compensate one whose commercial services the
community assessed as relatively worthless. Merchants were careful in
weighing the relative worth of their own versus their associates’ efforts.
Yasuf b. Farah al-Qabisi rebukes his nephew Farah for not considering
these limits in making a request, telling him: “It is not nice for somebody
to travel (to Fustat for us) and for me not to buy him merchandise except

190 See the discussion of the relevant law in 5.4 below.,
"' Bodl MS Heb a 3.13; ENA 2727.6 B; and TS 12.380.  '°? See n. 122 below,
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money, and to free myself from any effort.”'%” He knows the value of his
own services, and buying dirhems will not constitute sufficient reci-
procity. Still other letters show Geniza merchants assessing whether a
specific task is worth a particular associate’s valuable time., “Please God,
do not trouble your soul with an excess of work,” writes one anxious
associate accused of making too many requests, “and, my master, you
must tell me to my face if there is something in your heart, and I shall
vield to you, as long as there are relations of reciprocity between us.? 104

Discussions in the letters of a merchant’s reputation show that the
value of his commercial services consisted in two parts: his ability and
diligence as a worker; and his jak ~ his power and connections. This
explains why the text in letters devoted to discussions of agent behavior
revolved principally around the knowledge, competence, and diligence
of each individual. (Geniza merchants, as we have seen, urged associates
to display effort, diligence, exertion, and care. They praised their fellows
for knowledge of markets or simply for “knowing what needs to be
done.” And they abused their colleagues for negligence, for inattention
or insufficient activity, and sometimes for incompetence.

These discussions were often couched in terms of building up or
sustaining a reputation, which would determine the value of the individ-
ual merchant’s services to his associates, This was done in two ways:
merchants were urged to conform to their “known” habits. Urging
Nahray b, Nissim to complete an account he had hitherto neglected,
Maymiin b. Khalfa notes, “I know that it is your habit and in your nature
to take care of people’s needs.”!®® Nahray uses the same technique
in requesting that his associate ‘Awad b. Hananel do a service for him
“with your usual industry and acumen.”!% As noted in chapter 3, a
merchant might be asked to be a specific kind or sort of man; the desired
character was associated with diligence and knowledge. In one note
Ishag b ‘All al-Majjani invokes both, telling his associate, “In God’s
name, make haste; one kke you really needs no instructions ... there
is no need for me to urge you on.”’%? Khallaf b. Musa, in his letter to
Yeshii‘d, similarly notes, “I am not the sor? of man who needs to be told
what to do”'?® before reminding Yesh@‘d of Ais low reputation: “had
1 listened to what other people say, I wouldn’t have been in a suhba with
you in the first place.”%

102 ENA 1822 A.67 v 7-8.

104 7 12,270 r 18-21. See also TS 20.76 + TS 10] 20.10 £ 8-10; TS 16.7 r 11.
105 DR 230d+ar19-20. " TS10J15.14r 14-15.

107 TS 81253 v 12-14.

108 Bodl MS Heb a 3.13. This same wording can be found in TS 12.793.

0% oy wyanmeR ’p% MR O8NS @R Dyt 19 Bodl MS Heb a 3.13 ¢ 23-24,
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One’s jah, a word for reputation whose primary semantic range
includes rank, standing, and prestige,’'® consisted in the strengih and
extensiveness of ties both within and outside the business community.
Thus Farah b. Yisuf al-Qfbis] requested that his Fustat associate
Yahtida b. Manasha (Manasse) “strengthen my jah” by doing a favor
for a fellow merchant regarding payment of a draft. Such an act would
demonstraie to the third party the strength of Farah’s ties, as merchants
avoided disbursing cash whenever possible. “I told him I was a favorite
of yours,” Salama b. Nissim al-Barqgi writes to INahray b. Nissim in a case
that shows jah as the multiplicity of ties. “Please strengthen my j@h and
your own by extending your connections to his friend through me.”!"!

Implicitly threatening each other’s labor reputation allowed ashabuna
to retain and simultaneously punish imperfect agents. The threat was
credible in that each time a merchant lost an associate he lost some
Jah, and consequently his commercial services lost value. A stream of
reports of negligence or poor performance could have the same effect. In
a virtuous cycle, more associations not only gave a merchant more agents
or potential agents in any market, but also made his own commercial
services more valuable and thus required him to provide fewer of them.
Although a merchant started out as an apprentice whose labor value was
nearly nil he might aspire to become a Yasuf Ibn “Awkal, whose connec-
tions and knowledge were so important that his effort was no longer
needed at all. Such a systern depended on information and its circula-
tion — it made writing frank comments about one’s colleagues not idle
gossip but a crucial part of the merchant’s activities, and gave ashabuna
as a group a powerful enforcement tool to manage commercial services
in the subba system.!!?

The system had a place for a big merchant such as Yiisuf Ibn ‘Awkal; it
also had one for a difficult character such as Yesh‘d b. Isma‘il, Despite
his personal qualities, which broke up many of his relationships, Yesha‘a
was extremely diligent and hard working. His detailed accounts of his
own actions, even if somewhat overblown, display the extent of his
efforts, and even Khallif did not accuse him of negligence, bur rather
of excessive industry in inappropriate endeavors.''> Of course, the two
were related. His jah being limited, Yeshii‘a had to do more commercial
services for most of the merchants who employed him than he would get
in return. A colleague would have to judge whether such industry was
worth the irritation and the constant suspicion that Yeshd‘a was on the

MO Wehe and Cowan, 1976: 132; Goitein, 1967-1993: V, 254-261,
"' Bodl MS Heb c 28.63 r 5-7. 12 Goldberg, 2007; Goldberg, 2012.
" Bodl Ms Heb a 3.13 1 3-12.
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edge of cheating; as we have seen above, members of ashdbund were
less likely to jump to the aid of siranded goods for Yeshii‘d than they
were for others. Khallaf miscalculated in his assessment of YeshG‘a; their
association ended in court. MNahray b. MNissim, on the other hand, main-
tained a career-long association with him.

This issue of reputation is particularly interesting for discussions of
institutional economics; it is a documentable historical example of how
community sanctions can manage certain enforcement problems as well
as a legal system, or perhaps even more effectively.!'* Indeed, it is an
interesting example precisely because labor management and compen-
sation are difficult problems even when a legal system provides theoret-
ical protections.!!” The solutions the Geniza merchants used to address
this labor issue, although imperfect, gave them enormous freedom to act

as independent entrepreneurs across many markets, with geographic -

consequences that will be explored in the second part of this book.
Yet this reputation mechanism, important as it was to the Geniza

merchants, has been widely misunderstood. Principally through the -

work of Avner Greif —~ who must also be credited for first recognizing
that the discussions of reputation in the Geniza letters were part of an
ongoing enforcement mechanism — this community enforcernent system
has been interpreted as providing a full and adequate substitute for a
legal system. Greif’s argument is twofold: he first asserts that whatever
legal guarantees the Jewish and Islamic courts offered in theory, the
guarantee was made null by the incapacity of the courts — their slowness,
their inability to garner accurate informadon, and the deficiencies of the
underlying law. The legal systemn was unusable, and therefore unused. 116
Instead, it is argued, a reputation mechanism in force within a closed
coalition of merchants could function as an adequate substitute for a
state-sponsored legal system to police agency relations. In this model any
agent within the group received a surplus (above the ordinary market
wage) that he stood to lose if misconduct were discovered. But since any
pair of merchants might not have occasion te do business frequently, the
prospect of loss from any bilateral relationship was in itself insufficient to
ensure conduct. The existence of a coalition that shared information
through letter-writing both allowed agents to “signal their honesty” to

the group and could communicate news of one act of misbehavior to all -

1% The lgerature on this issue, particularly as it affects developing economies, is large,
and much of it takes Greif’s coalition mechanism as a key case. See the discussion in
1.4 at nn. 30-31 above.

1% See Trivellaro, 2000: 168176, esp. 175-176; Bernstein, 1996: 1787~1788.

8 Greif, 1993: 529 and passim; Greif, 2006a; 63-64. The questions of speed and
information are discussed in Greif, 2006a, chapter 7.
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other merchants, increasing the probability of punishment in multilat-
eral enforcement. “All coalition merchanis ... are expected never to
employ an agent who cheated while operating on behalf of any coalition
member.”' "7 That is, if a merchant hired an agent who was known to
have previously cheated, the agent with the bad reputation would not
expect to be hired by anyone else and thus had less 1o lose from cheating
again, so the merchant who hired him would have to pay an even higher
wage to keep him honest than he would for an agent with a clean record,
This gave merchanis the incentive to participate in the multilateral
punishment of bad agents. This theory requires that the “Maghribi”
group be both closed and lineal, It must be closed so that the threat of
ostracism be both credible and sufficiently harmful to economic pro-
spects. It needs to be lineal in Greif’s formulation to avoid the problem
of a limited time horizon, in which it is worth cheating at the end of a
career, when the threat of loss of reputation is meaningless, a theoretical
problem solved if one’s children stand to inherit a reputation along with
the father’s goods.'!®

Though this theory seems an elegant explanation for some aspects of
business relationships, other aspects of the evidence discussed in this
and preceding chapters suggest that this theory is untenable.’'® First, it
is surprising, if the coalition were meant to signal and convey infor-
mation about honesty, that Geniza merchants spend almost all their
time discussing the quality and quantity of their own and each other’s
comimercial services, and virtually none discussing their probity. !2°

More importantly, Geniza merchants trusted not only ashdbund but
also individuals who were not ashdbund (Muslim merchants and occa-~
sionally ship-captains or sailors) not to cheat them in tasks such as
carrying money, accompanying goods, and carrying letters — the very
activities in which absconding might seem easiest. Third, not only was
the group of ashabuna itself not closed (we have seen above one of many
requests to begin business relations with a stranger “please strengthen
my jéh and your own by extending your connections to his friend
through me”'?"), but Geniza merchants had partnerships and agency

"7 Greif, 2006a: 66. I have omitted many technical details. See Telser, 1980 on the game-

theory basis; Williamson, 1985: chs. 7-10 for a discussion of how to fit such problems
into breader theories of long-term contracting and organization of labor,

¥ Greif, 2006a; 77-83.

1% Greif has been questioned precisely for ignoring the possible interactien of formal and
informal mechanisms in de Mesquita and Stephenson, 2006. Some problems of the
particulars of Greif’s examples of the coalition’s functiening have been discussed in
Edwards and Ogilvie, 2012, See also the reply: Greif, 2012,

"% Goldberg, forthcomingb.  '*' Bodl MS Heb ¢ 28.63 r 5-7,
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relationships with Muslims outside the nerwork. But perhaps most
essentially we shall see below that there is a wealth of evidence that
Geniza merchanis used the legal system to circumscribe business rela-
tionships and resolve disputes, while there is no evidence to suggest that
the Geniza merchant community ever excluded a full-fledged merchant,
or had the power to do so0.'** Indeed, the fact that Geniza merchants
could trust both ashabuna and non-associates with goods and money had
everything to do with the legal system’s protections of the principal’s
property rights, and the ways in which states protected property trans-
actions. The next sections show how the conduct of business, and the
efficacy of the suhba, relied upon both these formal systems. The degree
to which these systems aided or impeded merchants in managing both
goods and agents shaped both their labor arrangements and the nature
of their business plans.

5.4 Business and the legal system: theory and practice

Through much of the Islamic world in the eleventh century, Jewish and
Islamic law recognized very similar forms of commercizal contract and
similar standard obligations that pertained to them.'®® Such congruity
is not surprising: not only did much of Jewish commercial law develop
in an Islamic environment, but Jewish legal scholars in the Islamic world
often tock care to ensure that their co-religionists were not at a commer-
cial disadvantage, occasionally bending or even breaking Talmudic
precepts to do so.'** In this attention they resembled their Muslim
counterparts, who were careful to make sure commercial contracts were
acceptable to jurists of the different Muslim schools of law. %

122

On the difficulty of exclusion see the case of Salima b, Mnsa al-Safaqisi in 10.1
below (where we will also see that the attempt and its failure both involved officers of
the state).
Jewish and Muslim law are both over-broad descriptions, given the multiplicity of
schools and the non-static nature of law. I have used the analyses of canonical texts
found in Ackerman-Lieberman, 2007: I, 78-120; Nyazee, 1999; Udovitch, 19704,
supplemented with general comments by Schacht, 1964 for the Islamic law and
Ackerman-Lieberman, 2007: I, 12-77, supplemented by Libson, 2003 for the
Jewish, but given somewhat greater weight to rules expressed in the compendia,
responsa, treatises, and formularies most contemporary with the Geniza materials,
those of Samuel b. Hofni, Hai Gaon, and Judah b. Barzillai for Jewish law, and the
relevant sections of al-Sarakhsi, 1906 and the formulary Sadafi al-Tulaymali, 1994
for the Islamic. I have thus largely followed the comparative account of Ackerman-
Lieberman, but differ where he refers to twelfth-century material. See Ackerman-
124 Lieberman, 2007: L 12-15, 78-81 on the relevant sources and comparative law.
L2 Libson, 2003: passim, esp, 84-85; Goitein, 1967-1993: I, 327-328,

See n. 10 above.
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Perhaps most important to the Geniza merchants was the legal theory
of agency, for commercial services done through suhbe fell under the
guspices of agency law. Sunni Islamic law recognizes agency as founda-
rional to commercial law.'?® Tts definition is particularly well worked out
in the Hanafi tradition on commercial law; although the Fatimid rulers
were Shi‘ite, civil law appears to have remained, like the majority of the
population, Sunni.'?” The agent may play one of two roles: he is either a
messenger who conveys, or an actor who carries out, the instructions of
his principal.'*® Whichever role he plays, the full property rights and
lability of the principal are always maintained. The agent is presumed
to be limited and must act according to instructions, but one can
make someone an unlimited agent through the statement, “Act at your
discretion.”'?® Although a written power of attorney could convey spe-
cified or unlimirted agency for most commercial transactions, a written
instrument was not required. Jewish law also recognized agency; indeed,
the concept from the Talmud was elaborated in the ninth—eleventh centur-
ies mostly on the basis of Islamic practice.'* Jewish courts too recognized
comumercial agency without a written power of attorney, except in cases of
debt collection or secondary appointment {that is, one agent appointing
another agent to fulfill some part of his commission).’*! In both Islamic
and Jewish systems agency could be and usually was an unwritten contract,
but was recognized if disputed by witness testimony.'**

In either system, if the court recognized an individual as the commer-
cial agent of his principal, the principal enjoved important legal protec-
tions, He could sue to recover property or the proceeds of transactions
and could demand an account from his agent at any time. In the Jewish
legal system he enjoyed a further advantage: he could sue his agent
not only for disobeying specific instructions but for acting contrary to
the interests of the principal, on the Talmudic principle “I sent you
for my benefit, not to my detriment.”'?* Indeed, the actions of Khallaf
suggest that some of his activities ~ gathering witnesses to show them
Yeshii‘a’s unsaleable goods, getting certificates on sales — were under-
taken to protect himself against a suit for negligence. In neither legal system,

126 Schacht, 1964: 119-120. As has often been noted, this theoretical development sharply
distinguishes Islamic law from Roman law, where no concept of agency exists, See
Buckland, 1947: 59, 73; Gardner, 1093: 264265, 406-267.

27 Allouche, 1985.

128 Nyazee, 1999; 59-61; Udovitch, 1970a: 68-69, 98-99, and esp. 85.

129 Schacht, 1964: 119120, ** See Libson, 2003: 92-95,

31 Ackerman-Lieberman, 2007: 1, 15-26; and also Libson, 2003: 92-95.

132 Ackerman-Lieberman, 2007: 1, 18 n. 31 and n. 32.

133 Bablyonian Talmud Bava Mesi‘a 108a; Ackerman-Lieberman, 2007: I, 19-23; Cohen,
forthcomingb.
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however, could one sue an agent for non-performance — if the agent did
1ot act on goods in his possession the principal could only sue for
recovery of property, As we saw, Khallif handed over Yeshii'a’s goods
to Tammam in front of witnesses, formally transferring agency. In gen-

eral, if the agent did not act to collect goods or a debt the principal had -

no recourse but to try to appoint another agent.
As discussed above, Jewish and Muslim law both allowed a great deal

of freedom in specifying partnership contracts: in contributions of cap- -

ital and labor, in payment of expenses, in division of profits, and in

assignment of legal and fiscal Liability.'** Yet because they differed in -

their theoretical understandings of the nature of partnership, the protec-

tions offered to the parties were slightly different in the absence of:

specific clauses, :

Muslim legal theorists thought of partnership within the framework of -
agency theory — that is, they generally undersiood most parinership
contracts as creating a situation in which “each is the agent of the °
other.”"®> In Jewish partnership law partnership was more often under- -
stood in terms of creating shared property, the “mixture” that both .

parties held together to enact the contract, rather than as a relationship

of persons — as the property was mixed, so the interests of the parties

were presumed to be inseparable.’®® This led to slighdy different
assurnptions about power to act, possibility of suit, and liability.
In both systems, unless explicit instructions on what was to be done

were written into the contract each partner was presumed to be an
unlimited agent, fully empowered to make investment decisions and -
undertake transactions — and even when explicit instructions were stipu-

lated, “emergency” or “unavoidable act” empowered a limited partner
to act contrary to those instructions.'®” In either legal system financial
liability arising from a contract was always unlimited, Legal liability was
another matter; Muslim law assumed that neither partner in a venture
partnership had legal liability for the acts of the other, while Jewish law
assumed the opposite.!*®

‘There was thus significant overlap but some difference in bringing suit
over a contract in the two legal systems prevailing in the world of the
Geniza merchants, In both Jewish and Islamic law one could sue at the
end of the term of a contract, but not before that point: for one’s share of

134 As discussed at n. 13 above.

133 Ackerman-Lieberman, 2007: I, 80; Nyazee, 1999: 59; Udovitch, 1970a: 6869, 85,
144-146,

136 Ackerman-Lieberman, 2007: 1, 17.

137 See Ackerman-Lieberman, 2007: 1, 15-16. 128 See n. 21 above.
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the proceeds; to force a partner to produce the partnership accounts;
to take an cath to the accuracy of the account; to demand a deed
{quittance) and oath that declared the partnership completed. It would
not be easy to sue in either a Jewish or a Muslim court for disobeying
instructions. It would first require the presentation of a partnership
contract that specified the power of instrucdon, and even with such
specification one would have to prove that no “emergency” compelled
the partner {and the Geniza letters show that “emergencies” were hardly
gnusual). The same logic of “emergency” or “act of God” would have
made it difficult to sue for mismanagement.'®? But in both legal systems
such suits, however difficult, were made possible by institutional sup-~
plies of information on markets and transactions, discussed in the next
section. In the absence of a stipulated contract, however, one partner’s
legal liability for the acts of the other were understood differently
by Muslim and Jewish jurists; Muslim courts would assume limited
liability; Jewish ones unlimited.

Surviving contracts, powers of attorney, and court festirnonies suggest
that Geniza merchants knew and used these legal principles of contract,
and that their relationships were structured according to them. At the
same time, theory and practice were in complex dialogue. Sometimes
the legal sources give ornate details differentiating kinds of partnership
where we can find little distinction in the Geniza documents; in other
cases the legal sources are vague and contradictory over essential issues
such as legal liability. In legal treatises and legal opinions in both the
Muslim and Jewish tradition, moreover, we find writers saying that their
description or justification depends upon local custom, or noting that
the resolution of a specific problem must depend upon “the custom of
the merchants” — though in the few famous cases in Jewish law the
“custom” or “traders’ law”™ to which the sources refer is in fact the use
of Muslim instruments and contracts.'*® This shows, however, that legal
writers and the government recognized the local business community as
a source concerning details and variations in local law on standard -
contract terms, as well as providing the pool of reputable witnesses
who gave legal validity to market acts,'*’

If we consider the forms of organization of commercial services out-
lined above, there were legal protections and hazards in every kind of

3% Ackerman-Lieberman, forthcoming,

9 An oft-quoted case of “custom” is a resporsum from Sherira Gaon that sccepts the use
of the Muslim ¢irad form (no liability of active partner for sleeping partner’s proportion
of capital) as the standard Jewish use of Ffez. The resporsum is published in Lewin,
1920: V, 115-117; and cited in Ben-Sasson, 1996: 93-94. See Udovitch, 1970b.

1111 ibson, 2003: passin, but esp. 83-98; Udovitch, 1970b,
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agency arrangement. In a partnership one gained legal rights to regular
accounts, a specified share of the proceeds, and closure of contract
through quittance. On the other hand, one had no legal remedy for the
pariner’s inaction or misconduct, and even risked being legally liable for
the partner’s misdeeds.

A suhba provided agency protections that were in some ways stronger
than for partnership: the principal enjoyed full property rights at all
times (he could require return of goods, or the proceeds, or an account-
ing at any point, and was always free to transfer or terminate agency), as
well as protections against agent misconduct. Perhaps most importantly
for the nature of a suhba, however, he could not sue over either agent

inaction or reciprocity rights. The nature of the law of agency put’

merchants in this awkward position first because the law regarded each
assumption of agency as a separate contract and second because agency
was not a labor contract at all — the agent owed the principal no labor,
nor could he claim any compensation for labor provided. Nor could

merchants supplement the protections of agency law through the writing -

of a labor contract to guarantee reciprocity, as was the case in the
contemporary Venetian rogadia.”** Both Islamic and Jewish law would

only recognize labor contracts with monetary compensation: a portion of -

the profits, payments by the piece, or a daily wage - the very kinds of
payments the suhba was meant to avoid.’® It was thus possible for one
merchant to fulfill agency for his associate, and then find his associate

refusing to accept agency in return. A merchant in this position could -

have no legal claim.

As for work carried out by juniors and slaves, it is not clear that a
merchant could have pressed a suit against either type of agent, however
badly they behaved. Legal treatises and opinions prior and contempor-
ary to this period refer to such persons, but only address the problem
of their legal capacity to act, and the degree of the master’s liability for
those actions.!* No author addresses the possibility of a principal suing
such an agent. The problem of suing a comimission agent also never arises
in the documents (not surprising given the rarity of commission), although
in theory such a contract should have been protected by agency law.

I have described above a more comprehensive set of legal protections

governing mercantile business transactions than has the previous litera-

ture on the Geniza merchants. This difference stems principally from

142 1 opez, 1971: 73-74; Morozzo della Rocca and Lombardo, 1940: docs. 4, 9, 32, 149.

143 {Jdovitch, 1968; Ackerman-Lieberman, 2007: I, 12-74; Goitein, 1967-1993: I, 170.

141 gchacht, 1964: 120, 124-126, 128-129; and Udovitch, 1970a: 45-46, 125, 150-151;
EF, “Abd.”
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a failure in past scholarship to properly distinguish a suhba relationship
between persons from the property relations of the transactions dons
vnder the suhba. The reciprocity of services in a suhba relationship
was indeed “informal” in that it was not subject to legal contract;
each assumption of agency, on the other hand, was a binding legal
relationship. Both Goitein’s initial description of the suhba system and
Udovitch’s further analysis unfortunately use the word “informal” with-
out noting this distinction.'*® Perhaps more insidiously, scholars have
tended to unconsciously equate “anwritten” with “informal,” a strange
lapse given the nature of both Islamic and Jewish medieval law,"*® Any
notion that the courts did not recognize unwritten contracts is belied by
the Geniza legal records, which include lawsuits over both written and
unwritten partnership (mu‘@male), and unwritten agency relations.'*’
Indeed, the commercial lawsuit with the longest paper trail in the Geniza
involves claims against an agent who disobeyed his principal’s instruc-
tionts (no documents were needed or requested to attest to the existence
of the agency relationship).'*®

Although T have outlined the legal theories both of Rabbinic Jews and
Sunni Muslims relating to merchant agency relationships, Greif’s model
of community enforcement rests only partially on the inadequacy of legal
theory."*® He stresses rather that the incapacity of the courts meant that
they were very rarely used. The evidence of content analysis presented
in chapter 3 suggests that the incidence of lawsuits was indeed low and
that the Geniza merchants avoided court when they could. Unfortu-
nately there is absolutely no comparative evidence that would suggest
whether the rate of contract failure leading to lawsuits among Geniza
merchants is any higher or lower than in any other pre-modern European
or Mediterranean system of commerce.'”® There is also no comparative
historical evidence to suggest whether Jewish or Islamic courts of the
cleventh century were slower, more expensive, or had less access to

' Goitein, 1967-1993: 1, 164-169; Udovitch, 1977a; Udovitch, 1970b; Ackerman-
Lieberman, 2007: I, 1-11; Goldberg, 2005: 153-170.

16 Thus the summary of “informal cooperation” in Goitein, 1967-1993: I, 169

“Mediterranean trade ... was largely based, not upon ... legal guarantees, but the

human gualites of mutual trust and friendship.” Similarly, Greif, 1993: 529: “Many, if

not most, of the agency relations in the gemiza were not based on legal contracts”

See the discussion of such cases in Goitein, 1967—-1993: I, 183-186. On a lawsuit whose

outcomme depended on the question of whether the relationship was a nu ‘dmala or shirka

see ULC Or 1080] 290. For a lawsuit in which an agent is sued for the recovery of property

(and the agency is attested by witnesses) see Mosseri VII 101 (L 101).

Goitein and Friedman, 2008: 167-210, passim for transiations and discussion of the

documents, :

199 See Greif, 1993: 529; the citation of Maimonides is anachronistic.

%0 A5 noted in Edwards and Ogilvie, 2012: 23 of pre-print.
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accurate information than the lealian courts to which Greif explicitly
compares them.'®!

We cannoi, therefore, compare Geniza merchants to other historical
groups of merchants in the degree of their adherence to a formal law or
their use of courts. Threats to sue and discussion of ongoing lawsuits in
letters, surviving powers of attorney, court hearings and depositions, and
written settlements of suits all attest to the fact that living merchants
occasionally went to court.'”® But more systematic testimony to the
Geniza merchants’ attachment to the legal system is the extent to which
they organized their activities in accordance with legal norms and forms,
the ways in which they secured legal protection and relied on it, and the
extent to which they used both the Jewish and Islamic legal systems as a
whole (not just the courts) to resolve their disputes. A broader examin-
ation of the functioning of these systems suggests some of the reasons the
(Geniza merchants relied on them.

The Geniza merchants, as we have seen, used labor relationships that
both followed and diverged from Jewish and Islamic legal norms. But
they were attentive to securing legally acceptable contracts whenever
those were possible, and often took considerable trouble to secure the
most protective forms of contract available. When Geniza merchants
operated in partnership, for example, written partnership agreements
(the shirka) dominated over unwritten partnership (the mu‘@mala):
mu ‘@malas make up atr most 3.5 percent of partnerships mentioned in
Geniza mercantile letters. Although the Jewish courts would hear a case
involving a mu ‘d@mala contract they would only accept written evidence
of any contract stipulations - i.e. the standard terms of Jewish partner-
ship contract would apply.!”®> Most Geniza merchants protected their
ability to specify terms and document exact property relationships by
using the written shirka, even though forming such a partnership required
that both partners be in the same place to create the contract — not an
insubstantial transaction cost when many merchants formed partner-
ships precisely 1o take advantage of being based in different and distant

5! See Trivellato, 2009: 156-162. She notes not only the flaw in the argument, burt the
difficulties of using the courts to enforce contracts in Europe even in the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries, after the emergence of a commonly recognized European

_ “merchant law”

152 g o Mosseri VII 101 (L 101); ULC Or 1080 5.14; TS 16.163 v; Bodl MS Heb a 3.26;

Bodl MS Heb a 2.17; Bodl MS Heb d 66.5; Bodl MS Heb ¢ 28.11; TS Loan 18§;

TS 12.212.

Far cases that demonstrate the disadvantages see Assaf, 1933: 149, Teshuvor ha-geonim

sha’arei sedeg, part 4, ch. 8, no. 10; Maimoenides, 1986: 11 147-149 (no. 191) and 153-154

(no. 193); Goitein, 1967-~1993: 1, 183-183. I am grateful to Mark Cohen for these

references.
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cities.'>* Geniza merchants were also eager to secure the formal quit-
tances that ended each partnership, even when ihe suhba relationship

.between the partners continued or they planned to begin another part-

nership.'®® They were careful to use contract forms, moreaver, that
would be acceptable in Islamic as well as Jewish courts.'>® Indeed,
Geniza merchants used both a coniract form (the Muslim girdd) and a

~legal instrument (the suftaja, an order of payment) that were accepted

only in Islamic law, as both contained credit rerms unacceptable on
Talmudic principle.
Agency contracis, on the other hand, were unwritten, and thus could

" only be legally protected by being witnessed.'®” Geniza merchants were

quite attentive to gaining this protection: they used state authority, the
market community, and commercial letters to secure witnesses. Two
incidents already described exemplify some of these practices. In the
incident of the bale on the beach, agency was attested and witnessed by
the merchants assembled at the fundug and registered by Ahmad — the
official’s register backed by witnesses guaranieed these contracts. In the
conflict between Khallaf and Yesha‘a we find Khallif transferring
agency for all of Yeshii‘d’s goods to Tammim in the presence of wit-
nesses: “T took out all your goods in the presence of ashdbuna and
handed them over to Tammam.”'?® But we have already seen evidence
that letters did more than record such witnessing: they created it. When
a merchant received instructions to a third party in a letter,’” as
happened when Hayyim received a letter that assigned agency for one
section of the bale on the beach to a different merchant, a part of an
ephemeral letter became witnessed speech, Hayyim became a witness to
the assignment of agency, just as Nahray would be witness to Isma‘?l b.
Ishig’s assignment if he did not become agent himself: “If you have no
mind to receive the silk ... then I appoint my master and Rabbi Aba
Ya‘qiib Ishaq b. Yiasuf al-Andalusi agent that he may receive it.”?%°
Geniza merchants not only received instructions for third parties; as
we have seen, they often reported showing and reading parts of letters

1% On travel to renew a partnership see e.g. INAD 55.34 1 28-29, v 10-11; TS 13 ] 25.8
r 2728,

Ackerman-Lieberman, 2007: [, 32-36 (discussion), 122-127, 128-129, 152~156,
260-261. The documents: TS 16.23 + TS 10 J 5.2; TS Misc 27.4.29; TS Misc
28.263; TS NS 321.50,

See Ackerman-Lieberman, 2010,

Ir1 the twelfth century Maimonides, who ruled on several cases in which the nature of a
business relationship was disputed, explains in the Aéshne Torah that this is exactly why
agency appointments shou/d be witnessed {Law of Agents and Pariners, 1).

5% Bodl MS Heb 2 3.13r 18-19.  *® Discussed in 3.2 above.

9 TS 10] 5.12 v 16-17. See also Bodl Ms Heb d 75.20 r 28-29, rt mar 1-2.
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to their colleagues, ensuring the witnessing of both second- and third-

party designations of agency.'®! Thus letters, despite being objects of -

little intrinsic legal value, played an enormous role in the legal system as
creators of witnesses.

In using agency contracts, some specific language in letters suggests
that here too merchants were conforming to Islamic agency law. As
noted above, this law distinguished between specified and unlimited

agency, and the statement “Act at your discretion” conveyed the unlim- -

ited mandate.'®? The Geniza business letters use several variations:
“Buy as you see fit”; “Do as God inspires you”; “Act according to your
propitious judgment,”'®® Such formulations are suspiciously close to
those enunciated in Islamic law, and it seems likely that such statements

were understood by the writers of these business letters to have this legal

implication, particularly given that many reports on actions carried out

indicate that an unlimited agency must have been in force.

Written instruments, witnesses, and state registration were thus all
used to secure recognition of an agency contract — at considerable -
expense in terms of public resources and the time of the merchant :
community. But Geniza merchants also secured further legal protection -

in the event of a lawsuit by taking care to have not only their contracts

but also their activities witnessed. Geniza traders thus write either asking
or reporting witnessing for various transactions, as we might expect. |
But they also had witnesses observe both the packing and the opening .

of bales and packages even when all the goods would be handled by a

single agent, and they secured witnesses to market prices and even
opinions about the state of various markets when deciding what to do

with goods.!®* Again, we can look back at the dispute between Khallaf

and Yeshi@‘a to see the extent of such witnessing: Khallaf showed .
everyone Yeshti‘@’s first letter of complaint; he brought witnesses to his -
warchouse to show them Yesh(‘d’s goods and certify that there was no
market for them; he inquired among fellow merchants for testimony-

regarding Yeshii‘a’s shipment of cloves; he brought witnesses in again
g g p

when he transferred Yeshi‘a’s goods to Tammam’s agency; he got legal’

testimony even of Tammam’ sales for Yeshi@i‘a. Although Yeshii‘d’s

first letter of complaint does not survive, his letter of reply shows that -
he too got witnesses: they would testify that Yesha‘d, and not another .

associate, had paid expenses for Khalliif’s goods, for they had observed

161 In Mosseri VII 101 (L 101) r 7—14 witnesses testify to agency transfers they saw in _

letters,
162 See n. 129 above. 163 Ag discussed in 3.2 at n. 26 above.
154 B.g. DK 327 a—d ¢ 11, 37, v 7-8; TS 16.13 r 14-15; TS 10 15.14.
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the associate when Yesha‘a was ill, and accompanied him when he went
to claim expenses from the man.'®® Such witnessing took up the valuable
thne of fellow merchants during the marketing and shipping seasons,
but was a public good that the local community provided. Information,
as economists rightly note, is one of the great difficulties facing use of the
legal sysiem to resolve dispuies. As we shall see in the next section the
state’s organization of markeis in the world of the Geniza merchants
helped to mitigate information asymmetries; but in addition, merchants
continually bolstered these prorections both inside and owside the
public market space through intreduction of witnesses. Indeed, although
only 5 percent of Geniza mercantile letters include discussions of law-
suits, 9 percent make direct mentions of witnesses, while another 13
percent describe actions done in the presence of witnesses (“the people”
or ashdbund).

Geniza merchants thus carefully ensured that many of their business
activities conformed to both Jewish and Islamic legal norms, and secured
the protection of both systems by contract form as well as use of wit-
nesses whose testimony would provide sufficient proof in either legal
system. Indeed, in the case of their contracts Geniza merchants appear
slightly more attentive to adhering to the norms of Islamic than to those
of Jewish law. Such attention is surprising given that all the evidence in
the Geniza letters suggests that merchants almost universally took their
cases to the Jewish court, despite the evidence elsewhere in the Geniza
that other Jews were not averse to the venue-shopping possible under
Islamic rule (where individuals of any religious persuasion could always
take their cases to whichever Islamic court they wished).'®® This puzzle
is explained by a brief look at how Geniza merchants used both the
threat of lawsuit and the legal process to negotiate their disputes, and the
role of both Jewish and Islamic legal systems in creating a regime with
sufficient power and authority to resolve mercantile cases.

A full-blown commercial lawsuit in a Jewish court was a drawn-
out and highly public affair. It was long because the procedures were
meant to ensure that a court ruling was the last resort, requiring medi-
ation and consultation of legal experts as steps in the process and making
room for settlement at many points. The procedures Jewish courts
employed helped to ensure publicity in two ways: by collecting many
witnesses; and by addressing queries to geographically distant legal
experts. The jurisdiction of the court, moreover, was geographically
boundless; parties could ask the court to publicize depositions, claims,

165 Bodl MS Heb a 3.13; TS 12.389.
L% Goitein, 1967-1993; I, 398-402; Brody, 1998: 62-63.
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and rulings to other courts; and one could request official copies to
distribute oneself.'®” _

The legal process in the Jewish system began by collecting as many
witnesses as possible to the statements of the parties. Although only twg
witnesses were legally necessary, collecting additional witnesses was an
tmportant precaution in commercial cases due to the fact that each court
had no geographic limits on its jurisdiction, but was bound by locality o,
evidence. That is, a plaintiff could bring suit in any Jewish court against
defendant residing anywhere: a case was heard, for example, in the couf
of Fustat in which all the merchants involved were residents of Sicily
another case was heard in both Qayrawan and Fustat that 1nv01ved
merchants from Sicily, North Africa, and Egypt. 168 et in order. fa
evidence to be recognized, or a ruling or settlement to be executed;
local court had to recognize the witnesses — consequently, witnesses weie
multiplied in order to make the court’s findings valid across the entite
space within which long-distance trade or litigation might take place.'®
Add to this the fact that parties used powers of attorney to allow loca
merchants to act in their stead, and much of the local business commu:
nity would have had to attend sessions, and all of them would hear aboui
the case.1”?

If the knowledge of the local community, whose members were likely
to write of the matter far and wide, were not enough, any case that was
not settled by the parties after the collection of evidence was referred to
higher authorities — often again quite geographically dispersed.!”! Tha
is, rather than ruling on a case and then allowing appeal, the court itself;
and usually both plaintiffs and defendants, would write to seek exper
legal counsel — in effect appealing before ruling. 172

The nature of lawsuirs as both lengthy and public helped make the
threat of a lawsuit in a Jewish court a potent weapon among the Geniz:
merchants: being embroiled in a lawsuit, whether one was guilty o
innocent, could adversely affect one’s reputation and creditworthiness
One man, writing of his business reputation, describes himself as worth;
in the following terms: “I have been in business and concluded partnet:
ships for sixty years, and never has anyone appointed an attorney agains
me, or brought me to court, and never have I owed a carob seed t¢
anyone.”'” By contrast, when young Ibn al-Majjani was embroiled in’

Jlawsuit in Fustat over settling one of his deceased father’s partnerships,
»his business was impeded on every side even though he was sure {cor-
srectly) that he would prevail in the case. Mot only had everyone in
~Qayrawan heard of it, and therefore delayed paymenis to him, but
“another creditor in Egypt, also concerned about his solvency, took out
.a power of atforney against him — and that too was seen by everyone.’”*

Thus the access to the courts that the Geniza merchants gave themselves
‘through legally protecting their actions helped to promote out-of-court
settlements among merchants — either through threat of suit or through
“the explicit concern to avoid one,!”? Indeed, as we shall see, Geniza
‘merchants also used the legal protections provided by witnesses and the

state to preclude the possibility of cheating and lawsuits.

w: Geniza merchants were so anxious to avoid lawsuiis that their case
“records and letters document that they would wait at least four years,
:and often more than ten, to try and resolve a matter before opening
‘formal legal proceedings.'”® When a setilement was not possible Geniza
:merchants had reason both to prefer the Jewish courts and te be sure
‘they had access to the Muslim ones.

Geniza merchants, as discussed in chapter 2, were usually among
“the leaders of their local Jewish community, part of the circles who
ssupported the community financially and pursued prestige through
scholarship both in youth and in adulthood. Many were not merely
. knowledgeable in law, but were experts nearly on par with the
scholars.'” In the Jewish courts, then, they were in a position of consid-
erable power and control. The Jewish courts, in turn, were so eager 1o
“retain jurisdiction over this powerful segment of the community that
they were willing to hear and settle cases even involving those forbidden
“Muslim contracts and instruments — the girdd and suftaja — and to

' Bodl MS Heb a 3.26; Bodl MS Heb a 2.17; Goitein, 1973: 95-107.

3 M TS 10 13.4113-16 the correspondent reports his reasoning on a settlement: “Now
to the story of Abii ‘Imrin Misa. He arrived, and people tried to arrange a settlement
between us. He swore solemn oaths that he did not owe me more than those 100
dinars. I thought, even if I forced him to give a solemn oath in court, he would not
concede more than this. Therefore I made a settlement with him and took from him
those 100 dinars and issued him a release.” Goitein, 1973: 238. In Bodl MS Heb a 2.17
the issuing of a power of attorney provokes the defendant to try to settle, See the similar
analysis of Edwards and Ogilvie, 2012.

In the case discussed in Cohen, forthcomingb the plaingiif waits ten years. Ibn ‘Allan
waited only four years: Bodl MS Heb a 3.26; Bedl MS Heb a 2.17. It is not clear how
long Khalltf waited to sue Yesht'a, since the dating of their initial dispute is unclear,

[
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=3

167 Bodl Heb a 3.26.
168 H.g. TS 12.371; Mosseri VII 1@1 (L 101); TS 20.4; TS 20.9.

=

169 T8 12,371 r 5-7, 12-16. 70 Goitein, 1967-1993: II, 322. but the circumstantial evidence suggests more than ten years elapsed between Khallaf’s
Y1 In Bodl MS Heb a 3.26 a plaintiff in Fustat refers to experts in Jerusalem an attempts to end the partnership and the settlement imposed by the court: TS 16.163 v
Qayrawan. passim.

1
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Goitein, 1967-1993: II, 334-344. '™ TS AS 147.4 r 5-9. Y7 Goitein, 1967-1993: I, 192-195,
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. . . . . 178
examnine and certify the documents in Arabic that pertained to them.

Yet at the same time the Jewish court had very limited executive powers
to enforce its rulings: excommunication was virtually the only weapon it
had at its disposal.’””

Appesling to the more powerful Muslim courts, however, represented
an escalation that was costly and risky for both parties. It necessarily
imposed expenses on both sides — payments to judges, fees, and perhaps
legal experts (one letter describes the difficulides of finding a Muslim
legal expert, fagih, in an ownership dispute involving Muslims, Jews, and
unidentifiable “bales™).'®® The Jewish merchant’s knowledge of Islamic
law was almost certainly less great, and he was a person both juridically
and practically of less importance in Islamic law. In the Mustim legal
system the plaintiff imposed additional risks and costs on the defendant:
a man who failed o appear when summoned before the court risked
imprisonment. The imprisoned were required to pay the costs of their
incarceration {risking torture if the guards were insufficiently paid and
starvation if food were not provided).!®*' A Muslim qadi might have
sufficient power, as the Jewish judge did not, to sequester the goods in
question during a lawsuit, which could help ensure the plaintiff’s satis-
faction, but at the same time impose financial penalties not only on the
defendant but on other members of the merchant community,'®* Since
the ownership of goods was sometimes unclear and sometimes shared,
the financial hardship of such sequestration could affect many parties, 183
In a quest to recover his property an injured party who went to a Muslim
court thus risked permanently damaging his relationships with more
colleagues than merely the defendant.

If we step back and consider how Geniza merchants used the law, we
see the efficacy of a dual legal system in practice. It was the very existence
of the two systems, with their similar rules but different powers, that made
the legal system efficient as a venue for enforcement and redress. The
weak Jewish court was a more effective venue for consensual settlement in
the shadow of the more powerful Muslim one. Mediation, the preferred
form of resolution in the Jewish system, tends to produce speedier results
than court rulings. In addition, the executive weakness of the Jewish
courts was a hidden source of strength: these courts gained in legitimacy
from their very lack of power. The Jewish communal and scholarly

178 Goitein,: 1967-1093: 1, 21, I1, 337, 400402, 614. Ackerman-Lieberman, 2007: I, 160,
citing TS 16.138.

17% Goitein, 1967-1993: 11, 330-334. Rustow, 2008: 73.

Y49 TS 16.179 r 47-55; Goitein, 1967-1993: I, 311-312,

18! See Goitein, 1967-1993: 11, 373, ' Eg. TS 13J17.11; TS 10 ] 6.1; TS 16.179.

183 Eg TS 137 17.11 r 8-9. Also the query in Bodi MS Heb a 3.9,
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leaders who formed the court were not as closely tied to networks of
courtiers and state power as the Muslim gadi.'® This leadership as a
whole had a greater inierest in preserving its legitimacy through provision
of impareial justice, despite the possibility that Individual courts could
be affected by local patronage networks.'®® A few incidents indicate
the esteem in which the Jewish court sysiem was held, its effects, and
its limits.

In a case heard in the 1040s in Fustat ibn ‘Allan was not geiring
satisfaction in his suit against one of the al-Majjani ¢lan in Qayrawin.'®®
He threatened, as a last resort, to go to the Muslim court, but before that
he threatened to broadcast his claims “to the communities of Israel in
the east and west, and in particular 1o the community of Jerusalem and
the high council there.” If, however, the court would record his testi-
mony, witnesses, and documents from the deceased party, and provide
him with several copies, he was willing to simply abide by the opinion of
Rabbi Hananel of Qayrawin and “Jacob the Nagid” (ithe administrative
leader of the local Jewish community)}, for “everyone knows that they
do not show partiality to any man.” The defendant too, in his letters,
expressed the greatest assurance that the Nagid would resolve the
matter, and he would not have to appeal to the Muslim court: “Deal
discreetly with this affair of Ibn ‘Allan, both in person and through your
friends,” he asks his correspondent, “and T hope my lord the Magid will
do the rest and provide me with protection.”'®” The separate statements
of the parties attest to the legitimacy of the scholars of Qayrawin.
Although the Nagid was not the highest scholarly authority — this was
Rabbi Hananel - he represented the city’s dominant scholarly position in
the period, and the case was indeed resolved at this level.'®® But both
parties also state their willingness to appeal to the Muslim court if the
two did not act,

A non-mercantile case from the same period shows that dependence
on the fairness of the highest Jewish legal authorities could be justified.
In a small-town case from Minyat Ziftd a wealk plaintiff was forced to
accept a settlement for far less than he was owed — the defendant had
close relations with the local judge. The plaintiff swore out a secret
deposition and sent it to the chiefjudge in Fustat, who got the defendant
to agree to pay the plaintiff 60 percent again as much.'5®

% Goitein, 1967-1993: 11, 311-319, 85 Rustow, 2008: 72-73.

'8 Bodl MS Heb a 3.26; Bodl MS Heb a 2.17; Goitein, 1973: 95-107.
Bodl MS Heb a 2.17 ¥ rt mar 4-8. Translation from Goitein, 1973: 106.
Goitein, 1967-1993: 11, 24-25; Ben-Sasson, 1996, Ben-Sasson, 1997.
1 Goitein, 1967-1993: 11, 341-342.
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But reliance on the Jewish courts also had its limits. When a merchant
from Sicily, ‘Amriin b, Bliah, wanted to get repayment of a debi from
Efrayim b. Shemarya in Fustat he weni siraight to the Muslimn author-
ities. As head of the Rabbanite Palestinian congregation Efrayim was
simply too powerful in the Jewish community of Egypt for ‘Amrin to
trust the Jewish courts.'®® When ‘Amriin went to the Muslim authorities

Efrayim was in fact arrested and held in prison overnight. He argued that. ;
the Jewish court should have jurisdicton, and, when released, went -
straight back to that court to give a deposition in order ro publicize the -
plaintiff’s actions to the Jewish community; although this document is *

fragmentary, in a similar case the Muslim authorities agreed to have the

Jewish court hear the case, but within a strict time limit.’®! Such inci-

dents attest both to the possibility of obtaining justice from the Jewish

system and to the different degree and type of power that the Muslim -

courts represented.
All these fragments of evidence cohere to depict a business community

that relied on the legal system, The system provided many merchants -

across the Islamic Mediterranean with norms they followed for standard
coniracts, whether they were relying on written partnership contracts
or the norms governing unwritten agency contracts. Geniza merchants
devoted a great deal of time and resources to securing the potential
protection of the courts. This protection served them in several ways:

the business community itself would attempt to resolve disputes based -
upon these legal standards; if that failed Geniza merchants were willing

to threaten, then pursue, a lawsuit to protect their rights,

5.5 The state and the merchants

The Jewish and Muslim courts wielded such different powers because
the Muslim gadi was both part of the non-territorial Islamic legal system
and at the same time an officer of the state, while the Jewish judge was
not formally a state officer. The nature and interests of the Islamic states
in which the Geniza merchants acted had profound implications for the
nature and organization of their trade. These states certainly shaped
the ways in which mercantile contracts were enforced, but beyond this,
the shape, power, and interests of administrative regimes helped deter-
mine the Geniza merchants’ choice of agents, types of business activity,
and trading geography.

9% See Rustow, 2008: xxvi—xxvii, 172-174, 194-196, passim.
191 Bodl MS Heb b 13.42; Goitein, 1967-1093: 11, 322,
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The organization of the Fatimid state in the eleventh-century eastern
Mediterranean seems to have been similar to its successor states, to the
extent that the Geniza merchants interacred with the state, its officers,
and other power-holders in similar ways. Although many details about
these states have yet to be studied, a few facts thai emerge from Geniza
and other documents were essential to long-distance merchants.'??

First, and most essentially, the minds and experience of the Geniza
merchants did include the concept of states: throughout their letters
(Geniza merchants used the general term “sufidn,” meaning “the author-
ities™ or “the state,” to describe their encounters with government,
as distinguished from the individual officers or rulers with whom they
also had dealings. These states had bureaucracies, but the ruler and the
central government had a very limited salaried staff. Bureaucratic atten-
tion and staffing was concentrated in areas of greatest state interest,
while less important spheres of government were either left to individual
provincial or local officers, or farmed out to private persons — arrange-
ments with significant consequences for the Geniza merchants.'®® This
emerges clearly in the sphere of revenues. Agricultural revenues were
central to these regimes; if Geniza merchants wished to purchase flax
from government estates in Egypt they had to go through the central
drwan, whose officers collected payments in advance (often hundreds of
dinars) and issued certificates validated in the provincial offices and
estates, demonstrating an effective centralized administration system,
Taxes on flax were, like all agricultural taxes, collected with perhaps
even greater assiduity and central organization.!®® In Egypt customs
fees represented a significant but less important revenue stream; accord-
ingly, customs offices and toll stations were organized and staffed at as
many spots as possible on the trade routes, but were not centrally
controlled.'®® Officers acted independently in each toll station — it is
often not even clear where the revenues they collected went, This organ-
ization meant that Geniza merchants usually dealt with customs officers
as individuals. As we shall see, this put them in a far stronger pesition
to gain advantages than when they dealt with the central dfwwans. Finally,
these states put almost no resources into the collection of urban taxes
and fees from shopkeepers: the government allowed relatively weak

192 Allonche, 1985; Bianquis, 1986; Brett, 2001; Lev, 1981; Lev, 1987; Lev, 1991; Rustow,
2008; Shoshan, 1981; Walker, 2002 address different aspects of Fatimid administration;
nene, however, is devoted to the subject as a whole.

%3 See Goitein, 1967-1993: 1, 80-82, 161194, 260-272, 11, 358-363, 604-607.

% Goitein, 1967-1993: 1, 267; Udovitch, n.d.; Udovitch, 1988; Frantz-Murphy, 1981;
Frantz-Murphy, 1986; Lev, 1991: 65-78, 162-178.

9% Cf. the situation in Tripoli: Brett, 2001: 260; and TS 13] 8,5 17-18,
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private individuals to bid on tax-farming contracts, ensuring the govern-
ment a modest revenue while avoiding both administrative costs and
the abuse that a powerful farmer would be able to impose — abuse that
might lead to urban unrest,'*¢

Just as important to Geniza merchants was the fact that power in these

states flowed through two separate channels: through offices (whether.
central diwans or provincial officers) and through patronage networks,
Thus one main locus of power consisted of high officers, while the
other consisted of courtiers in personal contact with the ruler. These
powers sometimes overlapped, in that there were some courtiers who:

also held central or provincial office. But some courtiers held no office at.
all, and when a courtier did hold office its rank was not tied closely to-
his-having the ear of the ruler.**” The power of office could be enhanced:

or undermined by patronage, and patronage and office sometimes com-:
peted and checked one another.
High officers included the heads of the ceniral bureaucracies (dizoans)

and the chief provincial officers. Each major city had a chief judge (qadi), -

head of police (wal), governor {ga’id or amir), and market inspector
(smuhtasib). An officer was essentially independent in the day-to-day con-
duct of his job: he was free to hire lower officers to help him, and to use the
revenues of his office not only to fulfill its duties but for personal use and
investment.'®® We often find officers running warehouses or fitting out
ships, for instance, as commetcial enterprises in competition with vessels
held by private individuals.'®® Indeed, this independence was such that
there was no fixed hierarchy among the provincial officials with whom
our merchants had most dealings, although usage in Geniza documents
shows stable notions of the basic purview of different offices.?®® The

power of an office at any time and place depended in part on the power:
of the persen who held it - his wealth, family, and connections — and :
his ambition. As a consequence, office could expand — whether in its:
scope or its geography of authority — or alternatively contract to the point

19 Goirein, 1967-199%: 11, 358-363; Brett, 2001: 330-339; Frantz-Murphy, 1981;

Frantz-Murphy, 1986; Frantz-Murphy, 2001.
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198 Shayzard, 1999: 1-23; Stern, 1964; Walker, 2002,
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standard roles noted above: gadi (chief judge), wali (chief of police), and ga’id
(governor), or the more uncertain amir (usually governor of a larger place, but also

used in titles), kdub (literally writer, but meaning a government bureaucrat at any level,. -

rural, provincial, or central), or #@’h (deputy, but used for many kinds of deputy).
See Goitein, 1967-1993: 11, 345-394.

That is, Geniza documents consistently refer to a standard set of officers in the
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where some of the officer’s basic functions were usurped. Thus the
(Geniza records instances of a gadi with conirol of the wdli, able o
command the police to detain the person or goods of a party in a lawsuit.
Beside this is the case of 2 walf more powerful than the local gadi, to the
extent that he heard inheritance cases.??! Tndeed, our letters document a
gadi and a gd’id becoming the fully independent rulers of two different
rowns.?%2 Office was also intertwined with patronage in the society
at large. An officer was powerful partially through his patronage net-
works, and performed his duties acceptably by balancing two sets
of standards: the legal norms that regulated and protected the commu-
nity, and legitimate deference to the patronage relationships he had as an
individual.?*?

Officers’ conduct was checked in two ways. In theory, individuals
could appeal against judgments or administrative orders from any level
of government directly to the ruler. This meant that courtiers checked
the power of officers, for getting an appeal heard in practice required the
intercession of a courtier.”®* The threat of bringing an officer’s conduct
to the attention of the ruler also meant that courtiers were able to
intervene directly on behalf of individuals in disputes with other private
persons or with provincial and local authorities. This threat was a
powerful one due to the second way the state checked its officers: the
threat of dismissal. When a high official lost his office he faced confisca-
tion of all his property {just as he could use the revenues of his office
personally, the state did not recognize the continued existence of one’s
private estate once office was taken away) and often loss of life.?®
Of course, the power of one courtier could also be checked by another,
The state’s strategies of concentrating and balancing different kinds
of power often created a plausible substitute for the strong executive
capacity of rulers at the head of a large salaried bureaucracy; likewise,
it created a complex web of power for merchanis to negotiate.

The nature, organization, and extent of state power affected long-
distance trade in several ways: supporting trade, placing burdens on
merchants, and creating hazards. First, these states supported and pro-
tected trading activity both directly and as a consequence of their spe-
cific interests. These states were deeply concerned with ensuring security

2! Goitein, 1967-1993; 1L, 371. 202 Of Tyre and Sfax respectively,

Rustow, 2008: 125-132 on the early Fatimid period; Cobb, 2005; Ibn Mungidh, 2008
on the later.

Rustow, 2008; 79-80, 91-94, 171-172, 183, 296.

Lev, 1991: 72-74; Maqrizi, 1967-1973: 1, 262; Maqrizi, 1911: III, t1; Ibn al-Athir,
1965: VII, 17, 63, 110, 142, X: 337; Ibn Mungidh, 1930: 6; Goitein, 1967-1993: 11,
317 at n. 331,
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in urban spaces, including the markets. Thus the Geniza records report
very little urban violence or crime. In times of peace even the pulling of
an opponent’s beard, a family fistfight, or a rowdy drinking party would
attract the attention of the police or the courts. The most serious
incidents of intra-urban violence recorded in the Geniza are synagogue
brawls that ended without injury.?"® Geniza merchants did pay fees to

the night watchmen of the public warehouses but mention no thefis.

in the marketplace or in private warehouses. The Geniza merchants
obviously benefited from the ability to frequent markets and complete
transactions around the Mediterranean with relatively little risk to their
PErsons or Property.

Securing order in the cities and markets, rather than simple physical
safety, was a slightly different matter. The mubtasib (market inspector)

and his staff, who played a central role in creating and enforcing market -

rules by the late twelfth century, is scarcely mentioned in official or
Geniza documents of the eleventh.??” Instead, the eleventh-century
states leaned much more heavily on the power of information, and
devoted significant administrative resources to collecting and providing
it. Notaries were available both in the public markets and in the ware-
house of the wakil al-tujjiar to register and settle contracts.””® Acts in
the market — arrival of goods in the public warehouse, sales, payment
agreements, and conveyances of property — were both recorded by
government clerks and publicly witnessed by members of the local
business community,”® Rather than attempting to control prices, the
state instead worked to create and broadcast information about market
prices. Such official price information relied on monitoring shipping
{through maintenance of watch-stations aleng the coast, and probably
also through inspectors and official couriers), for it was only when the
main bulk of shipping had arrived that the market in major goods
was considered open, and that an indicative market price was assigned
and made public: again, the local business community acted as conduits
and broadcast this information in their letters.”*? Although merchants
were free to make whatever deals they wished, sales before the market

208 Goitein, 1967-1993: 11, 330, V, 41, 305-306.
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was considered to be open, or at prices foo distant froin the market rate,
were voidable.?!'! Finally, the state employed dreaded inspectors, agents
of the secret police, who might read letters or listen to rumors about
secret goods traveling on ships, and who could threaten to repori privaie
sales or illicit arrangements at the highest level of government,*!?

Such information supplies supporied both merchants and the siate.
For merchants, systematic witnessing and recording of iransactions,
ownership, and agency permiited rrust in and use of a wider circle of
agents, the merchants or “men of affairs.” Such records could prevent
agent. embezzlement or deceit about sales and prices; public records

* could quickly resolve many disputes. Thus state supply of information

was one of the main ways in which the government sustained its prom-
ises of legal protection: public records not only limited opportunities
for fraud but systemadcally created evidence for the legal system.
Merchants had the option of using the state to make all their property
ownership and business relationships public by enacting them in public
spaces, as when Hayyim opened the bale at the fundug and the agency
and ownership were recorded by Ahmad.???

For the state, gathering such information served several purposes
beyond its general interest in order. For one thing, it sustained the
reputation of the market, which ensured that foreign merchants would
continue to frequent it. Second, it helped the state know what goods
had arrived. Both of these facts were important, for these states supplied
themselves with most of their (non-strategic) imports by simply seques-
tering required goods when they appeared in port. Finally, the system
of inspectors helped create a limit to the abuses practiced by customs
officers and merchants, who often colluded (as will be discussed below)
to evade the customs rate required by Islamic law (canonical customs
of 5 or 10 percent, on the dhimm? and foreigner respectively) and to
hide goods,?!*

These states also placed both direct and indirect burdens on mer-
chants. Sequestration was an obvious imposition, although less onerous
than later systems of forced sales - it was only used to supply govern-
ment, not to compete in the market. If the state decided to buy the goods
it sequestered it would pay the “market price.” Sometimes merchants
looked upon government sales .as an opportunity, particularly if the

2 Goitein, 1967-1993: 1, 218-220; Halper 389 r 63-69.
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markets overall were weak or the prices for scarce goods so high that |
“only the government can afford to buy.”*'® But since we certainly find

merchants trying to hide goods that the government wanted, such as wax
or luxury garments, it seems likely that the “market price” the govern-
ment paid was often a low end or minimum of the market spectrum

(given how much attention was paid to quality distinctions in grading.
some of these goods). The degree to which this was a standard state

prerogative is suggested in that even quite important merchants were
forced to accept sequesters and to wait for the goods to be either released
or paid for.>'® Unwanted sequestered goods were often released well

after the main marketing season, meaning that the merchant s,

burdened would lose a season’s turnover.?!” :

Maintaining market order and reputation was also a burden that:

the state placed on the shoulders of the local business community.

Part of the working day for a merchant at home was to attend the market.

as a witness — monitoring the opening of and dispersion of packages;

attesting to market prices, observing sales and agreements, formaily

witnessing written coniracts. Merchants made up the pool of reputable
locals who sustained the reputation and functioning of the market.*'®
As we have seen, the business community was also expected to be a
source of knowledge on local market law, both informing judges and
negotiating dispute settlements.?!® When one Muslim merchant went
bankrupt (owing the enormous sum of 4,000 dinars) the local business
community in al-Mahdiyya was expected to sustain the market further:
The Zirid sultan insisted that foreign merchants be paid off first, while
the locals would have to wait and to absorb losses of at least a third, and
perhaps two-thirds, of what they were owed.*?°

But the greatest burden the government placed on the Geniza mer-
chants was that business success depended in large part on relationships
with complicated and shifting sources of power, which required them to
negotiate constantly with both offices (or office-holders) and patronage
networks. The most obvious calls on this power appear when merchants

use the power of patronage to trump officers’ decisions or to influence
policy. A communal letter from Palermo to the community of Qayrawan, :

for instance, celebrates the efficacy of two courtiers in freeing goods
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recovered from a shipwreck and confiscated by the local authorities:
the courtiers effected ithe release of the Jewish merchanis’® goods while
the non-Jewish merchants lost theirs.?*! In the late 1050s authorities in
Sicily decided to collect canonical customs on imports belonging to
foreigners; they succeeded in doing so, as artested both by special
partnership coniracts and by angry letters from merchants.?*? But a
courtier, Abii I-Hasan b. Hayyim, intervened on behaif of the merchanis
and the enforcement regime was cancelled; the matter was settled for
ashabund at least, the writer notes.”*> On a smaller scale we find cases in
which patronage enabled a Geniza merchant 1o ger his goods removed
from a gadi’s sequester of goods pending a lawsuii: in one case the
colleague writing the letter helped to oversee the release of the influential
merchant’s goods while his own goods remained blocked for the whole
season. Another (Geniza merchant used patronage to induce his customers
to pay for flax he had sold them before the market price was announced,
even when the price murned out greatly to exceed the eventual market
price and the merchant privately conceded that his customers were in
the right.?** A less important man, asked to handle the collection of
bales of flax his associate had purchased from government estates, had
to engage the pull of a more powerful merchant in Alexandria to avoid
paying exorbitant additional fees.**®

Perhaps less obvious than these instances of intercession were the
long-term relationships with officers that gave Geniza merchants contin-
ual privileges, a distinct advantage in the markets. The most frequently
documented instance was negotiation of customns charges. Goitein,
observing that Geniza merchants paid quite modest customs everywhere
they went, and that one could not find a discernible difference between
payments by locals and those by foreigners, concluded that the Islamic
Mediterranean was a “free-trade” zone. But this conclusion mistakenly
generalizes a special privilege enjoyed only by these men into an assumed
norm enjoyed by all merchants.

A more careful reading of the documents reveals that the canonical
customs of Islamic regimes, which legitimately charges non-Muslims
double what Muslims paid and foreigners double the fee of dhiinmmis,
were recognized by the Geniza merchants and were at least sometimes

2P 24,6 1 22-28.
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paid by them in practice. What allowed Geniza merchants to circumvent
the system was their organization of relationships in response to the
organization of the state. That is, Geniza merchants maintained rela-
tionships as individuals with individual cusioms officers. As noted above,
these customs officers were usually not centrally controlied, and also
made some (if not most) of their income through the tips merchants paid
them on each shipment passing through their customs station. Local
merchants were their most regular customers and a consistent source of
income — litde wonder that we find Geniza merchants comforiably nego-
tiating rates with officers they know by name; in the rare cases in which
we can calculate their level, these rates lie in the 2-5 percent range, far
lower than the “tenth” the Sicilian authorities atiempted to impose.**°

When Geniza merchants landed in ports where they lacked connec- -

tions they could find themselves paying higher customs charges. When
Mubiirak b. Israel al-Jantini, a Palermitan merchant, came to Alexandria
he suffered this fate. His Palermitan colleague ‘Atd b. Zakari commiser-
ates: “By God, 1 was grieved over what they did to you in Alexandria, a
terrible thing. If one imposes a tax on a foreigner, such as you, he should
be made to pay little, There are those who do not pay anything. You were
made to pay more than you should have. May God redress your loss.”
Although both writers were part of ashabund they were not closely
connected to any of the Egyptians.??” This letter, like that describing
the imposition of ‘ushr in Sicily, illustrates the shared understanding that
imposing higher taxes on foreigners was legitimate. But “foreigner” was

defined partly in terms of personal relationships. Thus an Egyptian

merchant who was a frequent traveler to al-Sham, making trips to sell

flax several times to Tripoli and Tyre and at least once to al-Ladhiqiyya, :
was sent off course by a storm and ended up disembarking at Caesarea -

rather than Jaffa and making his way from there to Ramla. Not knowing
anyone at Caesarea (he even ended up sleeping in the synagogue), he was
“afflicted” with customs to an “indescribable” degree.**® The Egyptian
merchant was part of a Fatimid empire which included Caesarea and
Ramla within its realm, but without personal acquaintanceship with local
officers he could not assert the preferential customs treatment of a local,

Perhaps even more important to Geniza merchants than the preferen-

tial rates they negotiated for single bales of goods was the ability to
negotiate to bypass customs inspection. Their carefully packed goods,

in particular the precious bundles of mixed goods mentioned in chapter
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4, typically passed from port to port undisturbed. This aliowed Geniza
merchants both to hide goods from authorities who might wish to
sequester themn and often 1o avold most customs charges on their most
valuable cargo. Indeed, a few incidents in which Geniza merchanss failed
in attempts to entirely bypass paying customs on bales of expensive
indigo suggest how common collusion with officers must have been —
in these cases, as in the incident of the bale on the beach, they failed only
because rival merchants denounced their goods to the inspectors.??®
That the bundles and bales of Geniza merchants usually traveled
unopened through the ports of Egypt is shown by the instructions on
opening such bundles in Fustat and by the outrage evinced by merchants
on the rare occasions when packages were opened or inspected at
Alexandria. In one case Mardik b. Miisd heatedly reports on the
opening of a bundle passing through Alexandria on its way to Fustat:

As for the maiter of the bundle which arrived addressed to Abil Sa‘ld and his
brother, it was opened in the dédr abii Ridh. In it they found a géngar and 40 jarawi
ratls of wax (about 65 kilograms). I was very troubled by this because this portends
the ruin of the people. In the middle of it was a bundle of khgzz (silk) addressed to
my master Abl Ishiq Barhiin your partner. The wax was removed from the
midst of the bundle, which was then repacked as it was.2>®

In Mardik’s view this violation of a package, where the goods were
exposed, rifled through to reveal ownership, and partly removed,
threatened to overturn the prevailing system of trade. Writing from
al-Mahdiyya, Yasuf b. Miisd similarly complains about an incident in
which a package containing beads was inspected in Tripoli, resulting in a
loss.”®' Another incident records a Nile boat unexpectedly docking
in Cairo rather than Fustat, with the horrifying result that goods were
inspected.?*> These incidents show that regular regimes of inspection
existed; they did not normally apply to our merchants.

A Geniza merchant’s connectedness with both kinds of power, patrons
and officers, was another critical component of his jah, which we have
already seen was partially based on one’s connections with other mer-
chants. Fah facilitated movement not only of wares through customs,
but all sorts of preferential treatment. Thus Hayyim b. ‘Imanw’e]l Ibn
Qayyiimi notes with gratitude that the jéh of his associate Mevarakh
b. Sa’adya allowed him to arrange a shipment speedily,®> while Salama
b, Misa al-Safqisi congratulates himself that it was his hometown jgh

2% gee Halper 389 r 12-18; TS 20.122 1 passin, v 1-12.
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with the Muslim authorities in Sfax that allowed him to collect money
on the illegitimate flax deal discussed above.*** Samhin b. Da’ad b.
al-Siqilli gives one of the clearesi statements of the importance mer-
chants artached to such jah: “It is my desire to avail myself of your jdh
for those things I send you,” he writes to Yisuf Ibn ‘Awkal, adding
an appeal that Yosuf live up to his reputation: “I have no doubt that
you will take care of my goods in a manner befitting one like yourself.”**>

The benefits of patronage might be shared with many or all ashabuna,
as we have seen in the case of the Sicilian customs dispute, or when
Yiisuf b. *All al-Kohen al-Fasi negotiated with the independent gadi of
Tyre to obiain free warehousing and a customs advantage for ashabuna. >
But often one merchant could only get the benefits of another individ-
ual’s jah through a one-to-one relationship, whether partmership or
sultba. When Geniza merchants had transactions done outside their
home base, negotiating customs or demanding payment might depend
on an agent’s j@k. Thus the organization of power in the states under
which the eleventh-century Geniza merchants lived greatly influenced
merchants’ agency preferences. In particular they explain the Geniza
merchants’ strong preferences for the commercial services of fellow mer-
chants over the much cheaper labor of juniors, as well as the occasional
practice of employing brokers in particular markets.

The organization of administration and power thus shaped business
choices both by furthering and sustaining markets and transactions and
by burdening merchants with responsibilities and needs in their negoti-
ation of markets. But the organization of these states also shaped the
Geniza merchants® activities in the ways it confronted them with hazards.

The most obvious of these hazards, discussed in chapter 4, involved
the movement of goods. As we have seen, these eleventh-century states
concentrated their power on providing security and order in urban
centers. The obverse of this choice was the near complete absence of
security on transit routes, whether by land or sea. Guards were a con-
stant requirement for goods moving overland, even relatively short dis-
tances; sometimes moving or even securing agricultural goods required
paying off local Bedouin.??” On the seas, as discussed in chapter 4,
there was almost no maintenance of convoys during voyages or provision
of armed vessels to accompany commercial shipping (or armed men

23 Halper 389 r 63—68.  **° DK 327 a~d r 42-43, v 1.
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on commercial ships), in contrast to the systems adopted by ihe Italian
maritime republics. Although this increased risks from pivates or enemny
vessels, as discussed in chapter 4, it was mosily the lack of serious
administrative muscle in the ports 1o enforce loading limits or provide
any inspection of vessels that confronted merchants with constant
hazards of partial jettison and shipwreck,

In addition to the hazards arising from the absence of state power were
those created directly by state power itself and the various holders of that
power. When Yeshii‘ad b. Isma‘ll pressed his privilege too far with one
customs inspector, by trying to renege on a deal after finding that an
associate had aiready bargained for a better one, he found himself chased
down the Nile by the inspector and his police, and shaken down for an
extra sixth of a dinar.>®® Yesht‘a provoked an individual officer: the lack
of tight integration of office and bureaucracies that allowed Geniza
merchants to gain preferential treatment also had its downside, as indi-
vidual officers could assert themselves against individual merchants and
impose sudden hazards and impediments. Nahray b, Nissim thus wrote
to an associate in Alexandria to get his poll-tax receipt retrieved from
a cloak there and sent on to him in Rashid, with the aim of avoiding the
problems that Ibn al-Makhmurf had encountered there the previous
year.”*” "T'he fact that Nahray had initially left his receipt in Alexandria,
and that Geniza merchants rarely mentioned such receipts, suggests
that they were not usually pestered for them, but a single official could
harass or stall a merchant tying to manage his complex shipping
arrangements, even when that merchant had a good relationship with
powerful officials.?4°

Much more seriously, when Salima b. Misa al-SafaqisTs artempt to
pass uncustomed indigo through the port of al-Mahdiyya was discovered
he found himself facing the executioner’s sword several times, although
he ultimately escaped with his head.®*! Salama’s difficultics show the
degree of physical danger the state could represent, but his case acmally
better illustrates the delicate balance between the rewards and dangers of
patronage. Merchants needed sufficient jéh, connections, and pull to get
special treatment in the markets, but the potential benefits that could
come from deeper ties to more powerful people had their corresponding
dangers. Salama had been very-close to the provincial governor {ga’id)
of Sfax, and remained so when this governor made himself independent
of the sultan of Ifiigiyya. When the sultan tried to bring his governor to
heel, his wrath thus extended ~ most unusually — to Salama’s goods and

238 Jdovitch, 1988.  #* ULC Or 1080 ] 170 r 13-14, rt mar.
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. . - . . . 2472
person, leading to his frightening encounter with the executioner.

If this incident was not sufficiently chilling to the Geniza merchants’
ambitions for patronage, the Nahray generation had witnessed a more
serious catastrophe; the fate of the Tustarl brothers, the wealihiest

merchants of Egypt in their day. One brother, Ibrahim, became head -

of the caliph’s mother’s diwan, and his imprisonment, torture, and death
in a political struggie was followed by the imprisonment of both his

younger brothers, Hesed (al-Fadl) and Aaron. Hesed, a courtier without -

office, was ultimately executed, while Aaron was released but remained,
for at least a while, without funds — indeed, deeply in debt.** A few
Geniza merchants in each generation were courtiers; and a few had very

close ties to particular provincial officers. Just as Jewish courtiers acted
as intermediaries for Jewish communities and for communal officers not °

directly connected to state power, so too the Geniza merchants who were
courtiers, or who maintained patronage ties to provincial officers, medi-
ated for their fellows.?** Most of the group did not maintain these ties,

and while for some this may have been a function of their position

in society, in other cases it seems to have been a conscious choice.
Relationships to power at every level were essendal but fraught, and
some of the limits of the Geniza merchants’ activities and ambitions
must be ateributed to the complicated nature of power-holding as well
as the complexities of their own position, which combined economic
power and influental connections with membership in a vulnerable
religious minority. As minorities they could be more easily targeted for
attack, whether through the harassment of poll-tax inspection or, more
seriously, through imprisonment of a relative (e.g. one of the Nahray
group was incarcerated for sexual relations with a Muslim prostitute).

As chapter 2 discussed, although we find state-ordered religious perse-

cution only under al-Hakim, and even then only intermittently, both

literary and Geniza sources record popular attacks against religious

minorities, only quashed after a certain amount of viclence had already
been inflicted. The state had to occasionally respond to or allow the
venting of public outrage in other spheres as well — thus we find muhitasibs
publicly flogging Muslim grain merchants during famines and ensuing
popular protests in eleventh-century Cairo.*¥

242 See Halper 389; Halper 414; Bodl MS Heb a 2.20; Goitein, 1973: 138-139, _

243 Gil, 1981; Gil, 2004a; 663—675; Fischel, 1937: 68-89, esp. 87; Rustow, 2008 140-147,
passint.

244 Nahray b. Nissim had a tie to an amir: Udovitch, 1988. Ibrahim b. Farah al-Iskandart
had connections in the flax diwgn: TS 10] 12.26.

245 | ev, 1991: 162-178; Shoshan, 1981.

Conciusion 177

It is within these complex dynamics of power — the varied coordination
of bureaucracy, patronage, and the siate’s management of an occasion-
ally volatile urban public - that we must consider the Geniza merchants’
choices. It seems reasonable to speculate that under these circurmnstances
a Jewish merchant would prefer not to be associated with the commer-
cial grain market, in which there was the possibility of a combustible
combination of religious prejudice and public opinion against profiteer-
ing in bread. In the realm of strategic commodities the issue was perhaps
less that of religious minority status than of having one’s business
become enmeshed with the state — or a particular patron or ruler.
The only Geniza merchants we find dealing in slaves or military equip-
ment, for instance, were the Tustaris.>*® Dealing in such goods made
one a state purveyor, a position from which one might become extremely
wealthy and powerful, but at the risk of either sharing one’s patron’s
losses or his complete downfall, or becoming important enough oneself
to become a target of confiscation or execution. In thinking about
the complex relationship between the dangers of patronage and the
special dangers of minority status, it is worth noting too that after the
Tustarl brothers’ fall Ibrahim’s son, Hasan (Yefet) managed to rejoin
the Fatimid court, but he also secured his position by conversion to
Islamn and contented himself with an official position less intimate with
the rulers than had his father.?*

5.6 Conclusion

As Khallf and Yeshi‘d debated their options and disputed with one
another in Palermo and Alexandria both their dispute and its resolution
were circurnscribed by a particular set of institutional structures. Int their
dispute they experienced problems of mistrust, incomplete information,
and temporal anxiety that are eternal aspects of long-distance trade and
thus a central problem in economic theory. Yet the very existence and
nature of the uneasy refationship between these two eleventh-century
Jewish merchants, and the steps each took as the dispute escalated, show
how much labor relationships in this period and place were determined
by a system of law that acted beyond territorial boundaries and by the
nature of states and the markets they administered. These structures
forced Geniza merchants to rely on each other more than on their
subordinates, the slave Tayyib, or the apprentice Tammam; these struc-
tures also channeled the two pardes toward resolving their dispute by
bringing it first to their colleagues, ashdbuna, and then to the courts.

26 Maqrizi, 1911 IL, 279; Lev, 1991: 38-54.  2*7 See n. 243 above.
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For within these struciures these Jewish merchants also used their
special network, the ashabund, to gain further advantages: they shared
information about and patrolled the behavior of their associates in ways
that allowed them exiremely flexible access to skilled commercial ser-
vices; they used connections and economic muscle to secure individual
and collective privileges from government officers.

The legal system of the Islamic world, far from being ineffectual
or unused, sustained business relationships and circumscribed them
geographically. Early scholars of the Geniza noted with surprise that
these merchants formed no business relationships with Jews in Christian
territories — a blow to long-held theories of Jewish economic cosmo-
politanism — even while the movement of gaonic responsa, family ties,
and funding for Academies in the period show effective communication

and movement of moneys across political frontiers.”*® Qur merchants -

preferred to enter into contracts with fellow Jews, which allowed them to
settle disputes in their own courts; but they also formed parinerships
and agency relations with Muslims — and even the occasional Christian —
across the Islamic Mediterranean.** They were able to enter into these
relations because, as we have seen, the norms of Islamic commercial
law were broadly shared, while the states under which they operated
sustained systems of public information that made access to Islamic legal
protection provided by gadis of the various cities a possible and reason-
able, if imperfect, enforcement threat within long-distance trade.*>”
Like Italian merchants a century later the Geniza traders were unwilling
to enter into business relationships {as opposed to spot trades) with
people who did not participate in their legal system.”>*

248 Citarella, 1971. Note that Greif explained this lack of business relationships by positing
a closed coatition of “Maghribis”: Greif, 1989b.

In towns with smaller Jewish communities, such as Sfax and Tripo¥, we find local
merchants in more such partnerships and agency relationships of this sort with Muslim
merchants. See in particular the correspondence of Salama b. Miisa al-Safdqist and his
father, Miisa b, Ishaq and their frequent mentions of Muslim partners, especially men
of Sfax: Bodl MS Heb a 2.20; Halper 389; Halper 414; ENA NS 2 (I).13; INA
D 55.14; Mosseri IV 36a; TS 10]4.2; TS 12.270; TS 13 ] 29.8; and also the letters
of Zakariyya b. Ya‘qiib al-Shima, Nahray’s main partner in Tripoli: ENA NS 45.22;
Mosseri V 330; TS 12.22; TS 8 ] 19.24; TS Misc 8.103.

As noted above, not only was there a shared understanding of basic forms of partnership
and agency contract, fiscal and legal liability, and credit instruments among “Jews and
Muslims,” but educational and cultural systems of the period, with their high value for
scholarship in prestige networks and the period’s particular value for legal scholarship,
and the procedurés of the courts themselves helped create a norm-educating situation
for formal Jewish and Islamic law in the Islamic Mediterranean. See Waldman, 1997;
Ackerman-Lieberman, forthcoming.

See the incidence of non-Genoese in Greif, 1980b; Greif, 2008; van Doosselaere,
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2009. Most of these contracts are with people from Liguria; the shared legal system

is suggested by cartularies of Savona.
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The nature of these states, meanwhile, determined the nature and
geography of mercantile action in unexpected ways. Merchants did not
necessarily receive economic privileges for belonging 1o a particular
state, nor were foreigners necessarily barred or impeded in markets
abroad. Tastead, the necessity of local connections determined the geo-
graphic range over which each individual could act, and what advantages
he might enjoy in any market, These were limited only by his jah,
his set of relationships and capacity to form new ones (whether with
fellow merchants or with local officers and suppliers). At the same time,
the problem of proximity to power-holders whose power was ever-
changing determined the nature of trade. Geniza merchants had to give
attention to creating lines of such power: this was the way they gained
the advantages in the market upon which commercial success often
depended — whether in moving their goods, gaining access to commod-
ities or better ships, or negotiating customs barriers, At the same time,
most merchants did not want to form too close a patronage relationship
with any particular individual — a degree of distance generated fewer
hazards in the event of power shifts. For most Geniza merchants this
balancing act meant both maintaining a certain distance and creating
ties of association in order to gain patronage advantage in markets.

These risks of power seem to have weighed more powerfully on the
Geniza merchants than on some other market players, and it is difficult
not to ascribe some of their choices to their precarious position as a
religious minority. As we have seen, Geniza merchants were chary both
of participating at all in certain markets and of investing in fixed durable
capital such as ships or factories. Markets in grain may have simply been
the domain of different groups of merchants: there is ne evidence that
any of the Muslim merchants who worked with the Geniza group were
grain merchants either. But there were certainly Muslim flax dealers who
invested in ships. Moreover, the general absence of Jews from both these
markets, and the presence of many private Muslim merchants in them,
is noticeable. In making these choices Geniza merchants appear to have
been especially careful to keep their capital as mobile and as invisible
from either popular or government notice as was possible for such
wealthy men.



6 Conclusion to part I

The past three chapters have mapped the structural world in which the =
Geniza merchants operated. From this vantage, if we pause to look back.

at the bale on the beach in Mazara, many parts of the story are now

much clearer. They are artifacts of a system of external and internal:
structures that allowed the Geniza merchants to exploit opportunity and - -
manage a variety of risks. The packing of the bale, iis labeling, the -

dispersed ownership of sections in it, and the letters written about it -
all reflect the risks of the transport system. The packaging of the bale
shows the Geniza merchanis’ organization of a system of shipping that

compensated for the lack of shipping companies to keep track of goods, .

and these merchants’ diversification of risk by packing the goods of
several merchants into a single bale. The movement of letters shows

the second component of this organization, a system of information that -
kept a local business community, and especially its wak#l (the local.
representative of the merchants), informed of the movement of goods, :

their ownership, their storing, and the agency plans of members of their
group, the ashabund. That the bale ended up on the beach illustrates
both the risks and the unpredictability of transport, where goods often

went astray and were often damaged, but where salvage reduced loss
rates while increasing commercial service burdens. The argument .

between Hayyim, Masliah, and Ahmad over accepting and opening the
bale reflects the nature of government asuthority and the limits of bur-

eaucracy that made moving indigo without paying undue customs pos-
sible, but also made such attempts risky. The conflict among Hayyim, .

Nisstm, and Isma‘il over agency for AbT Ishidg’s section reflects the
gency 3aq

‘dynamics of a system of commercial services in which the value of one’s -

labor was keyed to one’s reputation. The urge to protect one’s reputation
could drive two men not only across Sicily to take on commercial

services, but even lead them to call in the dangerous power of the state,

“the authorities,” to harm their opponents.
Having now attained a better understanding of this story we can also
see the complexity of choices the Geniza merchants faced, the delicate
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ways in which they calculated and balanced risks and opportuniiies in
this systein. Indeed, one small part of this story, the iale of the labels on

. the bale, allows us 1o watch different choices being made by the individ-
“ual owners of the sections of indigo, especially in their calculations of
. institutional risks.

... In this world labels were transparent names, understood as referring to
“cither the owner, the agent, or both for the port clerk’s register. But they

could also signify something other than proper idenrity. Recall that
Masliah b. Eliah, whose name was the only one visible on the outer label

- of the sealed package, denied owning any part of it and refused to take

any responsibility for it as agent. And when the bale was finally unpacked

© there was also some difference in the labels on the sections: although all
© were labeled for delivery to an agent, only three revealed their ownership
~ too — those of Miisd b. AbI ’I-Hayy. In fact, it seems that most of the

agent labels were also something short of the truth, if not altogether a
pack of lies: two of the sections were labeled as if Masliah’s brother were
agent, when he was in fact the owner; Maisa’s sections indicated Masliah
as agent, an assignment he denied; and of course there was the trouble-
some section with Isma‘ll b. Harin labeled as agent but another agent
assigned in a letter. Labels acted as much to disguise ownership and
agency as to act as the mechanism for things to reach the right person,’

In fact, labeling practices varied. The labels on this particular bale
may have been lies, but there were many cases in which bales were
labeled with absolute accuracy, and indeed only with the name {or
names) of the real owners, regardless of who might receive them.?
Indeed, in one case Nahray b. Nissiim gave exhaustive instructions for
labeling one set of bales on each side with the names of all three owners,
while another set were to be labeled both with the names of two Tghirt
brothers as owners, and with that of Nahray as agent.” But Nahray too
was prepared to lie on his labels, in various cases hiding either his
ownership or agency.® There is no general pattern; the same individuals
insist on the truth in some cases, but want lies in others.

Although some Geniza merchants had very regular labeling arrange-
ments with a familiar set of associates, when packages went astray this
variability meant that labels that might have been perfectly intelligible
within groups of associates left other members of the associate network
mystified. Even when packages that ended up in the wrong port were
“labeled ‘Yasuf b Ismal al-Tohire’,” a member of ashabuna still

' TS20.122r20-47. 2 ULC Or 10807 17 r 9-10.
* TS Misc 25.19 £ rt and up mar, v 1-5.
* ENA 1822 A0 r rt mar 9-13; Mosseri II 188.5-2 (L 190) r 13-15.
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nor agency stake in the goods). Although Geniza merchants rarely wrote
of these trust burdens, their existence is sometimes revealed when legal
_issues arose. In one legal case a merchani specifically attested: *1 did not
label it; T trust you.”® But such a choice also represented a particular
level of trust in physical infrastruciure — a bet that the postal systems
- were going to get news of one’s shipments to the right people in tme. It
-was also a bet that one’s shipments on a boat or camel pack would arrive,
if not exactly where they were supposed to, then somewhere good
enough, a place where competent and resourceful associates operated.
Eabeling goods with the name of their owner or agent represented a
‘different calculation. The merchant who so labeled his goods might in
“fact repose equally great trust in his agent’s ability to negotiate his goods
“through officialdom (or, if he was sufficiently important, in the power of
his own name}, even as he relied more on the formal market and legal
institutions to protect his rights to his goods if things went awry. And he
placed less trust in ships, in'letters, or in the probity of his colleagues.
When we look back inside the bale on the beach, and watch the
“sections emerge for Ahmad to record, it becomes evident that in the
same shipment different merchants had made opposite choices, At one
end of the spectrum lay Abd Ishdq, who placed complete faith in
merchants such as Maymiin and Hayyim - witmesses, conduits of infor-
mation, people who would handle things with the authorities. At the
other end lay Musi b. Abi ’l-Hayy, who would rather face the customs
dues than lack a watertight claim to his goods. Indeed, Miis3 was a wary
man with his shipments, and he was aware that his actions implied a lack
of trust — in another case he writes somewhat cryptically to Nahray that
he has labeled a bundle of expensive textiles being taken by caravan from
Ascalon to Fustat with his own name “for fear of the times.*®
Ashabuna were thus sometimes the formal witnesses who attested in
the market and whose accounts could clear one’s goods with the gadi;
they were also sometimes a network that sustained complicated, long-
distance circumvention of the law. All the meanings of the label on a bale
show the degree to which the Geniza merchants can be used as a case
study of contract-enforcement practices illustrating the complex inter-
action between related, reinforcing, and competing systems of formal
‘and informal institutions. Their actions also illustrate the difficulties of
modeling contract enforcement in isolation, Not only did individual
‘Geniza merchants involved in the same bale of trade goods make differ-
‘ent choices about where to place their trust, these choices were not

reporied: “He does not know whose they are, so the proceeds remain
with him. He asked and continues to ask whose they are.””

The discussions of government, law, and business relationships in thé
preceding chapters showed whai the Geniza merchants had to gain and
lose from openness or concealment. A merchant who wrote a misleading
or incomplete label lost some of his state and legal protection in return
for greater protection from governiment exaction. If he disseminated
knowledge of his goods only to the Jewish community he could still
expect to enjoy legal protection for his property in the Jewish courts;
but gave up protection from the Muslim courts, market clerks, and gadi
He gained the advantage of the Jewish merchants’ solidarity and powe
associates would whisk goods into warehouses and keep knowledge @
contents from customs officers. Indeed, one legal case attests to thei
writing of a special contract for mislabeled goods, a second contract
made for, and attested by, the Jewish courts that stated explicitly that the
goods had been mislabeled to avoid Muslim customs duties:?
A merchant who adopted this tactic also put himself at the mercy of thig
trust group: when Salama b, Misa’s indigo was denounced to the
sultan’s men in al-Mahdiyya he claimed that it was at the hands of som¢
of ashibund who were jealous of his success. He also claimed that none of
his other ashab in town would help him hide the indigo out of fear,
because “the whoremongers (who informed on him) were Jews who
know every secret.”’

A Geniza merchant who properly labeled his goods was willing to
assume the burdens of paying any dues that might be assessed, of an
government sequestration that might occur, in return for the assurance
that he could make a legal claim to his goods in either Muslim or Jewish
courts, have the records of the clerks to back his claims, and be abIe to
call upon the gadi to intervene. :

But if we can see that the first option reposed more trust in.an
informal group and the second more in institutions, the Geniza mer
chants’ caleulations of risk were rather more complex. An ambiguous ot
inaccurate label meant that a merchant had decided to repose more 0
his trust in a network of associates, in ashabund as witnesses, in the
probity of a specific individual named on the bale, and often in-t_h
power of that person’s jak, which might ensure that the bale was treadtex
with deference (as suggested above by the labeling of a bale with the
powerful Tahirti name, when the named man had neither owners[‘_t__

* Bodl MS Heb c 28.61 v 9-10.
6 TS 12.5 r 14 and ‘TS 20.152 r 13, 19-20; TS 20.152 r 30.
7 Halper 389 r 1213, 16-17. 710 70 mby *19R TN PRI,

8 TS 12371v 7,
® Bodl MS Heb d 75.20 r 24-25, v 7-10; Mosseri II 128 (1 130) r up mar and v 1.
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determined solely by a comparison of different enforcement sysiems;
Other risks also weighed in the balance: those presented by the specific
interests and interventions of the state in the economy; and those arising
from infrastructure, the potental failure of cargo transport or postal
networks, A slight shift in circumstances — of one’s relationships, of a
person’s standing, of the array of boats currently in port — could change
the balance between relying on one’s fellows and calculating that the
security provided by formal institutions was worth the risk of state
exactions. N
The second half of this book explains the rest of the bale’s story. We
will see both why the itineraries of the letters, of this particular commods=
ity, and of individuals around the Mediterranean were different, and how
they were related. We will note the kinds of plans and bets the merchants
in Fustat had made when they packed and sent the bale, wrote to their -
colleagues, or asked them to travel. Documenting the patterns of these-
movements reveals the economic geography of this medieval trading
world, and the organization of markets that put the Geniza merchants
in an enviable position to profit in many ways from wholesale commerce; -
But it is still the story of complex choices, intricate balances of risk and -
reward. Geniza merchants’ organization reached both widely and deeply -
across the economy and across the Mediterranean; over the course of the "
eleventh century their choices thus reinforced certain market patterns -
and cut off others. As they balanced risk and opportunity they not only
shaped but, as the eleventh century progressed, helped re-shape eco- -
nomic geography. :

Pare IT
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7 The geography of information

7.1 Efrayim sends four copies, then five copies

Yasuf b. Farah al-QabisT’s busy autumn in 1056, discussed in chapter 4,
suggested something of the myriad duties of the merchants of Alexandria.
Several decades earlier, sometime between 1025 and 1035, the activities
of Efrayim b. Isma‘1] al-Jawhari show that much of this work consisted in
managing information. In one letter, perhaps the earlier of the two,
accounting for the movements of letters takes up 30 percent of the
contents,' That May, during the height of the westbound shipping
season, Efrayim had overseen the loading of hundreds of bales of flax
onto ships. This is one of only a handful of cases in which we can be
certain that the ships were being convoyed by warships, so the goods
were probably loaded during one of the iwo great Byzantine naval
campaigns of the early eleventh century: 10251027 at Sicily; or 1030
1035 at Syria and Sicily.” Whatever the case, Efrayirn took a great deal of
trouble to make sure letters sent from Egypt arrived in the West:

After the arrival of my Master’s letter, delivered by ‘Amar, 1 learned that my
Master is well, may God preserve this . ... I have written my Mast[er Abu] Sa‘id
Khalaf b. Ya‘qiib - may God protect him — a letter in four copies, and I sent a
copy on each ship with onc of ashdbund: one copy with Salama b. Abi Khalil on
the ship of al-Ba‘shiishi, a second copy with Sahlan — may God protect him — on
the ship of al-Andalusi - may God protect it - a third copy on the ship of ibn al-
Qaddar — may God protect it ~ which I entrusted to ibn al-Qaddar the ship
master himself, becausc no Jew was on board. The fourth copy I entrusted to
Salar al-Iyrabulusi, ibn al-Tahala’s boy. 1 enjoined all ash@bund, may God protect
them, that they keep an eye on the seventy bales and one bargalid until they are
delivered safely into the hands of Khalaf b. Ya‘qab al-Andalusi — may God
protect him. Likewise, I have written my maternal uncle {Misa al-Majjini} in
Qayrawin - may God support him — a letter in five copies, and also copied the
letters [ am sending you, my Master. | have entrusted to Wad‘a — may God

' TS 13]17.3. .
? See the somewhat different interpretations of these naval moves in Lewis, 1951: 104—
196; Stillman, 1970: 293-294; Goitein, 1973: 31}.
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protect him — the letters which my Master mentioned, there being tweive such
letters. I shall pack up the remaining letters and send them on five ships with
ashabuna, may God protect them, I have also written to my Master, Abt Ziki
Yahya — may God protect him — five letters. I have apprised him of all that I sent
to al-Mahdiyya this year, that is, one hundred seventy-nine bales and two
bargalis. 1 also informed him of the ships and of what was collected from lhe
advanced paymeni, and the like.”?

or ‘Umar hasn’t noted Biisiti because his correspondent wasn’t a major
player in that market, unlike Ton ‘Awkal.

Hayyim’s adventures with the bale of indigo on the beach at Mazara
‘revealed a trading world in which the goods, information, and people
.involved in a transaction moved quite separately. Part I concluded that
.this separation was the least accidental part of the unexpected deals
“involving the bale: profitable trading enterprises in this world could
f'depend on separating the movements of commodities from the trans-
misston of information about them. In part II we shall see that the
‘business model of the Geniza merchants depended on the different ways
“in which information, goods, and people moved across Mediterranean
.spaces, and the fact that the irineraries of each were separable, Not only
~were the itineraries of information, commodities, and people independ-
‘ent, but the overall geographies they traced were different, Each of these
-geographies reveals the ways in which the Geniza merchants created and
exploited economic opportunities, as well as the limits of their ambition
and daring. For the geography of information, like the other geographies
we shall examine, was determined in part by the limitations of an exter-
nal infrastructure, and in part on choices made by the trading commu-
nity: the trust placed by merchants such as Efrayim in postal systems, his
fellow merchants, and the medium of writing versus word-of-mouth
news.

Efrayim sent his letters in a state of uncertainty, noting that “bad reports
about Qayrawan have been on the increase, and every man adds his own
rumors.” Word of mouth may of course have magnified the severity of
the situation; Efrayim asks God to “let us hear something good from
there, for we shall have no peace until their letters reach us with news of
their welfare.” Despite the rumors and his desire for better information
he did not change his dispositions of goods, although at the last minute;
when he “was informed of the defeat of the ruler of Qayrawin” which
resulted in “great confusion in the city,” he seems to have decided
against sending Saldma, one of Ibn ‘Awkal’s junior agents, west with
the goods.

In his letter dated April 2, 1030, when the ships in Alexandria were
still loading (some cargo had arrived, but the Nile boats from Rashid
were still en route), Efrayim didn’t yet have any letters to copy and send
west.* He had sent, as he noted, “a number of letters” to Ibn ‘Awk :
regarding what was needed for the current shipping season, and noted
that he would once again write to his uncle Musa in Qayrawan with
a report on all the bales being sent to al-Mahdiyya. After finishinig
the letter he finally received his letters from the courier (fay/). Misa
al-Majjani had written to him from Qayrawan and Efrayim writes a long
list of price quotations, beginning with comparative prices on three
different varieties of flax: “Buasiri flax goes from 8 down to 6;° Qimat
from 8 to 6 — it sells better than the Basia; Malal doesn’t sell — it goés
from 6 to 5, but no one buys it.” This is followed by a long list of spice
quotes: prices for pepper, brazilwood, lac, indigo, myrobalan, and sal
ammoniac; then we find a quote on sugar, and finally a price for olive ol
In conclusion Efrayim notes that Sa‘ada, ibn Farah’s boy, had received a
letter from ‘Umar b. Ja‘far in al-Mahdiyya with additonal market infor-
mation, for he reports that “Qimat flax is selling briskly in al-Mahdiyya
and that they are dealing only in Qimat there; whereas Malil has ng
market.” Either BiigirT isn’t selling in al-Mahdiyya but only in Qayrawan;

7.2 The postal infrastructure and the movement of letters

Efrayim’s efforts over these letters are the most elaborate we find in the
Geniza, but his work copying, re-copying, forwarding and sending
“letters, his reporis on letters received, and his discussion of the contents
‘of other letters with associates all document the mixed structures and
practices of the Geniza merchants. They reflect the multiple and inde-
pendent systems that moved mail, more and less satisfactorily, around
- different parts of the Mediterranean.

The sheer existence of the thousands of Geniza letters is the best
possible testimony of the possibilities of the medieval Islamic postal
systems. Commercial letters suggest merchants’ confidence in their
efficacy. Both the Geniza merchants’ numerous discussions of corres-
.pondence and their recriminations over failures to correspond presume
that failures of letters are the responsibility of the correspondent, not the
‘infrastructure at his disposal.® Perhaps the most typical expression of

TS13717.3r 1326, * TS 13 ] 19.29 passim.

3 Price quotes in the Gieniza always go from high to low. ® As discussed in 3.3 above,
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this sentiment is the comment of Yah@ida b, Yisuf in Gayrawin to Isma‘ll
b. Barhiin al-Tahirsd in Fustat; “Your letters should arrive here all the

time — it is in knowing your state that my spirit finds repose. But my spirit -

is left hanging until your letters arrive telling me of your good welfare.”

Significantly, the emphasis is not on writing or sending letters, but that.;

letters “should arrive”” Writers even clarify how they know letters
could arrive: “My previous letter to you was sent with Abnl Zakariyya
Manahem ... and I have not received an answer yet,” writes an irritated’

Mahray b. Nissim to Salama b. Nissim, noting that “Abd °l-Khayr b,
Tammam arrived and he too did not bring me a letter from you. Thls__

indicated some degree of neglect on your part.”®

The Geniza merchants’ attitude to information transmission was

underpinned by a complex reality: there were multiple avenues through'
which mail might travel, and those systems’ utility and security varied"
greatly.® The specific ways in which the Geniza merchants used letters as
business instrutnents and as special vectors of market information reflect

a certain wariness about the infrastructure at their disposal. Geniza
merchants expected letters to arrive because they did not attempt
to move letters past certain structural barriers. The limitations they
observed in turn had significant effects on the geographic reach of
trading activity.

Merchants could either use independent commercial mail services or

rely on their colleagues as carriers. They had a clear preference for the
former; wherever commercial mail carriers were available they willingly
paid the modest charges. Many writers insisted that their correspond-
ents pay rather than wait for an associate to travel.'” There were three

main communication services, each operating independently: two
courier systemns and one postal service. Efrayim received his letter:
through the agency of the faw (pl. fuviy). These mail carriers wete

individuals who personally collected from their clients, carried their
letters — mostly overland — themselves, and hand delivered letters to
recipients. This system required minimum effort to use and involved

highly trustworthy individuals, meaning that letters were secure from.
writing to receipt, Overland mail also traveled in the off-season when.
the seas were closed (principally in the winter and mid-summer),

allowing critical information transmission. Efrayim may have had to

7 b Jans SEN IR YR DoI9R Povn Ak THRNR 09V T2 0ITR 190N ¥a3 M 9200 Tane txm TS
12.224 r 19-20.

8 TS Misc 25.19 r 3-5.

® The description of mail services below is largely indebted to Goitein’s several refated
discussions of mail: EF, “Fuyidj”; Goitein, 1964; Goitein, 1967-1993: I, 281-295.

10 See the examples discussed in Goitein, 1967-1993: I, 287,
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wait a few days for delivery, but we find few complaints about this
service, and only one instance of non-delivery. ™!

Couriers, however, onfy covered a few specific routes. One service
operated beiween Egypt and [frigiyya, Most of the letrers sent with fuyiyy
traveled the Alexandria-al-Mahdiyya—Qayrawan route, with several
intermediate stops along the North African coastal region. Although
we find a few cases in which a fayj on this route continued on to Sicily,'?
we also find Sicilian merchanis asking for letters to be sent by courier to
al-Mahdiyya — in one case with the insistent “Let there be more than one
letter, and do not neglect this, because I have had no mail from you.”*?
Presumably letters that arrived in al-Mahdiyya would have to be sent
from al-Mahdiyya to Palermo privately, by the hand of a helpful associ-
ate.'* Another set of couriers operated frequently, probably weekly,
between Alexandria and Fustat. As the markings on Efrayim’s second
letter show, letter writers could expect delivery within a week, on average
in four days.’® The existence of two such dependable fayj services did
not mean that a merchant could address a letter in al-Mahdiyya and have
it arrive without any trouble in Fustat. The western couriers would
deliver bundles of letters to the merchants of Alexandria, who, like
Efrayim, forwarded them (either via a different courier or through an
associate) to Fustat. 'The wak#l al-tujjar (representative of the merchants)
of Alexandria in the Nahray period, Ibrahim b. Farih al-Iskandari,
offered a forwarding service thar delivered mail arriving from the West
directly to individuals in Fustat. It is not clear whether he charged for
this service, but it was only used for a minority of the letters arriving
from the West.'®

A different kind of communication system connected Fustat with al-
Shdm. The kuub? system operated not through independent operators,
but as a set of commercial post offices that regularly sent bundles of mail
between the main offices. Each letter sent through the system is marked
in Arabic with the names of the sending and receiving houses in the
cities concerned — which included Jerusalem, Ramla, Tyre, Ascalon,
Damascus, Aleppo, and Fustat. Each letter sent in this system contains
the name of the office of the originating and receiving family firm

' Halper 389 r 2-3.

See Halper 389 r 2-3; Bod! MS Heb a 3.13 r 2-3. The same letter, v 9, suggests again
that such couriers were not numerous, and the correspondent in Sicily wants his
Alexandria correspondent to “pay attention to every courier setting out and send me
mail as needed.” )

13 1816.7v5-7. ' Asin TS 20.76. 5 Goldberg, 2005: 68-69.

TS 10 ] 20.12 r up mar; AIU VA 70 r 18; INA D-55.14 v address; TS 10] 10.25 v
address; DK 230 d v address; TS 10 ] 10.14 v address.
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{not the name of the city), showing that the system operaied rather like
the present-day post office — sorting letters for multiple destinations and
sending out carriers on a fixed schedule regardless of season (the best-
documented service, running berween Pustat and Tyre, was weekly).
This system could also get a letter from any of its offices to any other, as

shown by the movement of a letter from Aleppo to Fustat, with marks-
showing it to have been forwarded through the Tyre office.!” But this

system too had its limits. To send a letter from Jerusalem to Alexandria
one could use the kumueb? only as far as Fustat, after which one needed to
get an associate or courier to move it onward 1o Alexandria.'®

What really distinguished these systeins was the degree to which they

satisfied trading requirements. The Geniza letters suggest that merchants .
preferred to pay for commercial mail, but whereas 90 percent of letters : -
between Fustat and al-Shdm have the marks of the year-round kurubi

postal service, well under half the letters between any other places can be
associated with the fuyit. The high expectations merchants had of the
kutub? system are illustrated by an incident in which Ya‘qab b. Salman
al-FarirT’s disastrous trip from Tripoli al-Sham led him unexpectedly to
stop in Ramla rather than traveling directly to Fustat as planned. From
Ramla he wrote to Nahray b. Nissim in Fustat asking for current market
prices on various goods so that he could decide whether to attempt to sell
them on site or bring them back to Fustat. He urged INahray to write back
quickly, but was certain enough of the speed and dependability of the
postal service to wait for a reply (mail between the two cities took a
couple of weeks), even although he stated explicitly that he had nothing
to do in Ramla aside from waiting for letters.*®

By contrast, on every route the fuyiy traveled merchants sent add-
itional letters, attesting to the insufficiencies of the service. Between
Alexandria and Fustat the couriers were constantly supplemented by
letters traveling with the stream of merchants moving back and forth.
Efrayim’s arrangements reflect the reality that the great majority of
letters moving between the central Mediterranean and Egypt were
carried by travelers on the ships, even though they usually only delivered
them to merchants resident in the port cities. In some cases individual
travelers would carry letters door to door from a merchant in one of the
western cities to Fustat, Such extra services were not always wholly
disinterested — travelers often supplied this service in return for intro-
ductory contacts, and a line or two of introduction in the letter itself
could substitute for a full letter of introduction.*®

f TS8F256. ' TS13F2512; Mosseri I1 128v4-7. ' TS8]10.27r 10-12.
*® Sce the exampies discussed in 5.2 at n. 57 above.
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As we saw in chapter 5, merchants such as Efrayim trusied an array of
people aboard a ship to carry their letters between ports: ashdbund,

. ship-owners, Jews not involved in long-distance trade, and Muslim mer-
" chants.?! Given the unreliability of ship movements, this could not be
- considered a completely dependable system; thus it is particularly along
- these sea routes that writers request that multiple copies of letters be
“sent.?* Efrayim’s notes on copying also include additional regular safe-
* guards that we sometimes find in other letters: the copying of letters or key

contents in Alexandria, as further insurance against transit mishaps.
As the maps show, this patchwork of commercial systems covered a

" limited area, encompassing only a selection of the major citles. A courier
. system began at Alexandria and terminated in the West at Stsa (in
-~ Ifrigiyya) and Sicily (in Mazara). A different postal service started at
" Fustat and went east, ending in the northeast at Aleppo; although it

seems likely that letters were gathered and routed through major way-
points such as Ramla and Tyre, I have drawn a separate line to indicate
that only two postal-office names were needed to secure connections
from any of these places, A limited set of secondary cities, and many
smaller places in the Delta, were reached by the informal means of
helpful individuals. These maps and descriptions illustrated the degree
to which the exchange of letters required the facilitation of merchants
themselves, whether as unpaid letter carriers or as informal postal-hub
agents to transfer letters from one system to another.

7.3 Letters, information, and the boundaries of trade

As noted above, the Geniza merchants expected letters from their cor-
respondents to arrive; they had much higher expectations for movement
of letters than for movement of goods. And perhaps their expectations
were legitimate, given the Geniza merchants’ care not to press this
communication infrastructure beyond certain boundaries. They did
not expect a letter to survive more than one forwarding; 99 percent of
letters are sent either between locations connected by direct mail service
or between those connected through just one exchange, always one
managed by an associate or the wak#l al-tujar. Two-leg journeys never
have both legs by sea. Thus Geniza merchants did not attempt to send
cornmercial mail between al-Andalus and Hgypt; theoretically this could
have been a one-node transfer, with one of the ports of Ifrigiyya or Sicily

2V BLOr5542.9rupmar 1-2. 22 TS10719.19 r vt mar 6-12; DI 230d -+ ar 21-23.
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serving as the central node, but the double reliance on ships and indi-
viduals it would have required was unacceptable.
Geniza merchanis were also chary of sending letters too far off the

" main routes, Traders traveling in the secondary towns around Egypt

sometimes had to wait until their return to collect correspondence; when

- they traveled into the countryside and villages they were outside the

possibility of receiving letters.?> These limits are demonstrated by Nah-

© ray’s actions as a responsible agent for his associate Yesht‘d b. Isma‘il.

Yesh{i‘a spent part of the summer and fall in the eastern Delta, away

" from his home in Alexandria. Nahray initally arranged to have the
~ letters that came via the couriers in Alexandra forwarded to Tatay, but
. concluded that they had not arrived, and had remained instead with the
¢ hazzdn (cantor) in Damietta. Nahray decided that it would not be worth

A

. sending on any more of Yesha‘d’s letters, and wrote him a note to

Alexandria telling him about the letters that were waiting.** It was -
possible to send a letter from a little place such as Minyar Sammanid
or a village near Fuwwa in the Delta, but only as far as Fustat.>*> No one
attempted fo write and send overseas mail from such a place. Indeed,
even from Jerusalem, while using the kurudf service, Barhiin b. Misi al-
Tzhirt did not attempt to keep directly in touch with his correspondents
in the West, although he had several trading deals ongoing in Ifrigivya.
He enclosed a letter 1o be forwarded to Alexandria in a letter sent to
Fustat, but counted on his correspondents in Egypt to read and copy the
main news of the West for him, and indeed to take care of western trade,
while his correspondence would have to wait.?® Letter communication
was thus circumscribed not only by the gaps and limitations in postal
infrastructure, but also by inwardly perceived limitations — on the degree
to which merchants could rely on associates to deliver to far-flung places,
on the dependability of ships, on the sheer availability of associates. At a
certain point the benefits of attempting to convey additional information
were outweighed by the trouble it involved and the lower probability of
delivery.

Of course, neither trade nor information was confined to the bound-
aries of dependable correspondence — commodities, individuals, and
information all traveled beyond the reach of letters. The special import-
ance of letters as both business instruments and special vehicles of
information, however, did mean that their limits constrained other
activities.

3 See 0.2atn. 37, 9.3 arn. S8 below. 2 TS 13]10.27r 1-13, 2 TS 12.243.
2% TS Misc 28.225.
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As discussed in chapters 3 and 5, letiers had a special function as

business instruments between associates, They were the vehicle through

which a merchant assigned agency to associates and through which he

instructed these agents. Associates, as we have seen, often performed a~
complex balancing act beiween acting promptly and following instruc--
tions, In a few cases associates uncertain about how to act wrote back to .
their principals for further instructions — even when the round trip could ;

take months to achieve.?” Hayyim’s troubles discussed in the introduc-
tion help explain why — some of the fiercest disputes among merchants
were over the responsibilities and limits of proper agency.

Thus a much greater weight of trust lay upon associates when they
acted for their principals outside the boundaries of correspondence..
Such agency was still possible: Yasuf Ibn ‘Awkal had many goods sent’

to Qayrawan to be forwarded by his agents there to al-Andalus (or
potentially forwarded, depending on the relative state of the markets as
assessed in Qayrawin); we also have cases in which goods are sent on to
southern Italy or Morocco. But such actions result in a surprisingly high
rate of dissatisfaction — more than 50 percent of the trading transactions
described outside the postal network are the subject of either complaint
about agent behavior or report of loss.”® Although one might assume
that the integrity of the unwatched agent was questionable, the real
disinclination seems to have been the market blindness involved: where
the general market price and actions of others couldn’t be known
through a stream of letters, misunderstandings and dissatisfaction

abounded. Indeed, some merchants, when faced with the necessity of

such dealings, used a partnership rather than agency, ensuring that the
traveler had a direct financial stake in the success of the transaction, even
though this meant reducing the sedentary partner’s own share in the
profits.”® As we shall see in the coming chapters, some patterns in the
- way Geniza merchants moved commodities, and the manner and place
in which they chose to sell them, had a great deal to do with these limits
on acting through agency, the possibility of sending or requesting
instructions, and the limits of trust.

Moreover, although letters were not the only source of news, mer-

chants placed different weight on written reports from associates and -

news reported by travelers. Efrayim, for instance, reports to Ibn ‘Awkal a

collection of news derived from letters, travelers, and market gossip. .

7 Halper 389, passing; DK 327 a—d r 35-40.
%8 Tt is worth noting, and as will be discussed in later chapters, the dissatisfactions of
sending goods outside the postal network increased in the Nahray generation,

?* Halper 389 v 6-19.

Letters, information, and the boundaries of trade 197

Such reports magnified the geographic range and amount of information
available. But, like most merchanis, HEfrayim was unlikely o change his
business plans based on the gossip of the market or on fravelers’ reports.
Despite the bad rumors, and even reporis of the defeat of the Zirid
sultan, he still sent 180 bales of flax, the largesi single shipment recorded
in the Geniza, to the sultan’s port city of al-Mahdiyya.

Efrayim’s notes and actions reflect a general pattern: all such news was
worth reporting as early notice of possible developments, but it was
rarely trusted sufficiently to make major marker decisions, or to change
a set marketing plan. It was instead the eyewitness market reporis of
associates that drove business planning, Correspondents often waited
until the last moment to entrust letters to carriers so as to include
postscripis with the latest prices and trends. As we see, Efrayim delayed
sending his second letter not only in order to add the price levels from
Qayrawin but also to check an associate’s letter for the market news
from al-Mahdiyya down the road.

(Geniza merchants’ own reports reveal their reasons for typically pre-
ferring written reports to travelers’ tales: Efrayim’s first letter reports his
awareness that rumors circulating about distant places might be magni-
fied by echo. The stream of talk about political unrest, famine, battles,
and disease that accompanied travelers was reported, but not necessarily
believed in full, particularly when travelers themselves were reporting
second-hand tales, Letters even note how couriers, the carriers of news,
sometimes got major stories wrong. Sometime in the late 1060s, for
example, the Alexandrian Misa b. AbI ’l-Hayy reported the following:

The courier ibn al-Hitani arrived from al-Mahdiyya today. He hasn’t delivered
mail to anyone yet, except Ab{ Ya‘qiib (Yisuf b. Farah) b. al-Qabisi, He spread
horrible rumors about the new ship, the horror of its destruction made our heads
fly off.” But when master Abii Ya‘qiib took his letters, he found among them a
letter from Abi ’1-Barakat b. al-Rammih saying that the new ship had departed
the City (Palermo) for Mazara, then slipped off (20n) to arrive at balad al-Rigm,
where it stayed for 15 days without anyone having any news of it, after which it
returned safely to Mazara, thank God.*!

The courier had thus been contradicted by the very letter he carried,
Merchants also demonstrate a healthy skepticism for the exactness of
memory. Letter carriers were often themselves merchants who had left
the same port as the letter, with full knowledge of the state of the market;
correspondents’ preference for written lisis of market prices indicates a
wish not to rely on their fallible memories. Indeed, perhaps in part

3 1 jterally, “sent our minds flying.” ' Mosseri II 128 r 9-18.
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because they themselves used letters 1o manage and manipuliate the talk
of the marketplace in discussing the behavior of their associates and
mainiaining their own reputation, Geniza merchanis seem to have been
especially wary of “echo effects.” That is, they worried that talk within a
small and interested community had a tendency to magnify some reports
and discount others, in keeping with the norms or worries of the group.’”
As Efrayim noted, when bad reports of Qayrawian arrived, “every man
adds his own rumours.”*”

Thus the business reports from travelers that were most valued, and
most often recorded, were their notes of which other ships had deparied
at the same time, how many ships were still loading, which ships had
fallen behind — these were eyewitness reports of activity en route that
could be verified in multiple ways. Important news that could only be
obtained from travelers was reports on the activities of market players
from places beyond the reach of either letters or the Geniza merchants’
network. Thus merchants were eager to report what travelers in ships
arriving from al-Andalus, al-Sham, or balad al-Riim had to say about
how many ships were traveling, what they were carrying, and what goods
were likely to interest their compatriots this year. In this case alone can
we trace (Geniza merchants taking the word of foreign merchants suffi-
ciently seriously to take action, and even then only in a few cases.® It is
certainly here that we see an extension of information beyond the limits
of the postal system, but few instances in which merchants expect or rely
on such information, which was often vague at best.

One of the easiest aspects to overlook in this flow of information is
the particular and limited ways in which market information related
to business planning, for reasons of both infrasiructure and wariness of
echo effects. Given the infrastructures that determined the timing of
letters and cycles of trading activity, the vast majority of market and
-shipping information did not tell one’s correspondent what to do, but
rather what to expect. Lists of market prices could rarely affect choices in
shipping, but they did give a merchant who had already shipped his
goods an idea of how much profit was likely to return so that he could
better plan his negt investment. Indeed, since merchants sent certain
goods to be sold at a fixed price, such information might tell him to
expect no return this year, as the goods would be held for the next season
or forwarded to a fresh market. Shipping reports similarly helped mer-
chants know where their goods stood in the market — whether the goods
had arrived early or late, whether reverses in shipping were likely to

*2 See Burt, 2001: 20-30; Ogilvie, 2011: 348, 362-363, 365,
¥ T§$13717.3r30. > E.g JNULS577.3.2 1 15, rt mar 1-4.
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change demand. As we have seen, merchants rarely offered advice
alongside their market reports ~ partly in compliance with rhetorical
norms, but paridy reflecting the fact that market information was rarely
expected to give rise to immediate action, instead being provided in
order to assist the recipient in longer-range planning.

Geniza merchants made use of a variety of sources for their infor-
mation. They obtained soine sense of general market conditions in far-
flung parts of the Mediterranean through the flow of informarion that
moved with ships and travelers. Market gossip, travelers’ tales, and port
talk all provided information that was transmitied, often with notes of
caution, among different ports and from the ports to the major inland
cities. Most merchants displayed a healthy skepticism about such tales,
and did not let such half-knowledge determine immediate decisions
about where and how to ship goods. This sense of the relative value of
information, merchants’ general preference for having their goods
marketed within the zone of reliable information, and their clear recog-
nition of the limits of a dependable postal service all circumscribed the
world of rich, readily actionable information to the eastern basin of the
Istamic Mediterranean,

7.4 The geography of information: connectivity
and change in the eleventh century

Determining the locations of origin and destination of merchant letters
(and other documents) is the first challenge in reconstructing geograph-
ies of eleventh-century trade. Geniza letters were addressed on the
reverse side in a narrow blank space created by folding the paper repeat-
edly on the horizontal. Addresses invariably included the name of the
recipient, but only sometimes his location. Usually the name of the
sender was also written, but never his location. Unambiguous origin
information, where it does occur, is found in the protocol of the text.
“I am writing you, my lord and master — may God lengthen your life,
make your well-being and happiness perpetual, in His mercy, shield you
from evil — from Fustat on the 15th of Shevat ...,” a helpful letter may
open.”> But merchants often didn’t need to address correspondence:
letters carried by ashabund might only need the name of the recipient,
and the same was true for letters carried by one of the established and
knowledgeable couriers. In the typological sample only 45 percent of
letters contain any mention of place of origin in their opening.®® The

¥ TS 10]15.25r 1-2. 3 See the discussion in Goldberg, 2005: §7-70.
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Fustat
85%

Iffigiyya 4%
Sicily 0%
al-Sham 1%

Egypt outside
Fustat
10%

Figure 7.1: Destinations of eleventh-century mercantile letters

lack of unambiguous statements of origin and destination can often be

made good by a careful reading of the internal evidence of the letters, .
mentions of people or places associated with a city, or marks of.

the kurubi system offices.> A point of origin can thus be determined
for over 85 percent of letters, and a destination for slightly under
80 percent.”®

Letters survived through the chance of their being discarded in the
Geniza of Fustat, so it is not surprising that the vast majority of letters -

found there have Fustat as their destination. The charts show the degree

to which Fustat predominates as a destination for correspondence.

(85 percent), with Alexandria a distant second {5 percent}.”®

The pattern is even clearer when the data is aggregated into regions:

Fustat, the rest of Egypt, Ifriqiyya, Sicily, and al-Sham (Figure 7.1).%° _ '_

Egypt outside Fustat accounts for 10 percent of destinations: thus
95 percent of letters were sent to Egypt, while Ifrigiyya accounts for

4 percent of destinations, al-Shim abour 1 percent, and Sicily under”
1 percent. We need to bear the Egypt-centric view of the world in mind-
as we consider geographies of commodity and human movement in the

3" See 2.1 at n. 16 above. Goitein, 1967-1993: 1, 291-295.

%8 Sources and methodology are discussed further in Goldberg, 2005: 253-56.

3% This chart includes all eleventh- -century mercantile letters for which a destination can be
determined.

* Egypt in this sample includes the Nile Valiey and Delta, the Fayylim, and the port cities ';
from Alexandeia to Tinnis; al-Sham anywhere east of Tinnis and west of the Euphrates.
For Ifrigiyya I include letters sent to Qayrawan, al-Mahdiyya, Tripoli, and Siisa. The -

only letters sent to Sicily in the corpus went to Palermo.
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Takde 7.1 Destinations of eleventh-ceniury mercanile letiers

MNumber Mumber
Destination  of letters  Percentage Destination of letters  Percentage
Fusrat 453 84.7% the West: Ifrigiyya 2 0.4%
or Sicily
Alexandria 28 5.2% ai-Munaymun 1 0.2%
Basir 15 2.8% Ascalon 1 0.2%
Jerusalem 8 1.9% Damsis 1 0.2%
Qayrawan 8 £.5% Dalaja 1 0.2%
al-Mahdiyya 5 0.9% Delta 1 0.2%
Palermo 3 0.6% Rashid 1 0.2%
Tyre 3 0.6% Sisa 1 0.2%
Ramla 2 0.4% Tatay 1 0.2%
Total 535 100.0%

chapters that follow. Correspondents were reporting what they felt to
be of interest to someone in Egypt, most likely someone in Fustat.
The degree to which this distorts our picture is debatable; a vast amount
of evidence points to the economic centrality of Cairo-Fustat in this
period, both for the iraders in our nerwork and for economic activity in
general.*! Yet this window does obscure some connections in the eastern
Mediterranean that bypassed Egypt, while writers in the West were also
likely to report less of their intraregional and local travel than were their
colleagues in places such as Alexandria or Tyre.

Locations of origin unsurprisingly show a broader distribution, both
more expansive in its geographic extent and indicating relationships with
a larger set of places (table 7.2).%%

Perhaps most interesting here is the extent to which Alexandria dom-
inates the corpus, showing the primary importance of correspondence
on the regional level for merchants engaged in long-distance trade.
Again, considering the points of origin in larger regions underlines the
general pattern. I group together Egyptian ports, the Egyptian country-
side, and then al-Sham, Ifrigiyya, and Sicily (Figure 7.2). For an even
broader overview I compare Egypt as a whole, the east, and the West
(Figure 7.3).

The origins and destmatlons of trading letrers not only reveal the
mornentary locations of merchants but show practices of writing. Over
65 percent of eleventh-century letters for merchants whose home base is

#1 See 10,6 and 11.1 below.
*2 As above, those for which a point of origin can be determined.
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Table 7.2 Origins of eleventh-century mercantile letiers

Point of Number Mumber
Crigin of letiers Percent Point of Origin of letters Percent
Alexandria 281 46.6% Rashid 3 0.5%: -
al-Mahdiyya 51 8.5% {Rif) 3 0.5%
Jerusalem 42 7.0% Tripoli al-8ham 3 0.5%
Fustar 38 6.3% Gabes 2 0.3%:
Qayrawin 38 6.3% Ramla 2 0.3%:
Biigir 22 3.6% Sahrajt 2 0.3%:
Tinnis 20 3.3% Tatay 2 0.3%
Palermo 13 22% Abyar 1 0.2%
Tripoli 12 2.0% Ahwiaz 1 0.2%
Tyre 10 1.7% Aleppo 1 0.2%:
Damsis 0 1.5% al-Mahalla 1 0.2%
(West) 7 1.2% al-Munaymun 1 0.2%
Mazara 6 1.0% Barga 1 0.2%
Sicily 6 1.0% Gush Halav (al-Jish) 1 0.2%
al-Shim 4 6.7% Minyat Sammaniid 1 0.2%
Siisa 4 0.7% Munyatayn 1 0.2%
Ascalon 3 0.5% Ragusa 1 0.2%:-
Bahnasa 3 0.5% Sfax? 1 0.2%.
Damascus 3 0.5% Trapani 1 0.2% .
Malij 3 0.5% Total 603 100.0%:
Egyptian
countryside
7%
Sicily
5%
Ifrigiyya
. 18%
Other Egyptian
poris
5%

Alexandria
47%

Figure 7.2: Origin of eleventh-century letters by small region
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the West
24%

the East
11%

Egypt
65%

Figure 7.3: Origin of eleventh-century letters by large region

known originate from that home base.*® Merchants wrote most often in
their capacities as stationary agents, whether from home or from a
seasonal base, and rather rarely in the midst of travels; we know much
more about the movements of merchants from their colleagues who
resided in the ports than from the tavelers themselves.** Udovitch has
suggested that the content of some letters received from Alexandria,
containing only shipping news and greetings and liitle in the way of
orders and reports, might indicate that port merchants had an obligation
to write on a fixed schedule, and that this may partially account for the
predominance of Alexandria in the corpus.*® Merchants in their home
bases were information hubs for travelers: they received letters to for-
ward, received notes in their letters asking them to look for, speak to, and
report on travelers, and of course served as witnesses who were expected
to report back on the activities of travelers. Regular letters between
resident agents multiplied and verified information —~ the actions of
Efrayim ‘in copying leiters, forwarding letters, and then re-copying
important parts of letters that both he and others in Alexandria had

%3 Data on homebases compiled from Gil, 19834; Gil, 1992; Goitein, 1966a; Goitein,
1667-1993; Goitein, 1973; Stllman, 1970; Stillman, 1973; Udowvitch, 1977a;
Udovitch, 1988; Udovitch, 1999; and Udovitch, n.d., together with my own notes.

* Cf, Goitein, 1967-1993: I, 157-160.

* Udovitch, n.d.



204 The geography of information
60% 1
50% | 48.34%
40% |
30% 1
20% 1

10% 1

0.37% 0.37%

0% A

Figure 7.4: Connections through correspondence

received show this constant process of reduplication at work. Like the
acts of witnessing and the publicity of market acts, such transfers of
information sustained trust and compliance between principals and
agents.

Letter distribution shows not only the importance of certain localities
as points of origin and reception of correspondence but aiso the density
of connectivity between places, since a letter sent from Alexandria to
Fustat and one sent in the opposite direction attest equally to the
intensity of communication between the two cities. An overall examin-
ation of connectivity in the eleventh century shows the following pat-
terns {Figure 7.4),

Clearly, for the Fustat-based merchants at the core of our study trade
was centered on a base of intense communication within Egypt, both
among the various Egyptian ports and between those ports and the
countryside.*® All told, intra-Egyptian communication accounts for
55 percent of all eleventh-century letters, while communications

¢ Ports include Fustas, Alexandria, Rashid, Damietta, and Tinnis. See Udovitch, 1978:
521-522 on the navigation.
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Figure 7.5: Connections in the two generations

between Egypt and the overseas markets account for slightly over
40 percent. While this is clearly indicative of the processes of trade from
Egypt, it is in no way indicative of the state of communications among
various ports in Ifrigiyya. for instance, or for communications between
Ifitqiyya and Sicily.

This pattern for the eleventh century as a whole becomes more
nuanced when the results are grouped generationally (Figure 7.5).
Looking at the Ibn ‘Awkal generation we see that a much larger propor-
tion of correspondence involves the Ifiigiyya-Egypt axis, while the sig-
nificance of al-Sham drops to almost nothing, Communications between
Egypt and Ifiigiyya account for over half the letters of this generation,
while intra-port correspondence in Egypt (almost exclusively between
Egypt and Alexandria) accounts for just under a third.

It is in the Nahray generation that we see the greatest significance of
Alexandria, now supported by some of the other Egyptian ports, as well
as the emergence of significant correspondence with al-Sham. Indeed,
for this later generation correspondence with al-Sham is now as signifi-
cant as that with Hrigiyya. These shifis in letter distribution are a first
indication of how trade changed over the course of the eleventh century,
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in both direction and range. Analysis of the travels of network merchants

(in chapter 9 and particularly chapter 10} will flesh out these basic
patterns of eastward shift and geographic coniraction of wade by the
Geniza merchants in the later eleventh century.

7.5 The boundaries of information; using letters
to retrace geography

The extent of a merchant’s trade was limited by infrastructure, trust, and
the value of different kinds of information that might be provided. Using
letters to retrace the geographies of communication, commodities, and
individuals is an approach circumscribed by the epistolatory norms of
the merchants and their Geniza practice in keeping or discarding letters.
These boundaries shape the scope of the chapters that follow, since they
determine what we can learn about the geography and nature of Geniza
trade and the Islamic economy in general. In particular, the way in which
letters were written complicates the identification of individuals and

hence how well we can trace people’s movements; it also renders the

vast majority of information about commodity movements too partial or
ambiguous to use,

The Geniza merchants’ habits in describing people, places, and
things complicaies the project of retracing the various routes along
which information, people, and goods traveled. As letters were not the
main record-keeping documents of this trading community, letter-
writers only sometimes regarded it as necessary to specify all the
details about a trading transaction or an individual’s movement — for)
the most part the modern scholar is in the position of overhearing the
middle of a long conversation, partially carried on in earlier letters that
haven’t survived, partially carried on orally by individuals as they
moved and met.*’

Geniza merchants, moreover, employed a language of place and
movement common to the medieval Islamic milieu, and this adds to
the ambiguity. Sometimes movement is toward a goal city — a helpful
note will tell us that Isma‘il is going to al-Mahdiyya, or that indigo was
sent to Mazara, But frequently movement is described with eastward or
westward directionality relative to the current location of the writer,
Travelers, letters, and goods were forever moving “west,” for instance;
but west could mean different things, Al-Maghrib, when mentioned in
Egypt, often meant the central Mediterranean: sometimes Ifrigiyya,

47 As discussed in 1.3 above.
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Sicily, and the Italian peninsula generally, sometimes just Hiigiyya
(a word, it is important Lo note, that is never used in the correspondence
3s a destination for business wavelers or goods). Sometimes “west”
meant all the ierritories west of Alexandria, When the writer is already
located in the central Mediterranean the same term would tend to mean
the general regions further westwards — al-Andalus and the modern
geographers’ Maghrib (Morocco and western Algeria). But even for
writers currently located in Egypt we sometimes find “al-Gharb” used
to distinguish this “further west,” Conversely, merchants in the central
Mediterranean sometimes use the term “Mashriq™ to mean Egypt and
al-Shéim. But when one wrote from Egypt, this term tended to mean just
al-Sham.

An additional source of confusion is that in this highly city-focused
society the name of a region could refer either to the region in general or
to its ruling city. Thus “Misr”® meant both Egypt and Fustat, Siqilliva
could be either Sicily or Palermo, al-8hiam could mean either greater
Syria or Damascus, and Maghrib could be either Ifrigiyya or Qayrawarn.

Any letter can thus contain a flood of location and movement infor-
mation, but only a modest proportion is usable. MNotes on the move-
ments of goods, for instance, are the most common fearure of the
correspondence, but this material is by far the least manageable. The
percentage of ambiguous information far exceeds the precise, In most
cases neither the origin nor destination of commodities is stated ~ unless
there was a change in plans, correspondents already knew.*® Some
commodities are so strongly associated with a region that their trajec-
tories can be very reliably assumed. Flax in the Geniza correspondence,
for instance, is invariably Egyptian flax. Pepper came through the Red
Sea route and arrived in the Mediterranean via Egypt. The origin of
silk, on the other hand, is a complete mystery unless it is labeled — not
only was it produced in many parts of the Mediterranean (especially al-
Andalus, Sicily, and Syria) as well as in Asia, but its value-to-weight
ratio was so high that individuals carried it about almost as an alterna-
tive currency.*®

Given these difficultes, our discussion of movement of commodities
will be confined to detailed study of the origins, destinations, and trajec-
tories of goods that moved across the region of al-Sham. In general this
region provides the most identifiable and least ambiguous designations
of origins and destinations in the Geniza letters, by virtue both of the
geographic terms used and the near-universal use of the kuzubi system.

"8 B.g. the lists in ENA NS 18.24; TS 20.76.  *® Goitein, 1967-1993: 1, 222-224.
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Information on movements of people is more varied and ofien more
usable. The place of origin and receipt of letters naturally shows the
locations of the correspondents at the time of writing. The common
practice of sending greetings both to and from members of ashdbund can
also place individual merchanis at some location other than home at the
time of writing. Goods, money, and letiers were often sent in the care of
a particular individual, revealing his travels. Shipping reports often
contain notes on which merchants had arrived or departed on which
ships. Finally, writers describe their own completed voyages, mention
their future travel plans, and relate stories of the travels of their fellow
merchants.

Although all these sources of information help skeich patterns of:

movement, ambiguities confound the researcher at every turn. Naming
practices often make identity ambiguous even when the route of travel is
clear.®® In other cases both the individual and the itinerary are ambigu-
ous, as shown by the following very typical examples (mostly from the
correspondence of Mardik b. Musa, one of Nahray b. Nissim’s import-
ant associates in Alexandria), Each is the complete record of a voyage in
the letter:

1. On this very day, the boat of al-Mufaddal al-Haifi arrived from
al-Mahdiyva and AbiG Yahya b. al-Sada al-[M]abdawl arrived
in it, (Mardik b. Miisd in Alexandria to Nahray b. Nissim in
Fustat)!

2. If my master Abi Salman b. Duwayda has arrived, please greet him
on my behalf, (Mardak to Nahray)®>

3. Prior to his departure, Ibn ‘Ugban left me instructions. (Mardik to
Nahray)>?

4. Iplaced my trust in God Almighty and sent you two purses with Abu
Sa‘ld Maymin b. Ya‘qab ... I also sent you a purse with Aba ‘All
Hasan b. Ishaq al-Safaqisi. (Ya‘qib b, Isma‘ll al-Andalusi in Palermo
to Nahray b. Nissim in Fustat)’*

Each of these examples records the fact of travel, but with an ambiguity -
relating to endpoint, identity, or membership in the Nahray or Ibn
‘Awkal group. As discussed in chapter 2, short forms of names are clear
indications of close association, while long forms often indicate

strangers. Thus in Example 3, Tbn ‘Uqgban is obviously an associate,

even before we see him issuing instructions to Mardiik. Unfortunately it
is not clear where he was going. Examples 1 and 2 provide clear

3® See Technical Nowes above,  >' T8 8] 20.17 r 4-6.
2 TS8J25.14r89.  * AIUVIIESr23.  °* Bodl MS Heb ¢ 28.61 v 1-4.
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information on the persons involved as well as fairly clear indications of
the voyage. Sometimes the iestimony is direct (Example 1), since the
merchant arrived on the boat from al-Mahdiyya; ofien it is easy to
interpret (Example 2), since this formulation (“if so~and-so has arrived,”
“when so-and-so arrives™) is common when merchanis were arriving in
Fustat from Alexandria, In neither case, however, is it clear that the
merchant is a member of the neiwork, although Mardik’s greetings
(Example 2) suggest an associate. In cross-referencing both men it
becomes clear that the first is not a member of the network, while the
second is: he appears in other letters engaged in services with the group,
as well as in one of Nahray’s accounts.”® The forwarding of money
(Example 4) occasions one of the most useful forms of information in
the letter corpus. As discussed in chapter 3, carrying money was a form
of service to the trading community. But when sending money, whether
with a close associate or a relative stranger, merchants took care to
provide a very full form of the name, giving the recipient the clearest
possible testimony of responsibility, and the scholars the best evidence
for travel.

The range, variety, and degree of ambiguity of location information
that testifies to the movement of individuals lends itself 1o two different
approaches. In chapter 9 I collate lifetime location and travel informa-
tion for a group of individuals who, either because their names are
unusual or because they are more prominent in the correspondence,
can be identified with some degree of confidence. From this information
I draw a picture of the variety of lifetime patterns of movement that
defined trading activity for individuals, and then use this information to
examine trading strategies in the group. In chapter 10 I collate all
voyages for any person who can be idenrified as part of the network, in
order to define the geographic boundaries of the human network of
Geniza trade, and to show how these boundaries shifted over the course
of the eleventh century.

7.6 Conclusions

The ability to transmit information about goods that were to arrive, and
to place orders to multiple agents in advance of the movement of goods,
were some of the key advantages the Geniza merchanis gained through
their business associations, allowing them to simultaneously manage
both shipping infrastructure and port institutions. Reliable information

*° BNA 3014.3 v 5; TS 12.241 r rt mar.
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helped to shape some investment choices in a world of risky shipping,
while the promise and reality of multiple reporting and recording was a
central part of maintaining the principal-agent system of suhba, as such
information was more immediately accessible to far-flung associates
than were the port and market registers of officials.

Just as we saw in the case of labeling bales, the limits of information,

and the ways in which it circumscribed trade, were as much a matter of -

degrees of trust as they were questions of structural constraints. Mer-
chants often traveled beyond the reach of letters, whether in the eastern
Mediterranean Islamic world to lesser cities {places such as Caesarea,
Valdimona, or Barga, where we never find even a report of a letter being
sent) or to the countryside, or even cutside that world to al-Andalus or
balad al-Riim. The limited degree to which most Geniza merchants were
willing to trust associates to act with their goods without reliable
reporting (or indeed to which associates were willing to risk acting
without reporting wimnesses to back them up) helped to circumscribe
the majority of Geniza trading activity in the eleventh century to the
world of reliable information. Even within that world the merchants’
understanding of what made information solid, and their healthy sense
of the limits of dependable postal service, further constricted the range
of their trade. At the same time, their practices of information multipli-
cation allowed them tro act with what seems to us supreme confidence in
multiple and complicated undertakings that involved massive trust when
they acted inside the bounds of the information network.

8 Commodities in a regional market

8.1 Israel’s eve medicine

In adherence to a vow made before leaving Constantinople Israel
b. Natan — a native of Qayrawan, the first cousin and near contemporary
of Nahray b. Nissim - was living in Jerusalem in the 1050s and 1060s.
Although he had embarked on a trading career similar to Nahray’s, after
his return from Constantinople he did not take up this work again.
Instead, he made a precarious living as a manuscript copyist, supple-
mented by income still outstanding from trading deals before his long
residence in Constantinople and gifis from family and former business
associates. Such charity was made more necessary in that Israel had
trouble completing his copying owing to an eye ailment.! The Geniza
contains four different letters from Israel to his cousin Nahray b, Nissim
over the course of seven months, documenting his attempts to have an
unidentified medicine, gafar, sent to him from Fustat, The first, sent in
November, asks simply, “Inform me if you have sent the garment to Rav
Avraham, God willing, and the medicines and the gafdr that I wrote to
you about, and what was done concerning it.”> From here, his letters
become increasingly concerned. In the next, sent in late December, he
reminds Nahray of his eye problem and suggests some individuals with
whom he might send the ¢afidr. By March Israel was changing tack,
trying to involve another merchant:

I ask of you that you request from my master Abii "1-Faraj Yeshi‘a a bit of gafar
from Alexandria, because in Jerusalem there is none to be found, and it is for me the
best medicine and of great help; perhaps he will send it to me through Ascalon or
however he prefers.”

In May Israel gives more instructions and more options; he hopes that
it has been done; he hopes that Nahray will do it quickly, Nahray was
not indifferent to his cousin’s plight — a letter to Nahray from Mardik

' On the life of Israel b. Natan see Udovitch, 1989.
2 ULC Or 10807 78 v 8-10. P TS 13]26.4v12-15.
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b. Misa, yet another merchant resident in Alexandria, sent around the
same period in the month of Tammuz (June—July), reporis that Mardik
has already packed the gafdrin a basket.* Given the rareness of the word
gafdr in the documentary corpus it is reasonable to assume that this ig
Israel’s shipment. At the very least, the subject was dropped: the next
extant leriers from Israel daie from a few years laier and contain no more
requests for gafar.
Israel was a particularly persistent and demanding correspondent: ng:
letter passes without a request, and many letters from Jerusalem by
fellow merchants report back to Nahray on supplying Israel with goods
and money. But in a world where eye ailments were one of the more
constant medical complaints,” and in a city housing scholarly commus
nities whose members would have found eye ailments particular
trying,® both the lack of the medicine and the time it took to acquire
may seem a bit surprising. Israel’s history and his difficulties point not
just to the economic position of Jerusalem, but also to the dynamics of
regional economies in our period. These dynamics explain why we find
our merchants living in a very small array of cities in a highly urbanized
landscape, and show what Israel or any resident of one of the great
Islamic metropolises of the eleventh century was giving up by fuiﬁllmg
a religious vow to take up residence in a lesser town,
This chapter explores the reasons for Israel’s troubles. The probiems
involved in obtaining a specific commodity in this particular locality
actually raises several questions. What were the economic relations
between Jerusalem and Fustat that led Israel in the former city'f:d
direct his request to his cousin in the latter, and what larger pattern:
determined this relationship? That is, where did Jerusalem and Fustat fi
into patterns of centers and hinterlands, and to what extent did these¢
patterns define regions and regional economies? By looking at how and
with whom commodities did and did not move across al-Sham - whethéf
these movements involved the special delivery of gafar, the massive
and regular quantities of oil, paper, flax, and textiles, or the occasmna}
consignments of spices, ornaments and Persian textiles — we can recon;
struct one layer of the geography of trade practiced in the cleventh
century by the Geniza merchants.
As discussed in the preceding chapter, the movements of commodmes
are the most difficult to recover in the documents. For reasons
feaszblllty, the present chapter primarily analyzes documents and com
modities that could be attached to al-Sham. But, as the tables in the

“TS12.3881r7. ° See Cohen, 2005a; Cohen, 2005b.
5 Gil, 1992: 171-172, 609-631; Rustow, 2008: 27-31,
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preceding chapter showed, al-Shim occupies an odd position in the
Geniza mercantile correspondence. For reasons more fully explained in
the subsequent chapters just over 10 percent of this correspondence was
exchanged with al-Sham and almost ali the material dates from after
1035, in the Nahray period. Moreover, the composition of the Mahray
group means that we are studying a merchant group with limited con-
nections to al-Sham, and with few connections to the resident merchants
of its largest cities, Damascus and Aleppo. There are hints in the letter
data that other merchant circles in Fustat, less closely tied to the Nahray
group, were more deeply involved at least with Damascus, a central issue
for understanding the coordination of merchant networks, and one that
will be explored in chapters 9 and 10.

What follows is thus a reconstruction of one corner of this economy
and economic activity in this area for one generation of Geniza mer-
chants. We cannot use the limited data provided in the Geniza mercan-
tile letters to reconsiruct the economy of the whole region or the goods
that flowed across it — to recreate a picture of Syria’s imports and exports
or its relative size and role in medieval Mediterranean trade.” But even
though the surviving documents cannot be used to reconstruct an entire
regional economy, they do provide an initial picture of business relation-
ships because they enable us to compare the activity of the Nahray group
in this area with their activity in other arcas. We see how these merchants
distinguished among different kinds of local, regional, and metropolitan
markets. We also see how they related center to hinterland in their
choices of what to bring to the area, where to go, what and how to
buy. In turn, this analysis illuminates the market hierarchies of the
eleventh century, and reveals Fustat as the central metropolis of the
castern Mediterranean. In subsequent chapters this analysis underpins
the story of both the general business model we can reconstruct for all
the Geniza merchants and the shifiing strategies employed by the
Nahray generation.

8.2 The nature of regions in al-Shim;: central markets,

emporia, and hinterlands

As economists, sociologists, and anthropologists have long noted, there
are many ways to organize exchange, in both social and geographic
terms, The central places of exchange and the types of economic con-
nections they maintain with the lands around them define different kinds

T Cf, Yusuf, 1985; Gil, 1992: 224-279.
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of region, exercise differing effects on regional and supra-regional econ~
omies, and suggest different relations of power among sets of producers,
distributors, and consumers inhabiting different types of cities, villages,
hamlets, and estates.® In order to understand these relationships eco-
nomic historians have found it useful to begin by thinking of marker and.

emporiun as ideal types of the places of exchange and the ways in which.

they link or divide economic actors.” A “market” is defined as a place

that collects and allows exchange of local production, integrating a
marketing area of whatever size. Many markets will exist in a commer-

cialized economy; and they can be organized horizontally (where most.
markets are of equal size) or vertically (where larger markets control the.

distribution of a number of smaller ones). An “emporium,” by contrast;

collects goods produced outside its region and distributes them not to its:

own dependent hinterland, but rather to buyers who also come from:

outside; an emporium may therefore have only modest effects on the
economy of the region in which it is located.!®

Although some central places, such as rural villages, are primarily markets -

and others, such as the medieval port of Aden, are primanly emporia,
many cities act as both, collecting and distributing the production of a
hinterland, but also artracting goods and traders from places outside
that hinterland.!! Local and non-local products are exchanged at the

marketplaces of such a city, although not necessarily in the same spaces; .

In this book T use the term merropolis to describe such great cities, those

functioning both as markets for substantial hinterland regions and as
inter-regional emporia,

The geography of the medieval Islamic Mediterranean and the tech~
nology in use in that period permitted an extremely flexible organization:

of exchange: coastwise shipping and the use of small craft made not only:

much of the coast, but also places upriver, such as Fustat, potential

ports, while the late antique replacement of the limited Roman road:

network and wagons by the more flexible and numerous camel caravan
routes radically increased the possibilities of overland shipping, playing a

large part in the Islamic establishment of inland emporia.” Analyzing.
the economic relationships among places in this world is thus particu-:

larly interesting both for theories of economic geography and for theo-

ries of Mediterranean connectivity. In particular, we shall see that Fustat:
was a special kind of metropolis, and one whose relationship with the:

é"S'(:e Christaller, 1966; Losch, 1954; then Krugman, 1991; Fuyjita, Krugman and.

Venables, 1999. Sece also 8.4 below.
® Hodges, 1989: 1325, passim. " On the example of Aden, Margariti, 2007: 47-67.
1! See Margariti, 2007: passine. 12 Bulliet, 1990, passim.
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other great cities and regions of the Mediterranean was evolving
throughowut the period. Its position, and that of cities such as Qayrawin
and Palermo, shows an Islamic Mediterranean charvacterized by very
hierarchical urban systems with outsized metropolises thai can justly
be termed “megapolises.”'?

Fustatr was a metropolis throughout the eleventh century. In addition
to its traditional role as a central marker for the Nile Valley and the
Delta, acting as the collector of goods from smaller Mile markets and the
chief distributor to them, it was also a great emporium for goods from
the Mediterranean, from the Arabian Peninsula and islands, as well
as from South, Southeast, and East Asia brought through the Red Sea
trading route. In the period 1035-80 al-Shiam consisted of several
sub-regions with different relationships to the meuwopolis of Fustat: the
southern Shim was largely part of Fustat’s dependent hinterland, while
the central and northern Sham were not: they were either one or two
separate regions brokering their own products and transit goods onto the
Mediterranean markets.

ALSham and its regions

As already mentioned, the word “al-Sham,” like its counterparts “Misr”
(Egypt) and “Sigillivya” (Sicily), refers both to a region and to its
principal city.'* In the case of al-Sham this city is Damascus, for a century
the seat of the caliphate (map 1,2), The Geniza merchanis used regional
words less frequently than city names when discussing their travels in
the Levant, but when they did employ such regional designations they
used “al-Shim” more frequently than “al-mashrig,” and they never used
any other regional term, such as Filastin (the administrative subdivision
of al-Sham that includes much of modern-day Israel) or the Hebrew
eres Yisra’el.'® In market reports merchants discuss the activities of
“Shamis” (Shdamiyyun). In both cases the Geniza merchants follow
Islamic conventions in talking about this region, and show their under-
standing of greater Syria as a geographic unit.

13 See 8.4 below.

* In practice, Geniza merchants used a mix — Dimashq is more frequent than Sham
for travels to the city, Misr more commonly than Fustat, al-Madina more common for
Palermo than Siqilliyya.

“al-Sham” as a location appears in 5 percent of letters, “al-Mashriq” in 1 percent. Eres

Yisra’el is used in some non-mercantile Geniza materials in Hebrew to refer to a region
around Jerusalem that was large enough to inckude Ramla: Rustow, 2008: 362. It was
also used in letters of petition, often indeed to stress the holiness of the requested aid.
See TS 13]24.1r26-27; TSNSJ353r5-6; ULCOr 1080734 8; ULC Or 1080 ] 87
r5; Mosseri1a 21 (1. 291) r 5. [ am gratefut to Mark Cohen for these references.
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The use of such conventions is not really surprising given what we
have already seen of how the Geniza merchants participated in the

ambient Islamic culture, but it is worth noting all the same. After all,

thinking of al-Sham as a single geographic unit is something of a histor-

ical anomaly of the Islamic era, an outcome first of the political history of .
early Islam, and then of the success of Syrian intellectuals in maintaining .
a discourse of region despite the political marginality and fragmentation -

in the ‘Abbasid era,'® The area was not politically unified in the period
under consideration here, and it included soime of the historically sacred
spaces of Judaism. Many of our merchants were active in communal
politics and participated in the complicated reshaping of Jewish religious
geography in the eleventh c:e:ntrc{ry.lr'r Some were deeply involved in the

politics of the Palestinian Academy, which was attentive to the religious .

meaning of the physical boundaries of eres Yisra’el'® Yet Geniza

merchant letters report on economic conditions in “al-Sham” even when
it is contextually clear that only the rough area of Filastin is meant, and

when they are considering a zone encompassing much of modern-day - -

Syria, Lebanon, and Israel.'® The pervasiveness of the Islamic term in

the Geniza merchant letters is even more interesting in face of the
evidence that there existed distinct economic regions within the area
encompassed by the geographers’ “Shim,” including an economic zone
of activity roughly corresponding to ancient Palestine.

The complicated physical geography of al-Sham has never suggested a

single natural map of political or economic organization, unlike Egypt

next door. Geography, technology, and infrastructure in this period,
combined with the strong cultural boundary separating it from the

Byzantine empire to the north, could have supported regional economic:

unity. It has been argued that the coast-hugging habits of medieval
navigators should have bound the port-rich coast together strongly north

to south.?® Then too, there is the long history of multiple overland routes . :

that connected inland cities both to the coast and to one another,

in Syria referred to their own congregations following the ga’on of Jerusalem as kanisar
al-shamiyyin (synagogue of the Shamis), as discussed in Rustow, 2008: 362.

and 291-346,

inaugurated the new year at an assembly in Haifa in 1082, specifically because it was
within the boundaries of Israel according to Jewish law {halakha).
" Goitein, 1973: 47, 242; Rustow, 2008; 361-362. Cf. Gil, 1992: 2, 113.
Indeed, this geography is often adduced to explain the disjuncrure berween the coastal
and inland Sham. See Pryor, 1988: 112-135; Horden and Purcell, 2000: 53-5%;
Goltein, 1967-1993: I, 20-21 on Geniza materials.

Caobb, 2002, Islamic geographic labels extended to Jewish religious geography — writers

On the geography of leadership see Cohen, 1980; Rustow, 2008: passim but esp. 67-108

See Gil, 1992: 192-193, noting that when the Palestinian Academy moved to Tyre they
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confirmed by tenth- and eleventh-century literary geographies showing a
plethora of connections and caravan routes.”’ A different picture of

. connectivity, however, emerges from the Geniza record: geography

and proximity did not necessarily determine regional cohesion. In our

» pertod al-5him was not 2 single economic unit; nor did the lines of

political control, often tenuous and contested, line up with the economic
fégions that emerge from the Geniza correspondence.®® Instead, the
business letters of the Geniza merchants document at least two, and
possibly three, different regions of activity, coterminons neither with

- administrative boundaries (to the extent these can be documented) nor

with political control, nor with the divisions laid out in chronicles or
geographies.23

= Both the commodity movements that the Geniza merchants organized
and the movements of the merchants themselves clarify this division.
A first indication of separation is the paucity of letters from what are
historically the most important commercial cities of Syria; Damascus
and Aleppo. The entire edited eleventh-century corpus of Geniza cor-
respondence contains just three letters from Damascus and one from
Aleppo.?* The limitations of the postal infrastructure cannot account for
this limited correspondence, as they can in other cases.?” The three
extant letters from Darmascus indeed suggest the opposite, for they show
that Damascus and Fustat were directly connected by the commercial
mail service, while the letter from Aleppo had to be forwarded through
the Tyre office.?® The marks on these letters testify to a commercial
relationship among these three cities important enough to sustain a
ramified private postal service, yet this was a network of commerce from
which the Nahray group among the Fustat merchants were mostly
excluded.?”

Letters do not tell the full story of the movements of traders, still less
of commodities, but the stories of Geniza merchant travels repeat the
patterns revealed in the correspondence, and are also confirmed by
commodity movements. Thus Geniza letters sent from the coastal Shim
recount travels or discuss plans to travel inland to Damascus or Aleppo;
but travel to either Damascus or Aleppo accounts for a minuscule
proportion of merchant travel overall and less than 5 percent even of
travels recorded anywhere east of the area of the Nile. This lack of travel

2l See Yusuf, 1985.  *2 Cf. Gil, 1992,

See Bianquis, 1986: 389-701 on political developments in central Syria, Gil, 1992;
335-429 for Palestine,

TS NSJ463; TS 13715.5; TS 13 17.6; TS 8 ] 25.6. See Goitein, 1967-1293: 1, 20.
23 See 7.1 above. 2% TS 8] 25.6.

Goitein, 1967-1903: 1, 20 suggests the same from the absence of letters.
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and activity cannot be accounted for by a sudden decline in commerce in
gither city, or even by the absence of a Jewish merchant comrmunity. Gy
the contrary, all evidence points 1o both cities as functioning commercial
centers in the period despite political instabilities, and to the continuing
role of Aleppo as a cenrer for the negotiation of commaodities from
interior Asia (Caucasia and Persia) onto the Mediterranean market,??
while other Geniza records document the existence of Jewish business
men in these cities.?® The commercial corpus thus principally reveals
that the MNahray group had at best tenuous connections to the merchan
communities in these cities, a point to which I return in chapter 10;
Likewise, the Mahray group’s activity in the southern Sham demon
strates that connections to the great cities of Syria were not necessar
to conduct trade in this zone. Instead, the area of the southern Sham in
which the men of the Geniza traded formed a distinct economic region;
one that could be controtled from Fustat.

The Geniza letters record a substantial degree of trading activity onIy in
this limited zone. This southern Sham area was bounded on the north
by Tyre, in the south by Ascalon, and in the east by the Jordan Valle
Despite Tyre’s role as a port for Damascus, it functioned here as. g
terminus or as the beginning of the overland route to Ramia, the adminis-
trative capital of the region, and Jerusalem. This route included Tiberia
and al-Jish, mentioned only as places to pass through, not as markets i
which to trade.?® Regardless of the large number of cities along this strip
of coast, the Geniza merchants of the Nahray generation frequented a very
limited set of ports: principally Tyre and Ascalon, occasionally Jaffa. They
usually bypassed Acre, Haifa, Caesarea, and Gaza.>'

What few letters we have that document the routes of the northern Sham_
show that these actually helped cut the two Shams off from each othe
Overland routes connected Damascus to Tyre, and two recorded trading
journeys show that merchants in Jerusalem came down to the coast at Tyre
to get to Damascus rather than take the inland route from Ramla through
Tiberias to the city.** No interior route connected Jerusalem to Damascus;
even on a spur, as we find, for example, in earlier periods.?> Geniza business
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See Yusuf, 1985 on the contemporary geogeaphers.
Frenkel, 1990: 3745, 165-198; Rustow, 2004.
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letters document caravans carrying goods from Aleppo to Tripoli al-Sham

(no doubt through the Hims gap) rather than the port of al-Ladhiqiyya,

while Antioch, on the traditional route from Aleppo, does not appear at all;

Indeed, the discussion of goods document most frequent use of Trlpoh.

al-8ham as an emporium for interior Asian cornmodities. 3

These faint data say nothing about the relationship between Damascus.

and Aleppo; they do show different strategies of Geniza merchanis with.

respect to each city. Qur Geniza documentation cannot reveal whether the:

central and northern Shim, including Aleppo and Damascus, formed
a single integrated region for the local merchani communities active

there, or whether the two cities and their business communities controlléd :

separate and circumscribed hinterlands, Geniza mercantile evidence frofit:
further east, toward Mosul, is entirely lacking. :
The Geniza includes letters from merchants based in Fustat or.

Alexandria and others resident in the southern Sham region. The letters ;

of resident merchants further suggest an economic area attached to
Fustat and not to the north, Residents’ correspondence with Fustar:
based merchants is almost entirely taken up with marketing to and from

Fustat; they do not mention dealings with merchants in the northern:
area. This fact emerges as surprising in context: letters from everywhere
else in the Geniza corpus discuss networks of association and deals in:

networked locations apart from the city of origin and destination. It is

thus striking that most letters from Tyre do not mention sending goods:

further 1o Damascus, prices or demand on the Damascus market, or

relations with merchants in that city. Tyre could be the pivot point:
between these two markets (though more goods may have flowed from
Damascus through Tripoli al-Sham), but the coast allowed transfer to
sea routes instead at this point, and trade in both markets on the same’

voyage is unusual.

The southern Sham: a region dependent on Fustat

The economic region of the southern Sham of the Geniza merchants
roughly coincides with Palestine: it terminates in the north at Tyre, giving"
it a more northerly boundary than today’s Israel or Roman Palestine, but:

one more southerly than the Crusader kingdom of Jerusalem. Given

that the merchants of the Geniza were Jews, and given the appeal of:

contemporary Jerusalem as a pilgrimage destination for the three mono=

theistic faiths, it is tempting to ascribe the prominence of this region

3 T$10]15.514-6; TS 18] 5.12 v 8-10 records a route Tripoli-Aleppo-al-Ladhigiyya.
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in the Geniza documents to the city of Jerusalem itself, and to interpret
the engagement of these merchanis with that city as economic engage-
ment with their holy land.?® But deeper reading of the Geniza business
letters dispels any simple correlation between religious and economic
geography: we have already seen that language use shows that Geniza
merchants thought of the area as part of al-Sham, not as a distinct
and special region. Furthermore, the Geniza letters reveal that
merchants made a clear distinction between religious and economic
geography, and confirm narrative evidence concerning Jerusalem’s
limited economy,

Jerusalem does indeed play a disproportionate role in the commercial
correspondence from al-Sham, demonstrating precisely the appeal of the
city as a pilgrimage destination and revealing a motivation to live there
among some of the families of the middling sort represented in the
commercial Geniza. As we have seen, Nahray’s sister and his first cousin
Israel, both natives of Qayrawan, lived part of their lives in the holy city.
Yet the content of letters from Geniza merchants visiting or living in the
city only clarifies Jerusalem’s limited commercial role. In fact, pilgrimage
there was not often combined with trade for merchant visitors; and living
in Jerusalem involved a choice to abandon a great deal of mercantile
activity for the sake of religious conviction.

A small group of Geniza merchants made their homes in Jerusalem.
These men came from the same social milieu as the rest of the Nahray
group, as revealed by the company they kept and their numerous family
and marital connections to the Nahray group. Yet even these connec-
tions did not allow them to maintain serious trading activity from a base
in Jerusalem. Misd b, Ya‘qiib, a member of an Egyptian trading clan
who was married to Nahray’s sister, reflects on the problem:

As for me, my master, the earning of a livelihood in this place, and the dire
circumstances of i, apparently are not hidden from you, for the thing is well-
known. One who can stand it here, who has the physical strength and the money,
cornplains; even more so one who is lacking those two things. But the Master of
the House, the exalted, grants satisfaction and happiness to the soul by allowing
it to see this holy place, and to the body by means of satisfying it with litile and
with the power to stand suffering and labor and by standing before Him in the
place He chose. Because to Him, the ecxalted, belongs the ability and the
kindness to save and to extend help soon, God willing.*®

Miis3’ lament was no hyperbole. A young merchant who had con-
sidered setting up his base in Jerusalem writes to tell his colleague that

33 Gil, 1992: 609-631; Goztem, 1967-1993: 1, 55-63, passint.
3 Halper 411 ¢ 22-28,
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it would be impossible: there simply wasn’t enough trade.”” Another
resident, originally a native of Gabes in If¥igiyya, Abiin b. Sadaqa, notes

<

specifically the limited commercial life to be found in Jerusalem: “in

these lands there is no one who will partner up in trading opportunities,

attending to the needs of his friends,” meaning that he had trouble even

investing his money.”® Letters from these men show that they dealt in.

tiny trades by Geniza standards: the most valuable goods mentioned in-
any letter were worth berween 10 and 20 dinars, and most were for lesg
than 10 dinars.*® These were significant amounts of money in a society

in which an artisan could support his family on 2 dinars a month, but-
they were scarcely the trades involving many hundreds of dinars
reported by members of the Nahray group who were dealing in flax or-

in moving goods west.

These men might be considered middle-class dabblers in trade; '
perhaps some were semi-retired traders. Israel b. Natan went from *
aspiring young merchant atiending to deals worth hundreds of dinars -

in Qayrawian and Alexandria to book copyist in Jerusalem, where he

could be found not only borrowing money and begging for copying . -

work, but also occasionally facilitating a trade or asking for help with

an investment of a few dinars.*° It is in letters from Jerusalem, moreover, -
in contrast to commercial letters from anywhere else in the Geniza-
merchant network, that the proportion of exposition devoted to matters

other than trade becomes significant. In the letters from Jerusalem

merchants, communal and personal affairs comprise at least a quarter
of the contents, and often rise to 70 and 80 percent. Such a proportion:
was not something busy traders would countenance {as discussed in:

chapter 3), wasting their associates’ rime and indicating that their own
was not particularly full. :

It is a truism of medieval economic history that religious and

economic activity often meshed, as evidenced in western Europe by

¥ ATU VIL E 4 r 20-24.

32 TS 8T 19.23 r 11-12. MHPTER RN 2a0m025K JIR@RYR 01 100 WTAR 770 %8 7 %7 jm
39

contain many details: the largest value of a transaction recorded the receipt of 23 dinars.

‘The remainder of the transactions he records or discusses are valued in single digits of'

dinars, from 1 to 5: TS 10 5.10 + TS 10 J 11.13; Gottheil-Worrell 27.
40

TS 10]15.19; TS 131 16.7; TS 10 J 15.6; TS 13 J 14.18; ULC Or 1080} 15; TS 8

J 19.9; Mosseri V 352 (LTI 28); Mosseri IV 82 (L. 89); ENANS 1.40; TS 12.331; TS 8
J 38.7; ENA NS 48.15 (JTS Geniza Misc 15); TS 6] 5.8; ULC Or 1080 ] 78; TS .

12.364; TS 10] 10.24; TS 13 ] 26.4; ENA 1822 A.6; TS 10 ] 15.12.

Misa b. Ya‘qith’s four extant letters mention at most three trading items, but rarely give
details of quantities; the most expensive irade documented in them is a request for seven
rayls of sitk, whose value would be between 10 and 20 dinars. AbGin b. Sadaqa’s letters,

Two early letters documenting his successful business dealings: T'S 12.362 and Bodi MS.
Heb a 2.18, discussed in Udovitch, 1989, Israel’s letters from the Shim: TS 13 ] 16.4;
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the establishment of fairs at pilgrimage sites and at times of religious
festival.*! Geniza letiers also show merchants sometimes planning acti-
vity around assembling of pilgrim caravans for the Hajj in Qayrawan,
and even sending goods to the Hijaz during it, even though none of them
were active in the Hijaz or had any ties with merchants resident there,*?

There is faint evidence that Jerusalem might have had emporium
possibilities as a pilgrimage site, but the Geniza merchants showed
little interest in planning for such activity in the city. Jerusalem attracted
a cosmopolitan crowd: Geniza letters not only record journeys of
Geniza merchants based ail over the eastern Mediterranean to the holy
city, but also mention the arrival of Persians and learned men from
Constantinople.*®> Yet only one Geniza letter directly discusses the
emporium possibilities of this situation: a brief note to Nahray b. Wissim,
who was on the point of traveling to Jerusalem, which advises, “As for
the coral, the market in Jerusalem is weak because it is a weak city. But
bring them or some of them. Success belongs to God, and if he brings
it about, perhaps the Persians will buy it.”** Likewise, there is precisely
one mention of acquiring Persian fabric in Jerusalem, perhaps from
pilgrims,*® Bur no letter shows Geniza merchants entrusting goods to a
Jerusalem-based associate to be sold at the fairs whose existence other
sources attest, nor did any of the Jerusalem-based men report dealings at
the fairs. Much more striking and common is a different phenomenon:
many Geniza merchants (especially those from the West) made a pil-
grimage to Jerusalem and left their wading activities behind, either at
Tyre or Ascalon, or even Alexandria. Thus we have business letters from
Jerusalem that only make arrangements for trading elsewhere, to be

: taken up when the merchants had finished their pilgrimages — Jerusalem

was a religious side-trip for these men.*®

So letters from Jerusalem demonstrate its main economic role as a
tertiary market within the southern Sham. This region lay firmly in
Fustat’s commercial hinterland. Fustat supplied the southern Sham
with the raw materials and manufactures of the Egyptian region, with
goods from all over Mediterranean, and with goods that came from Asia

For a brief overview see Verlinden, 1965: esp. 121-122, 125.

ENANS1.15r6; TSNS 321.57r6; TS 12.103r3-4TS13]715.9¢30; TS 13 ] 1731
28; TS 13§ 19.29 r up mar; TS 20.76 r 29 discuss selling at the caravan season, which
could mean either the Hajj or seasonal caravans, See TS 20.69r 17; ENA 4010.2 v 9 on
selling in the Hijaz.

A list of pilgrim groups appears in ULC Or 1080 ] 78 r 9.

4 ENA NS 48.15r4-5. . *% Mosseri V 352 (L II 28),

E.g. BarhGn b, Masé al-Tahirtd in TS Misc 28.225; Salama b. Masa al-Safigisi in TS
Misc 25.124.
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tetters from Fustat to Fustat-based merchangs iraveling in al-Sham in
fact give instances of this interest, for they mention the Rim purchasing
goods in Fustat,>® In one of these, the writer laments sending partner-
ship dd {odiferous wood, sometimes also translated as aloewood) with
the recipient for sale in al-Shim, since the Rum in Fustat are making a
run on it, paying prices one could not hope o collect from Shami
“customers.
The data concerning goods leaving the area reinforces evidence of its
cities” roles as local markets rather than emporia. Almost all the goods
“acquired by merchants in the southern Shim represent local production,
“whether primary agricultural goods or local manufacturing.”’® Only a
few goods from outside are recorded as having been purchased in the
:southern Sham. Geography makes it most likely that if transit goods
were to arrive in Fustat via al-Shim, they would be goods from interior
Asia. We have already seen one purchase of Persian fabric in Jerusalem,
and Persian fabric was also available in the markets of Tyre,>” on both
occasions recorded simply as Persian and mustarl, an upholstery fabric
from Tustar