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Abstract
In this article, I make the claim that the time has come to re-situate the Gulf historically as part of the Indian
Ocean world rather than the terrestrial Middle East. I explore the historical potential of thinking “transre-
gionally” – of what it means to more fully weave the history of the Gulf into that of the Indian Ocean,
and what the ramifications are for orienting it away from the terrestrially-grounded literature in which it
has long been situated. The promise of an oceanic history, I argue, is both academic and political: first, it
opens up the possibilities of new narratives for the Gulf’s past, suggesting new periodizations, fruitful avenues
of historical inquiry, and new readings of old sources. But more than that, an oceanic history of the Gulf
allows historians to push against the discourses of nativism that have pervaded the public sphere in the
Gulf States.
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When the 226-ton dhow Fateh al-Khayr pulled into the harbor in Kuwait in June 1994, there was much
to celebrate. It had been more than forty years since the dhow was last in Kuwait. In the years since it was
first sold to an Iranian captain in 1952, Fateh al-Khayr had changed hands (and lives) several times: after
a brief second wind as an oceangoing dhow, it was outfitted with a motor and used to shuttle goods
around the Persian Gulf. It was only in February 1994 that Yacoub al-Hijji, the preeminent maritime his-
torian of Kuwait, learned that the dhow was still active in the transport of goods between Iran and Dubai.
He went to see it with his own eyes, and after several rounds of pictures, round trips, verifications, and
funding proposals Fateh al-Khayr began its journey back to Kuwait.1 It needed serious refurbishing, but
on 9 April 1996 the dhow was unveiled to the public, and to much fanfare: the Emir of Kuwait, Jaber
al-Sabah, visited the dhow, accompanied by one of its former captains. For the next several weeks, news-
papers teemed with stories of the dhow, its rediscovery, and its return home. The timing of the discovery
of Fateh al-Khayr, it became clear, was highly fortuitous: the only dhow that had survived from the pre-
oil days had burned during the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait in 1990. In a country for whom the sea formed
such a crucial part of the national lore, this was a problem. The discovery of the Fateh al-Khayr offered
the possibility of filling the void, giving government officials and patriots alike a tangible symbol of pre-
oil Kuwait to hold onto.

The Fateh al-Khayr is not the only one of its kind, or even of its name. Roughly 1,000 miles southeast
of Kuwait, in the port city of Sur, in Oman, stands another dhow; it, too, is called the Fateh al-Khayr. It is
a different kind of dhow: a stately looking ghanja, peculiar to the shipbuilders of Sur, with ornate wood
carvings on its stern. Its history, however, is surprisingly similar: it was built in 1951 by a Suri shipwright
and sailed for only four years before being sold in Bahrain, outfitted with a motor, and resold to a Yemeni
merchant. It returned to Sur in 1993, and after being refurbished to its pre-motorized state was put on
display as the last surviving Suri ghanja.2 The Fateh sits perched on the waterfront; just a few miles inland
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1Yacoub Y. al-Hijji, Fateh al-Khayr (Kuwait: Kuwait Foundation for the Advancement of Sciences, n.d.), 12–13.
2Piotr Dziamski and Norbert Weismann, eds., Fatah al-Khayr: Oman’s Last Ghanjah (Muscat: al-Roya Press, 2010).
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from it, a group of Suri maritime historians established a small, two-room museum that displays the arti-
facts of Sur’s maritime past, replete with pictures of the last generation of nakhodas in the port. Like its
Kuwaiti cousin, the Suri Fateh is a highly visible symbol of Oman’s maritime past. And like the Kuwaiti
Fateh, visitors to the dhow are prohibited from climbing onto its deck. Both dhows have become artifacts
wrested from the sea and its history and reclothed in the garb of the nation.

But there have been other Fatehs, too, and with very different stories. In the mid-19th century, life on
the high seas in the Indian Ocean was marked by scores of encounters between British naval patrolmen
and Arab dhows suspected of involvement in the slave trade, often ending in the capture and burning of a
vessel at the hands of the naval officers. Many of these dhows hailed from Sur, a small port in what is
today Oman, which developed an outsized reputation as a transshipment point for slaves coming
from East Africa to Arabia. Sur nominally fell under jurisdiction of the Sultan of Muscat, whose family
had long committed itself to the suppression of the slave trade from East Africa to Arabia in exchange for
British assurances of protection.3 British officials pressed their Omani ally to take action and in 1898
handed him a list of thirty individuals whom they suspected of involvement in an elaborate ruse to
cover up their involvement in the slave trade. Two of the people on the list were Jum‘a bin Sa‘id and
Khalfan bin Ahmad, respectively the owner and the nakhoda of a dhow named Fateh al-Khayr. For
his part, the sultan was nonplussed. “God knows,” he wrote, “there may be twenty people in Sur
named Jum‘a bin Sa‘id or Khalfan bin Ahmad, and likewise twenty dhows named Fateh al-Khayr!”4

Although these vignettes are separated by space and time, the stories of the (twenty-)three Fateh
al-Khayrs force the historian to consider the place of the Gulf in the context of oceanic history.
Together they illustrate the challenges that scholars face when trying to reconcile fixed, territorial
notions of society—and of nation—with a history of circulation, entanglement, and imbrication with
contending imperial projects. They demand that we revisit how the historiography of the region has
contended with the sea and ask us to redraw boundaries: between Arabia and the Indian Ocean,
between the nation and the sea, and between dhows, the people who sailed on them, and the empires
they encountered.

There has been a sea change in scholarship on the Gulf, one that seeks to wrest it from its long-derided
corner in the study of Middle Eastern history and to restore the Gulf to the Indian Ocean world to which
it has historically belonged. Here, I highlight that shift, and I explore the historical potential of thinking
“transregionally,” of what it means to more fully weave the history of the Gulf into that of East Africa and
South and Southeast Asia and the ramifications of orienting it away from the terrestrially grounded lit-
erature in which it has long been situated. From the ocean, we can see the Gulf’s transregional history
wash up on the shores of the Indian Ocean rim; as an area of history and politics, the Indian Ocean offers
a world into which we can unfurl the Gulf’s past and present.5

The promise of oceanic history, I argue, is both academic and political: first, the scholarship opens up
the possibility of new narratives of the Gulf’s past, suggesting new periodizations, fruitful avenues of his-
torical inquiry, and new readings of old sources that enable productive contemplation of questions of cir-
culation, connection, and entanglement. But more than that, an oceanic history of the Gulf allows
historians to push against the discourses of nativism that have pervaded the public sphere in the Gulf
states. It suggests a history of the Gulf in which the past is scattered along a vast littoral and woven
into a much broader transregional tapestry, and it refuses to retrofit the Gulf’s past into the national nar-
ratives that have dominated Gulf history writing. In the sultan’s answer to the British officials—in the
circumstance of many dhows named Fateh al-Khayr—lies the possibility of many pasts, many itineraries,
and many new horizons for the Gulf in the age of oceanic history (Fig. 1).

3Abdul Sheriff, Slaves, Spices, and Ivory in Zanzibar (London: James Currey, 1987), 223–44; John C. Wilkinson, The Imamate
Tradition of Oman (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1987), 50–69; M. Reda Bhacker, Trade and Empire in Muscat
and Zanzibar: The Roots of British Domination (London: Routledge, 1992), 151–78.

4Letter from Faisal bin Turki regarding Mascat French flag question, 14 Muharram 1343, India Office Records R/15/1/404, 47.
5I do not want to suggest here that the Gulf and Indian Ocean form two separate regions that one crosses in the act of writing

transregional history. Rather, as I point out throughout the piece, the Indian Ocean constitutes a space in which we might con-
nect the Gulf to other regions in world history; that is, the Gulf forms part of an Indian Ocean world, whether or not we consider
the latter to be a distinct “region,” a term that comes with its own epistemological baggage. See, for example, Martin W. Lewis
and Kären Wigen, The Myth of Continents: A Critique of Metageography (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1997).
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The Middle East Historian and the Sea

Historians are now squarely in the midst of the “global” turn, for better or for worse—but mostly for
better. However, despite numerous programmatic declarations, there has not yet been a clear consensus
on what global history is: like their colleagues in transnational or world history, global historians are
interested in connections and circulations, in moving between scales of analysis, and in interregional
entanglements. The end result has been a scholarly endeavor to write history that is unshackled from
the nation–state and interrogates the stability of previously held geographical categories.6 Historians of
the Middle East and of the Islamic world more broadly have been eager to embrace this turn; work
on “global Islam,” “the global Middle East,” and all manner of globalisms abounds. Yet this literature
rarely considers anything prior to the 1970s as global; the term is still deeply intertwined with the history
of globalization itself.

For the historian, then, there has emerged a more sophisticated set of categories for understanding the
more-than-local and not-quite-imperial past. One of these categories, oceanic history, has enjoyed a

Figure 1. “Stern and left side of a dhow with a bi-colored flag,” The Humphrey Winterton Collection of East African Photographs,
Melville J. Herskovits Library of African Studies, Northwestern University, Object 36-1-8 (http://hdl.handle.net/2166.DL/inu-wint-36-1-
8; accessed 3 March, 2020).

6For useful surveys of the field see, for instance, Maxine Berg, ed., Writing the History of the Global: Challenges for the
Twenty-First Century (London: Oxford University Press, 2013); James Belich, John Darwin, Margret Frenz, and Chris
Wickham, eds., The Prospect of Global History (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2016); and Sebastian Conrad, What is
Global History? (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2016).
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remarkable surge in popularity. There is now a highly developed literature on the Mediterranean, which is
in many ways an old stomping ground for Middle Easternists.7 Alongside that, however, has emerged a
growing body of scholars drawing the Arabian Peninsula into the Indian Ocean world, including a
vibrant literature on the Red Sea. Connections across different maritime spaces have thus generated a
fair amount of interest among historians of the Middle East and have produced robust conversations
that have worked to destabilize the traditional geographic boundaries of nation–states, empires, and con-
tinents that had long shaped research on the region.8

This is welcome news, given the promise that oceanic history, at least in its most current conceit, holds
for historians’ biding interest in decentering Europe in world-history narratives. Despite its Braudelian
origins, the first wave of scholarship on oceanic history, particularly in the Mediterranean Sea and the
Indian Ocean, was in its crudest form just another variant of imperial history, one that unfolded in a
maritime space.9 Even as the field began asking more nuanced questions about transregional connections,
some historians still harbored the suspicion that it was no more than “old wine in new bottles (‘good old’
colonial history repackaged as ocean-based ‘world’ history).”10 That, however, is decidedly no longer the
case: today, the best examples of scholarship in oceanic history (in the Mediterranean, Indian Ocean,
Atlantic, and beyond) highlight circulations, connections, and entanglements within and across oceans
that call into question or collapse altogether the static geographical and civilizational containers that
had characterized much of the older world history approaches.

Within this broad literature, scholars have found the Indian Ocean to have particularly robust theo-
retical and methodological implications for the study of history. More than a decade ago, Sugata Bose
suggested the possibility of conceptualizing the Indian Ocean as “an inter-regional arena,” animated
by flexible geographical boundaries, durable networks, and a centuries-long circulation of people,
goods, and ideas.11 Since then, historians have enthusiastically expanded upon this idea: the Indian
Ocean has emerged as a site for historians to explore a range of lateral networks, South-South connec-
tions, and alternative universalisms.12 Beyond its potential as a methodological laboratory, the Indian
Ocean also offers up a site of competing universalisms and worldviews: “a privileged vantage point
from which to track a changing world order.”13

For the historian of the Middle East, the stakes of Indian Ocean history have been a little less apparent.
If the Mediterranean has been the most obvious choice of oceanic arena because of its deep entrenchment
in the literature and its proximity to the usual suspects of the historiography—Turkey, Egypt, and the

7On the Middle East and the Mediterranean see, for instance, Julia Clancy-Smith,Mediterraneans: North Africa and Europe in
an Age of Migration, c. 1800–1900 (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2010); Brian Catlos, Infidel Kings and Unholy
Warriors: Faith, Power, and Violence in the Age of Crusade and Jihad (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2014); Christoph
Picard, Sea of Caliphs: The Mediterranean in the Medieval Islamic World (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2018); and
Joshua White, Law and Piracy in the Ottoman Mediterranean (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2018).

8See the forums “The Indian Ocean and Other Middle Easts,” Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa, and the Middle East
34, no. 3 (2014); and “View from the Seas: The Middle East and North Africa Unbounded,” International Journal of Middle East
Studies 48, no. 4 (2016).

9See, for example, Alan Villiers,Monsoon Seas: The Story of the Indian Ocean (London: McGraw-Hill, 1952); Niels Steensgard,
Carracks, Caravans and Companies: The Structural Crisis in the European-Asian Trade in the Early 17th Century (Lund, Sweden:
Scandinavian Institute of Asian Studies, 1973); K. N. Chaudhuri, The Trading World of Asia and the English East India Company:
1660–1760 (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1978); and Richard Hall, Empires of the Monsoon: A History of the
Indian Ocean and its Invaders (London: HarperCollins, 1996).

10Marcus Vink, “The Indian Ocean and the ‘New Thalassology,’” Journal of Global History 2, no. 1 (2007): 60.
11Sugata Bose, “Space and Time on the Indian Ocean Rim: Theory and History,” in Modernity and Culture from the

Mediterranean to the Indian Ocean, ed. C. A. Bayly and Leila Fawaz (New York: Columbia University Press, 2002), 365–87;
Sugata Bose, A Hundred Horizons: The Indian Ocean in the Age of Global Empires (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 2006).

12Antoinette Burton, “Sea Tracks and Trails: Indian Ocean Worlds as Method,” History Compass 11, no. 7 (2013): 497. For
examples of these approaches see, for instance, Engseng Ho, “Empire through Diasporic Eyes: The View from the Other Boat,”
Comparative Studies in Society and History 46, no. 2 (2004): 210–46; Sana Aiyar, “Anticolonial Homelands across the Indian
Ocean: The Politics of the Indian Diaspora in Kenya, ca. 1930–1950,” American Historical Review 116, no. 4 (2011): 987–
1013; and Isabel Hofmeyr, “The Complicating Sea: The Indian Ocean as Method,” Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa,
and the Middle East 32, no. 3 (2012): 584–90.

13Isabel Hofmeyr, “Universalizing the Indian Ocean,” PMLA 125, no. 3 (2010): 721.
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Levant—the Indian Ocean continues to hold promise as an arena of transregional connection. It is from
the Indian Ocean, asserts Michael Christopher Low in a provocative essay, that “a host of Other Middle
Easts in the Arabian Peninsula, the Red Sea, and the Gulf (including parts of Iraq and Iran)” might
become more visible.14 And as Engseng Ho suggests, spaces like the Indian Ocean “can provide tractable
concepts for a new round of research to shed light on the social shapes of societies that are mobile, spa-
tially expansive, and interactive with one another.”15 By looking out across the Indian Ocean, then, his-
torians open up the possibility of seeing new spaces, shapes, and entanglements across what we call the
Middle East.

Scholars working on different parts of the Arab and Persianate worlds have recognized the potential
that the Indian Ocean offers and have slowly begun to seize on it. Historians studying print culture and
nationalism, long-established pillars in the literature on the Middle East, have found new material and
raised new research questions in India and East Africa.16 Historians also have come to embrace the con-
nections and circulations that brought together Iran, India, and the Indian Ocean.17 And meanwhile
anthropologists working on migrant labor in the Middle East have drawn on the Indian Ocean literature
to generate new insights into questions of transnationalism and migration.18

But the Indian Ocean is more than just a scholarly fascination; it is an actors’ category, and one that is
alive with history, particularly for the region’s Arabs. When the 15th-century mariner Ahmad ibn Majid
wrote his famed treatise on the principles of navigation, it was the Indian Ocean (Bahr al-Hind) that
formed its backdrop.19 And for ibn Majid and the generations of Arab navigators who came after
him, Bahr al-Hind was not a single body of water; it was a composite of many smaller seas, each with
its own dwellers, dynamics, challenges, and opportunities. Writing the history of the Indian Ocean,
then, is in part grappling with the very real actors, connections, imaginaries, and histories that drew peo-
ple from the shores of the Middle East into and across its many seas.

This turn has already made ripples in the historiography of the broader Arabian Peninsula. For
roughly two decades now, work on Yemen has firmly established it as an important site of Indian
Ocean history, as an exporter of merchants, scholars, texts, and commodities and as one of the frontiers
of European colonialism in the Arabian Peninsula.20 The Red Sea, which has long been recognized as the
principal artery linking the Mediterranean to India, has now emerged as a major area of research for his-
torians interested in the interlinked histories of empire, global capitalism, and the hajj, and also a site
from which one might reflect on the epistemologies of the discipline more broadly.21 The oceanic

14Michael Christopher Low, “Introduction: The Indian Ocean and Other Middle Easts,” Comparative Studies of South Asia,
Africa, and the Middle East 34, no. 3 (2014): 550.

15Engseng Ho, “Inter-Asian Concepts for Mobile Societies,” Journal of Asian Studies 76, no. 4 (2017): 907.
16Amal Ghazal, Islamic Reform and Arab Nationalism: Expanding the Crescent from the Mediterranean to the Indian Ocean,

1880s–1930s (London: Routledge, 2010); Jonathan Glassman, War of Words, War of Stones: Racial Thought and Violence in
Colonial Zanzibar (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2011).

17The literature on the Persianate world is a broad and vibrant one. See, for instance, Nile Green, Bombay Islam: The Religious
Economy of the Western Indian Ocean, 1840–1914 (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2011); Richard Eaton, India in
the Persianate Age, 1000–1765 (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2019); Mana Kia, Persianate Selves: Memories of
Place and Origin before Nationalism (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2020); and Arash Khazeni, The City and the
Wilderness: Indo-Persian Encounters in Southeast Asia (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2020).

18Andrew Gardner, City of Strangers: Gulf Migration and the Indian Community in Bahrain (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University
Press, 2010); Neha Vora, Impossible Citizens: Dubai’s Indian Diaspora (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2013); Andrea
Wright, “Migratory Pipelines: Labor and Oil in the Arabian Sea” (PhD diss., University of Michigan, 2015).

19Ahmad ibn Majid al-Sa‘di, Kitab al-Fawa’id fi Usul ‘Ilm al-Bahar wa-l-Qawa‘id wa-l-Fusul, trans. G. R. Tibbetts as Arab
Navigation in the Indian Ocean before the Coming of the Portuguese (London: Routledge, 2002).

20Anne K. Bang, Sufis and Scholars of the Sea: Family Networks in East Africa (London: Routledge, 2003); Engseng Ho, The
Graves of Tarim: Genealogy and Mobility across the Indian Ocean (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2006); Roxani
Margariti, Aden and the Indian Ocean Trade: 150 Years in the Life of a Medieval Arabian Port (Chapel Hill, NC: University of
North Carolina Press, 2007); Nancy Um, The Merchant Houses of Mocha: Trade and Architecture in an Indian Ocean Port
(Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2009); Leif Manger, The Hadrami Diaspora: Community-Building on the Indian
Ocean Rim (New York: Berghahn, 2010); John M. Willis, Unmaking North and South: Cartographies of the Yemeni Past
(London: Hurst, 2013); Scott Reese, Imperial Muslims: Islam, Community and Authority in the Indian Ocean, 1839–1937
(Edinburg: Edinburgh University Press, 2017).

21See also Jonathan Miran, Red Sea Citizens: Cosmopolitan Society and Cultural Change in Massawa (Bloomington, IN:
Indiana University Press, 2009); Valeska Huber, Channelling Mobilities: Migration and Globalisation in the Suez Canal
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turn has thus generated a multitude of currents around the Arabian Peninsula and has reshaped how
scholars conceive of its histories.

Among the principal beneficiaries of this turn has been Saudi Arabia, which had long been denied any
meaningful oceanic connections beyond early political and military entanglements between the house of
Saud, the Qasimi rulers of Ras al-Khaima and Sharjah, and the East India Company.22 Things have
changed, however: more recent research highlights the ways in which the inhabitants of the Saudi interior
moved around the ports of the Western Indian Ocean, and also (perhaps most notably) the circulation of
scholars and merchants (and, by extension, texts and ideas) into the Hejaz from South Asia, Southeast Asia,
and East Africa, by way of the hajj.23 Far from being an insular peninsula, then, Saudi Arabia, and partic-
ularly its western coast, is being established as a central node of the Indian Ocean world. By contrast, schol-
arship on the Gulf more broadly has not been nearly as motivated by the oceanic turn. To be sure, there is
some work on the Gulf’s oceanic history, much of which I survey below, but the historiography on the
region has not yet gotten its feet wet in the same way that work on the Red Sea or South Arabia has.

A Gulf Apart

It is no secret that the historiography of the Gulf has long been the poor cousin to its counterparts in
Turkey, the Levant, and North Africa. In its representation in both academic publications and academic
conferences, the Gulf has trailed far behind other regions of the Middle East, as a subfield of Middle
Eastern studies in general and in the field of Middle Eastern history in particular. For those working
on Gulf history, the jeremiad has by now become well-rehearsed: the Gulf is absent from Middle
Eastern history surveys until the discovery of oil. The pre-oil past has been declared largely irrelevant
to the established Middle Eastern history narrative; the Gulf was what Michael Christopher Low aptly
characterized as “a varied landscape of tenuously integrated frontier provinces, semi-autonomous and
indirect rule, and wide swaths of territory entirely beyond even the most nominal claims of Ottoman sov-
ereignty.”24 As such, it was marginal and hardly worth serious consideration; from early on, surveys on
the history of the Middle East preferred to leave it out altogether, and when they did include it there was
(again) little beyond the arrival of oil companies and migrant workers in the 20th century. The
19th-century history of the Gulf, to say nothing of the preceding centuries, has been hardly worth a foot-
note in a narrative that has been dominated by the Ottoman and post-Ottoman Arab world.25 Scholars
had long located the principal anchors of modern Middle Eastern history—empire, scholarly circles,
nationalist movements, and even colonialism—elsewhere.

The absence of the Gulf in the narrative of modern Middle Eastern history is all the more striking
when one considers how central it has long been for discussions of the region’s ancient and early medi-
eval past. Scholarship on the ancient history of the Arabian Peninsula relies heavily on material
unearthed in the Gulf and has long established the Gulf as a hub of transregional connection.

Region and Beyond, 1869–1914 (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2013); and Alexis Wick, The Red Sea: In Search of
Lost Space (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2016). The Red Sea also has its own long maritime history—its own
dhows, crossings, and salty cosmologies. See also Dionisius A. Agius, The Life of the Red Sea Dhow: A Cultural History of
Seaborne Exploration in the Islamic World (London: I. B. Tauris, 2019).

22See also J. B. Kelly, Britain and the Persian Gulf, 1795–1880 (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 1968), 99–166; and
Charles Davies, The Blood-Red Arab Flag: An Investigation into Qasimi Piracy, 1797–1820 (Exeter, UK: University of Exeter
Press, 1997), 180–215, 235–70.

23The literature on the hajj and the oceanic history of the Hejaz is very quickly growing. See, for example, Eric Tagliacozzo,
The Longest Journey: Southeast Asians and the Pilgrimage to Mecca (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2013); John Slight,
The British Empire and the Hajj, 1865–1956 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2015); Seema Alavi, Muslim
Cosmopolitanism in the Age of Empire (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2015); Rishad Choudhry, “The Hajj and
the Hindi: The Ascent of the Indian Sufi Lodge in the Ottoman Empire,” Modern Asian Studies 50, no. 6 (2016): 1888–931;
and Michael Christopher Low, Imperial Mecca: Ottoman Arabia and the Indian Ocean Hajj (New York: Columbia
University Press, 2020).

24Low, “Introduction,” 550.
25See, for instance, Philip K. Hitti, History of the Arabs: From the Earliest Times to the Present (London: Macmillan, 1937);

Eugene Rogan, The Arabs: A History (London: Allen Lane, 2009); William Cleveland and Martin Bunton, A History of the
Modern Middle East, 5th ed. (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 2013); and James Gelvin, The Modern Middle East: A History,
4th ed. (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2016).
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Literature produced in the Gulf during the Abbasid period (works like Bozorg ibn Shahriyar’s Kitab
‘Aja’ib al-Hind and Abu Zayd al-Sirafi’s Akhbar al-Sin wa-l-Hind) form a part of the medieval
canon, and the works of early travelers and geographers like al-Mas‘udi and ibn Battuta invariably
included long discussions of the region.26 With few exceptions, however, this has not translated into
scholarly interest in the region; few recent works of medieval Middle Eastern history involve the
Gulf, and for work on the period following the emergence and spread of the Ottoman Empire it
has all but completely fallen off the map.

Left on the sidelines of Middle Eastern history, scholars working on the Gulf largely turned inward.
There was no established imperial framework to write within, and most embraced the methodological
nationalism that was characteristic of the broader field. Studies on individual Gulf states proliferated
over the course of the 1980s and 1990s; there is no shortage of histories of Kuwait, the United Arab
Emirates, Bahrain, etc., even as they remain dwarfed by studies on other countries in the Middle East.
Although these works considerably deepened historians’ knowledge of the Gulf, they inadvertently exac-
erbated the perception that the study of Gulf history was at best parochial and, for those looking to
advance their academic careers, inadvisable. Even the literature on Iran, which forms virtually an entire
subfield in its own right, has little to say about the country’s southern littoral. The Persian coast has long
been neglected in favor of a more Tehran-oriented vision of the nation in which the sea is peripheral.27

Only a smattering of works exist in English that take on the history of the Iran’s coast, and virtually all of
these are on the early modern period.28 Work in Farsi is more substantial, but has done little to establish
the Gulf as an arena of Iranian history, to say nothing of the Indian Ocean world more broadly.29

Yet throughout the 1990s and 2000s historians continued to produce excellent work on the region:
writing on Ottoman and British imperial history in the Gulf has forced historians to rethink the ways
in which imperial power operated through local political configurations, and has recentered local actors
in stories in which the protagonists had long been thought to come from elsewhere.30 Other work has
done much to direct historians’ attention to the economic and urban development of the Gulf prior
to the advent of oil, highlighting the ways in which merchants developed and headed institutions that
gave shape to the changing port cities.31 Still others have rewritten the political history of the early
20th century, pointing to the existence of active political movements that imagined alternative paths of
economic development; in doing so, they issue a serious challenge to the hackneyed narrative of political
quiescence that rentier economists established so long ago.32

Perhaps the most relevant development to the discussion here has been the recent trend focusing on
the Gulf’s transregional connections, both historical and contemporary. Historians have pointed to the

26See also George Hourani, Arab Seafaring in the Indian Ocean in Ancient and Medieval Times (Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press, 1963); and Daniel T. Potts, The Arabian Gulf in Antiquity, vols. 1 and 2 (Oxford, UK: Clarendon Press, 1991).

27Firoozeh Kashani-Sabet, Frontier Fictions: Shaping the Iranian Nation, 1804–1946 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press, 2000).

28Willem Floor’s many works on the early modern history of the Persian coast stand out in their attention to the region, even
as they draw principally on the archives of European empires and trading companies. See, for example, Willem Floor, The Persian
Gulf: The Political and Economic History of Five Port Cities, 1500–1730 (London: Mage Publishers, 2006), in addition to his
monographs on the histories of Bushehr, Lingah, Bandar ‘Abbas, and Khark Island.

29For a useful survey of the Iranian literature on the Gulf, see Gholam Reza Vatandoust, “The Historiography of the Persian
Gulf: A Survey of the Nineteenth- and Twentieth-Century Persian Sources,” in Lawrence G. Potter, ed., The Persian Gulf in
Modern Times: People, Ports, and History (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), 73–102.

30Frederick Anscombe, The Ottoman Gulf: The Creation of Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, and Qatar (New York: Columbia University
Press, 1997); James Onley, The Arabian Frontier of the British Raj: Rulers, Merchants, and the British in the Nineteenth-Century
Gulf (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2007); Camille L. Cole, “Precarious Empires: A Social and Environmental History of
Steam Navigation on the Tigris,” Journal of Social History 50, no. 1 (2016): 74–101.

31Nelida Fuccaro, Histories of City and State in the Persian Gulf: Manama Since 1800 (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University
Press, 2009); Farah al-Nakib, Kuwait Transformed: A History of Oil and Urban Life (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press,
2016).

32Reider Visser, Basra, the Failed Gulf State: Separatism and Nationalism in Southern Iraq (Munster, Germany: Lit Verlag,
2005); Ahmed al-Dailami, “Reformers, Rulers, and British Residents: Political Relations in Bahrain, 1923–1956” (PhD diss.,
Oxford University, 2015); Abdel Razzaq Takriti, Monsoon Revolution: Republicans, Sultans, and Empires in Oman, 1965–1976
(Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2016); Talal al-Rashoud, “Modern Education and Arab Nationalism in Kuwait, 1911–
1961” (PhD diss., School of Oriental and African Studies, 2017).
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strong ties between the Gulf and Indian Ocean, even as the boundaries that Middle Eastern studies placed
on their work limited their ability to fully pursue them. The Gulf’s economic and political ties to India
have long been acknowledged, particularly by historians writing on Basra; the history of Indian mer-
chants in the Gulf also has generated a fair amount of interest.33 Historians of Oman, too, have high-
lighted the long-standing Omani imperial presence in East Africa, a history that their Africanist
colleagues have been attentive to for many decades.34 More recent work by Gulf historians has built
on this old body of work, energizing the field with new explorations of the historical threads that bind
the Gulf to the Indian Ocean. A spate of recent publications has highlighted new sources and narratives
on Omani migration and commerce in East Africa, and others have narrated a history of capitalism and
regulation that connects the Arabian Peninsula to India and East Africa.35 Meanwhile, ongoing work by
graduate students and recently minted PhDs has told new stories of circulation, historical and contem-
porary, both within the Gulf and beyond it.36 As the editor of a recent volume on the wider contours of
Gulf history writes, “the history of the Gulf in its most prosperous ports was, and still is, a history of
cross-cultural encounters.”37

The Arabic-language historiography on the Gulf, too, has readily acknowledged the connections
between the Gulf and the wider Indian Ocean. There is now a generative literature that explores the eco-
nomic and social ties that bound the Gulf to India and East Africa; studies on merchants, statesmen, and
mariners that circulated around the Indian Ocean abound, and historians in the Gulf have come to incor-
porate local archives and family collections into their writings, many of which fall into the trap of vanity
projects. Historians in the Gulf, however, are perhaps even more hamstrung by a methodological nation-
alism than those in the Anglo-American academy have been. The overwhelming majority of the histories
produced within the Gulf propagate a narrative in which the nation as a category remains stable, even as
its members circulate within a broader arena. Although people may have traveled around the Indian
Ocean and even lived and married abroad, their identities and sense of self are already formed and
unchanging. In their encounters with other communities, they simply ricochet off one another, as if
they were billiard balls; no meaningful cultural exchange, let alone hybridization, ever occurs. As a result,
we are left with a vibrant literature on oceanic connections, but one that is stripped of any of the promises
of a meaningful oceanic history.

Nor is there a sense that the histories of any of the other Indian Ocean communities or states is rel-
evant to the nation being discussed: a recent history of Kuwaitis in India, for example, takes into account
few of the political and economic transformations that shaped the subcontinent during the 19th and 20th
centuries.38 Similarly, histories of Omani settlement in East Africa only account for the inhabitants of

33On Basra, see Hala Fattah, The Politics of Regional Trade in Iraq, Arabia, and the Gulf, 1745–1900 (Albany, NY: State
University of New York Press, 1997); Thabit Abdullah, Merchants, Mamluks, and Murder: The Political Economy of Trade in
Eighteenth-Century Basra (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press. 2001); and Floor, Persian Gulf: Political and
Economic History, 139–90, 479–598. On Indians in the Gulf see, for instance, Calvin Allen, “The Indian Merchant
Community of Masqat,” Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies 44, no. 1 (1981): 39–53; Nura al-Qasimi,
al-Wujud al-Hindi fi al-Khalij al-‘Arabi, 1820–1947 (Sharjah, UAE: Dar al-Thaqafa wa-l-A‘lam, 1996); Onley, Arabian
Frontier, 137–43; Chhaya Goswami, The Call of the Sea: Kachchhi Traders in Muscat and Zanzibar, c. 1800–1880 (New
Delhi: Orient Blackswan, 2011), 79–130; and Vora, Impossible Citizens.

34C. S. Nicholls, The Swahili Coast: Politics, Diplomacy and Trade on the East African Littoral, 1798–1856 (London: Allen and
Unwin, 1971); Norman Bennett, A History of the Arab State of Zanzibar (London: Methuen, 1978); Wilkinson, Imamate
Tradition; Sheriff, Slaves, Spices, and Ivory; Bhacker, Trade and Empire.

35See, for instance, John C. Wilkinson, The Arabs and the Scramble for Africa (London: Equinox, 2015); Johan Mathew,
Margins of the Market: Trafficking and Capitalism Across the Arabian Sea (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press,
2016); Fahad Ahmad Bishara, A Sea of Debt: Law and Economic Life in the Western Indian Ocean, 1780–1950 (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2017); and Thomas F. McDow, Buying Time: Debt and Mobility in the Western Indian Ocean
(Athens, OH: Ohio University Press, 2018).

36See, for instance, Ameem Lutfi, “Conquest without Rule: Baloch Portfolio Mercenaries in the Indian Ocean” (PhD diss.,
Duke University, 2018); Lindsey Stephenson, “Rerouting the Persian Gulf: the Transnationalization of Iranian Migrant
Networks, c. 1900–1940” (PhD diss., Princeton University, 2018); and Laura Goffman, “Disorder and Diagnosis: Health and
Society in the Gulf and Arabian Peninsula” (PhD diss., Georgetown University, 2019).

37Allen James Fromherz, “Introduction,” in Allen James Fromherz (ed.) The Gulf in World History: Arabia at the Global
Crossroads (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2018), 2.

38Hussah al-Harbi, Tarikh al-‘Alaqat al-Kuwaytiyya al-Hindiyya (self-pub., Kuwait, 2018).
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East Africa insofar as they form the frontiers of Omani imperial expansion. Although they are attentive to
the history of British colonialism and how the economic booms and busts of the modern era shape the
lives of Arabs in East Africa, the nationalist movements on the East African coast and the local political
actors who shaped those histories—in short, the very transformation of what it meant to be an Arab in
East Africa itself—have no place in the Omani narrative.39 On at least one occasion, these oversights gen-
erated embarrassment, as in 2013, when Omani television produced a documentary series on Omani East
Africa called Min al-Sawahil. In one episode, the host and history enthusiast Muhammad al-Marjabi
found himself confronted with the limits of his interpretation of the past when one interviewee expressed
anger over the denial of his application for Omani citizenship; the glorified narrative of Oman’s past
could only get the producers so far.40

This is, in part, a product of the institutional landscape of the Gulf states. Universities around the Gulf
seldom teach global history surveys, much less encourage research in the subject. Within history depart-
ments, the overwhelming focus is either on national history or Islamic history; the transnational and
global turn has yet to meaningfully shape historical research. Research centers are often no better:
with few exceptions, they are funded by the governments themselve, and produce state-sanctioned histor-
ical narratives that accord well with a national self-image, often hagiographies of the ruling family.
Unaffiliated scholars (and there is an active world of independently funded scholarship in the Gulf)
stick close to the narratives being generated by universities and research centers. Nobody wants to
break the mold; instead, local historians clamor to insert their own family’s or community’s stories
into an established national narrative.41

In all of these cases the inability to contend with the ramifications that a transregional past has on how
one writes history has placed tangible limitations on the scholarship. As an appendage of Middle Eastern
history, the Gulf has been largely inconsequential; it has been unable to contribute to the field’s prevailing
historiographical concerns, and the debates that it has offered have not been received with any enthusiasm
by the field more broadly. As a field in and of itself, it has teetered on the edge of parochialism: shorn of any
meaningful connection with the broader Middle East, historians of the Gulf have resorted to fine-tuning
debates about British imperialism or the coming of oil that have by now shown their age, even as the emer-
gence of petro-states in the Middle East and global economy has had enormous implications for how one
writes the history of empire and global capitalism.42 The emphasis on the intertwined histories of oil and
state, however, tends to double down on a terrestrial (and often national) framework for writing history,
couched as it may be within a broader international political economy. More concerning, however, is
that this work unintentionally reinforces the notion that the Gulf has no meaningful history before or
beyond oil; thus the Gulf is further marginalized in the long arc of Middle Eastern history. The limits
that a land-based and Middle East–centered approach have placed on what historians can say about the
Gulf have now become clear. So too has the potential of an altogether new historiographical frontier
that Gulf historians have shown an interest in but have not yet come to fully embrace: the Indian Ocean.

The Indian Ocean’s Gulf

When the Omani Sultan Faisal bin Turki al-Busa‘idi wrote to the British consul that there may have been
twenty dhows named Fateh al-Khayr, he unwittingly pointed to the many loose threads of a history that

39Jamal Zakaraya Qasim, Dawlat Busaʿid fi ʿUman wa Sharq Ifriqiyya (Cairo: Maktabat al-Qahira al-Haditha, 1968); Saʿid bin
ʿAli al-Mughayri, Juhaynat al-Akhbar fi Tarikh Zanjibar, 4th ed. (Muscat: Ministry of Heritage and Culture, 2001); Nasir ‛Abd
Allah al-Riyami, Zanjibar: Shakhsiyat wa Ahdath, 1828–1970 (Muscat: Beirut Bookshop, 2012); Ahmad Hamud al-Maʿmari,
ʿUman wa Sharq Ifriqiyya, trans. Muhammad Amin ʿAbd Allah, 3rd ed. (Muscat: Ministry of Heritage and Culture, 2016).

40Min al-Sawahil, episode 11, 19 July 2013 (11 Ramadan 1343), Oman TV.
41See, for instance, ‘Abd al-Muhsin al-Kharafi, ‘A’ilat al-‘Uthman: Madarasat al-Safar al-Shira‘i fi al-Kuwayt (self-pub.,

Kuwait, 2003); Khalid Salih Muhammad, Jazirat Faylaka: Ashhar al-Juzur al-Kuwaytiyya (self-pub., Kuwait, 2006); and
Muhammad al-Habib, al-Shi‘a fi Ma‘rakat al-Jahra’: Qira’a Watha’iqiyya Jadida (Kuwait: Dhat al-Salasil, 2014).

42Robert Vitalis, America’s Kingdom: Mythmaking on the Saudi Oil Frontier (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2006);
Toby C. Jones, Desert Kingdom: How Oil and Water Forged Modern Saudi Arabia (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
2010); Timothy Mitchell, Carbon Democracy: Political Power in the Age of Oil (London: Verso Press, 2011); Michael Christopher
Low “Ottoman Infrastructures of the Saudi Hydro-State: The Technopolitics of Pilgrimage and Potable Water in the
Hijaz,” Comparative Studies in Society and History 57, no. 4 (2015): 942–74.
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scholars are just beginning to pick up, even if they have long acknowledged their existence. For with the
oceanic turn in the discipline of history there has emerged a palpable current in the historiography of the
Gulf, one that has come to embrace the Indian Ocean as an important arena for Gulf history. Approaches
to the Gulf’s oceanic history have ranged widely: scholars have asked questions about the political histo-
ries that connect the Gulf to other Indian Ocean littorals and have offered textured accounts of the cir-
culation of people, goods, ideas, and regulations—what one scholar recently characterized as illuminating
“the practices and perceptions of those moving and trading, as well as imagining, regulating, and discuss-
ing such exchanges, across seas and oceans.”43 As the field of Indian Ocean history grows to a swell, waves
of scholarship crash on the shores of the Gulf.

The implications for how we locate and write the history of the Gulf are enormous, and the historio-
graphical vistas that the Indian Ocean opens up are wide. With the oceanic turn, historians have the
opportunity to dislodge the Gulf from the sidelines of an Ottoman-dominated historiography and
break down the geographical barriers that have long kept that historiography in a subregional ghetto.
As part of the Indian Ocean, the Gulf can be more effectively connected to other regions with which
it shares deep and long-standing ties: to India, to South Arabia, and to East Africa. The fact of connection
alone is, of course, not enough; rather, the promise lies in the transformative potential that the connec-
tions hold for how we might think of different topics in Gulf history: the histories of trade, of empire, of
piracy, and of slavery, to say nothing of longer-standing debates surrounding economy and society in the
region. If the promise of an Indian Ocean history lies in its potential as an interregional arena, its real-
ization necessitates that historians reflect more deeply on the long arc of region formation: on the chang-
ing density of the ties that bind the Gulf to the wider Indian Ocean and on their capacity to reframe old
questions and engage broader debates as well as the bigger questions of periodization, sources, and
method. From the Gulf we may productively explore the circulations, connections, and entanglements
that have shaped the debate on global history.

In its most basic form, this requires that those working on the Gulf supplement the traditional Middle
Eastern history curriculum with a deeper engagement with the sprawling literatures on South Asia, South
Arabia, and East Africa, to say nothing about the growing literature on the Indian Ocean world itself.
Writing the history of the Gulf into the Indian Ocean and vice versa means taking those histories seri-
ously and appreciating how political, economic, and legal transformations (among others) in India or
East Africa would have reverberated in life in the Gulf. The point, however, is not simply to connect
events and processes in the Gulf to other shores—again, connection is not enough on its own—but rather
to wrench these from the very local contexts in which they have been understood and read them against a
much broader backdrop, wresting the literature from the provincialism that has dogged it for so long. Put
simply, it is to ask what the history of the Gulf would look like if we read it from Bombay, Zanzibar,
Aden, Mombasa, or Calicut—and vice versa.

The possibilities that emerge from this thought exercise are endless, and any list that I draw up here
can only illustrate the potential. Instead it might be worthwhile to think in broad terms and imagine what
remapping the Gulf might mean for how we organize its history chronologically: to think of what new
periodizations might emerge. In the established timeline of modern Middle Eastern history (the rise
of the Ottoman and Safavid gunpowder empires, their entanglements with Europeans, 19th-century intel-
lectual movements, reforms, and ultimately the World Wars and the transformation of the political land-
scape of the region) the Gulf rarely emerges before the discovery and export of oil in the mid-20th
century, denying the region’s inhabitants anything other than a staunchly presentist history. The markers
that Gulf historians have relied upon are only slightly better: the most recent survey of the region’s history
divided its pre-oil past into an era before 1500, a period between 1500 and 1720 marked by encounters
between Muslim and European empires, an “era of political turbulence” between 1720 and 1820, a period
of British supremacy between 1820 and 1920, and “the formation of modern nation states” between 1920
and 1956.44 Although these markers are unquestionably more helpful than those borrowed from Middle
Eastern history, they do little to make it legible to anyone outside of the subfield.

43Mandana Limbert, “Trade, Mobility, and the Sea,” International Journal of Middle East Studies 50, no. 3 (2018): 588.
44David Commins, The Gulf States: A Modern History (London: I. B. Tauris, 2012).
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However, if we situate the region within the periodizations accepted by Indian Ocean historians of the
early modern and modern periods, the context for its pre-oil past becomes much clearer.45 The rise and
decline of the Portuguese empire in the Indian Ocean during the 16th and 17th centuries, for example,
was of tremendous consequence for political life in the Gulf. It was during that time that the region wit-
nessed the rise of the Omani Ya‘rubi dynasty and its expansion along the East African coast and the asser-
tion of quasi-independent governors or emirs around the coasts of the Gulf, each under varying degrees of
Ottoman or Safavid suzerainty.46 The steady expansion of the East India Company in South Asia and from
there into enclaves along the coasts of the Gulf and South Arabia (principally Aden) also profoundly
reshaped the political geography of the Gulf. Treaty-making by the company favored some ports over others,
opening up particular political futures while blocking off others.47 At the same time, the gradual emergence
of the Pax Britannica in the Indian Ocean transformed markets in Arabia and East Africa, linking them
more firmly to growing industrial centers in India and pegging their futures to the booms and busts that
invariably characterized Indian business history.48 Far from being a peripheral player in the politics of
the Middle East, then, the Gulf was being increasingly swept up in the changing tides of world history.

Reading the history of the Gulf as part of the Indian Ocean also allows new historical connections and
homologies to more forcefully assert themselves. The institutional makeup of the small shaykhdoms that
dotted the coasts of the Gulf resembled other port cities around the Indian Ocean world much more than
they did inland towns and cities. There, merchants often constituted the most influential group, drawing
on their far-flung resources to develop bodies of clients and establish themselves in the urban political
sphere.49 Among these was the customs master, an influential merchant-cum-customs farmer who served
as broker between the realms of commerce and administration.50 Commercial actors in the Indian Ocean
also were often able to develop autonomous juridical institutions to regulate mercantile affairs, keeping
matters of transregional trade largely out of the hands of rulers but drawing them in when necessary.51

Moreover, like other small port city–states around the ocean basin, these ports competed with one
another to assert themselves in a changing imperial seascape: as new regional and world empires
made their ways into the Indian Ocean world, political actors in the Gulf actively sought to cultivate rela-
tionships with them to leverage resources in more local power contests.52 Global empires wove themselves
into the fabric of political life in the Gulf, and political entrepreneurs reconfigured their overlapping local,
regional, and transregional ambitions to take advantage of imperial competition. In this respect, the polit-
ical histories of Gulf port cities are more analogous to those of East Africa, India, or South Arabia than
those of the urban centers of the Middle East, or even the more rural towns.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, nowhere is the oceanic history of the Gulf clearer than in the arena of economic
life. Until recently, the economic history of the Gulf had been written as if it were a local or regional affair:
historians principally have been concerned with the pearl fisheries, and although they acknowledge that

45For examples of periodizations widely accepted by Indian Ocean historians, see M. N. Pearson, The Indian Ocean (London:
Routledge, 2003); and Edward Alpers, The Indian Ocean in World History (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press 2014).

46See, for instance, R. D. Bathurst, “The Yarubi Dynasty of Oman” (PhD diss., Oxford University, 1967); John Mandaville,
“The Ottoman Province of al-Hasa in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries,” Journal of the American Oriental Society 90,
no. 3 (1970): 486–513; and Willem Floor, The Persian Gulf: The Rise of the Gulf Arabs; The Politics of Trade on the Persian
Littoral, 1747–1792 (Washington, DC: Mage, 2007).

47See, for instance, J. B. Kelley, Britain and the Persian Gulf, 1795–1880 (Oxford, UK: Clarendon Press, 1968); and Sultan bin
Mohammed al-Qasimi, The Myth of Arab Piracy in the Gulf (London: Routledge, 1986).

48Matthew S. Hopper, Slaves of One Master: Globalization and Slavery in Arabia in the Age of Empire (New Haven, CT: Yale
University Press, 2015); Mathew, Margins of the Market; Bishara, Sea of Debt. On Indian industry see, for instance, Dwijendra
Tripathi, The Oxford History of Indian Business (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2004); and Tirthankar Roy, A Business
History of India: Enterprise and the Emergence of Capitalism from 1700 (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2018).

49See, for instance, Fuccaro, Histories, 95–104; al-Nakib, Kuwait Transformed, 43–89; and Bishara, Sea of Debt, 24–57.
50Fuccaro, Histories, 140–45; Goswami, Call of the Sea, 191–230; Bishara, Sea of Debt, 50–55; Floor, Persian Gulf: Political and

Economic History, 272–76, 334, 362.
51Frauke Heard-Bey, From Trucial States to United Arab Emirates (London: Longman, 1982), 111, 209–10; Fuccaro, Histories,

161–63. See also Sebouh Aslanian, From the Indian Ocean to the Mediterranean: The Global Trade Networks from New Julfa
(Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2011), 166–201.

52John Gray, The British in Mombasa, 1824–1826: Being the History of Captain Owen’s Protectorate (London: MacMillan,
1957); James Onley, “The Politics of Protection in the Gulf: The Arab Rulers and the British Resident in the Nineteenth
Century,” New Arabian Studies 6 (2004): 30–92; Floor, Persian Gulf.
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dhows from the Gulf did sail to Indian Ocean ports with very few exceptions there is not much sense of
what they did there and what the broader context for those voyages might have been. But by following
the dhows to ports around India, South Arabia, and East Africa, by looking at the cargoes they carried
and the waves of letters, notes, receipts, accounts, and logs that they generated over the course of their jour-
neys, the historian obtains a much more textured account of economic life. There, around the coasts of the
Indian Ocean, one can peer into the realm of the regional market, money transfers, contracts and obliga-
tions, insurance bills, commercial instruments, and texts printed to help Gulf merchants and mariners nav-
igate it all: in short, the world of the Indian Ocean bazaar, and all of the long histories that animated it. For
Middle East historians and historians of capitalism alike, these are largely uncharted waters, and ones that
were largely blocked from our sightline by the boundaries that area studies erected around this oceanic
world. And beyond the bazaar there existed a veritable cornucopia of circulating individuals, texts, and
ideas, all of which animated much more deeply sedimented histories that bridged the Gulf with its oceanic
hinterland. These unexplored histories are only just now being written, but what they have already made
clear is that the inhabitants of the Gulf did not limit themselves to their shallow corner of the Western
Indian Ocean; they actively participated in a wider political, intellectual, legal, and economic arena.

With this background, thinking in oceanic terms ought to have deep implications for how historians of
the Gulf approach their sources. Partly due to digitization, the region is currently witnessing something of a
renaissance in the publication of historical sources: there are now scores of available travel narratives, hun-
dreds of manuscripts, thousands of letters, and an astonishing number of digitized records from the India
Office and other repositories, truly an embarrassment of riches. As in the case of the Kuwaiti Fateh al-Khayr,
many of these are presented as artifacts of a national heritage, illustrations of the grandeur of the nation’s
past. We might read these artifacts and documents alike as remnants of a history that has been scattered
across a broad canvas. Rather than take them as single expressions of a nation’s past, we ought to read
them against the backdrop of the transregional history to which they belong. For some, this makes immediate
sense: there is no reading the dhow, the account ledger, or the trading manual as somehow separate from the
world of circulation that generated them. At other times, however, this means thinking about how those who
had no occasion to travel might have been attuned to this world of circulation: through letters, by seeing
visitors pass through their towns, or by partaking in its commerce. The Indian Ocean world was present
in the everyday, in the mundane, even if not in the most obvious of ways.

Land, Sea, and the Challenge of Autochthony

Yet not all transregional connections are worthy of celebration, and not all have been equally highlighted.
As Engseng Ho notes, “once made, connections can be cultivated, thickened, used, abused, bound, or
broken, and can reconnect again.”53 With every circulation came a point of friction, with every connec-
tion a rupture, and with every story of cosmopolitanism one of hierarchy and racism. The histories of the
Indian Ocean are not just of possibilities realized, but also of trajectories foreclosed and of lives, fortunes,
and futures lost. In their making, breaking, and remaking, the connections across the Indian Ocean
reflected the tensions of 20th-century history itself and generated high-stakes contests over the right
to a place within the national narrative.

At least some of the voyages of the Fatehs remind us of this. Lurking beneath all of the empires, traders,
and circulations that animated the Gulf’s oceanic history was a more sordid history of forced crossings: of
slavery. The subject has not received much attention, and what little work done on it in the past has tended
to treat is as if it were a local phenomenon, limited in its historiographical ramifications beyond the anti-
slavery campaigns that it set in motion. More recent work, however, has managed to establish slavery as an
issue that animates centuries of transregional connectivity across the Indian Ocean. Historians have linked
the changing nature of the slave trade in the Gulf to transformations in economic life in East Africa and
changes in the global economy writ large.54 The act of transporting enslaved individuals on dhows also

53Ho, “Inter-Asian Concepts,” 919.
54Hopper, Slaves of One Master; Behnaz A. Mirzai, A History of Slavery and Emancipation in Iran, 1800–1929 (Austin, TX:

University of Texas Press, 2017), 53–75.
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ensnared Gulf merchants and mariners in a much wider web of entanglement with European imperial offi-
cials, naval officers, and juridical actors; the vistas are truly wide.55

But the history of slavery is not just one of the trade in enslaved people; it also is of the inability (or
perhaps unwillingness) of the national narrative to contend with the topic.56 There exist virtually no stud-
ies in Arabic on the history of slavery in the Gulf; historians, perhaps unsurprisingly given the politics of
publication there, either mention it only in passing or avoid it altogether. Before the opening of the Bin
Jelmood House (a museum devoted to the history of slavery in the Gulf) in Doha, Qatar, there had not
been so much as an exhibit on the topic. And even the Bin Jelmood House, although a valiant endeavor,
relegates the topic to the pre-oil past. It draws parallels between the history of slavery and labor migration
in the 20th century, but it does not reckon with the status of formerly enslaved people within the nation
itself.57 The contrast with the literature on slavery in the United States and the Atlantic (which itself has
entailed much soul-searching) is striking.

The unwillingness to contend with other pasts—other voyages—extends to those who transported the
slaves as well. At the beginning of this piece, I recalled an anecdote surrounding the mariners of Sur,
many of whom were accused of involvement in the slave trade. Part of what had frustrated British officials
who were chasing Suri dhows (among them that of Jum‘a bin Sa’id, the captain of the Fateh al-Khayr)
around the Indian Ocean was that the Suris would often hoist the French flag, effectively barring the
naval officers from searching them without French consular permission. When questioned about their
use of the tricolour, most responded that they were, in fact, bona fide French subjects, that they
owned property or had family in Madagascar, Mayotte, Djibouti, or other French possessions around
the Indian Ocean. And indeed, these were mariners who, although based in Oman, spent most of
their time circulating the Indian Ocean world. The incredulity that their responses elicited had less to
do with their truthfulness than it did a changing world of jurisdictional politics in the early-20th cen-
tury.58 The growing discourses of territorial sovereignty were unwilling to accommodate these transre-
gional forms of belonging, much like the later discourses of autochthony for which they laid the
foundation are unable to countenance them. And as with forced migration of enslaved individuals, the
contemporary implications of refusing to deal with an oceanic past can be insidious; one only needs
to consider the stripping of citizenship of minority groups in the Gulf to understand just how cata-
strophic they can be.59

The story of the Gulf and Indian Ocean, then, is not just about the making of a world of connection
and circulation; it is about its slow unmaking as well, and the broader ramifications of that history. For
Indian Ocean historians, part of the work has been to understand how inhabitants of that arena navigated
the process of decolonization and the turbulent emergence of nationalism, particularly in places that had
been shaped by a long history of migration and circulation.60 In the Gulf, the concomitant emergence of
nationalism and an oil economy, coupled with a very slow process of decolonization, lent a particular hue

55See, for instance, Philip Colomb, Slave-Catching in the Indian Ocean (London: Longmans, Green, 1873); Erik Gilbert, Dhows
and the Colonial Economy of Zanzibar, 1860–1970 (Athens, OH: Ohio University Press, 2004), 59–83; Mandana Limbert, “If You
Catch Me at it Again, Put Me to Death: Slave Trading, Paper Trails, and British Bureaucracy in the Indian Ocean,” in Indian
Ocean Slavery in the Age of Abolition, eds. Robert Harms, Bernard Freamon, and David W. Blight (New Haven, CT: Yale
University Press, 2013); Mathew, Margins of the Market, 21–51; and Fahad Ahmad Bishara, “No Country but the Ocean:
Reading International Law from the Deck of an Indian Ocean Dhow, c. 1900,” Comparative Studies in Society and History
60, no. 2 (2018): 338–66.

56For an excellent discussion of these issues in Iran, see Beeta Baghoolizadeh, “Seeing Race and Erasing Slavery: Media and the
Construction of Blackness in Iran, 1830–1960” (PhD diss., University of Pennsylvania, 2018).

57The Bin Jelmood House, opened in 2015, forms a part of a broader museum complex in Doha and is the first museum of its
kind in the Arab world; the building was once the home of a prominent slave trader. “Bin Jelmood House,” Msheireb Museums,
accessed 15 January 2020, https://www.msheirebmuseums.com/en/about/bin-jelmood-house. For a thoughtful reflection on the
Bin Jelmood House, see Justin Stearns, “A Visit to the Bin Jelmood House in Doha,” ArteEast: The Global Platform for Middle
East Arts (Winter 2017), http://arteeast.org/quarterly/a-visit-to-the-bin-jelmood-house-in-doha.

58Bishara, “No Country but the Ocean.”
59Noora Lori, Offshore Citizens: Permanent Temporary Status in the Gulf (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2019).
60Historians of East Africa have been particularly attuned to these issues. See, for instance, Aiyar, “Anticolonial Homelands”;

Glassman, War of Words; James Brennan, Taifa: Making Nation and Race in Urban Tanzania (Athens, OH: Ohio University
Press, 2012); and Jeremy Prestholdt, “Politics of the Soil: Separatism, Autochthony, and Decolonization on the Kenyan
Coast,” Journal of African History 55, no. 2 (2014): 249–70.
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to the process by which ties between the Gulf and Indian Ocean were broken and remade. That history
has yet to be written, but the work that historians so far have done has painted a picture of political pos-
sibilities foreclosed: of the quashing of political ambitions by actors whose goals clashed with those of a
British Empire in its twilight and of former clients and allies of the British Empire cast aside in a changing
geopolitical landscape.61 One must take care not to contrast a rose-colored image of a cosmopolitan past
with a vilified nativist present; the pre-oil Gulf, like other parts of the Indian Ocean, was not shorn of
racism or nativism, and to suggest as much would be dishonest.62 Moreover, overemphasizing the rup-
tures that came with the arrival of oil risks ignoring the long period of overlap between the maritime and
oil economies of the Gulf and the slow process of institutional change that characterized it.

As extended as it may have been, this period of transformation left the Gulf public sphere under a dark
cloud. As the intertwined arena of material wealth, politics, and ideology shifted, so too did the ways in
which groups spoke about themselves. It was during these turbulent times that the region witnessed
the rise of a distinctly nativist discourse: the idea that particular groups of people were original settlers
in the region, whereas others were more recent migrants, and often of questionable pedigree and loyalty.
Although this story has in the past been told as one of an encroaching politics of Arab nationalism, also
at stake was the vision of the nation in a time of national economy, and after the withdrawal of
the British, and the place of a maritime past in that vision. Like coastal East Africa (and not dissimilar
to partition-era India), the Gulf’s position at the intersection of a range of different social imaginaries—
maritime, Arab nationalist, communist—opened the arena to the emergence of a very particular discourse
of nativism.63 This, in turn, fostered heated debates over membership in the body politic: over citizenship,
but also over history itself. There emerged a pitched battle over the place of different communities in each
nation’s history, one in which the region’s minorities found themselves having to vie for their place in
national narratives that had established Sunni Arab autochthony as an historical fact. Private printers
around the Gulf churned out one self-published book after another defending the claims that different
minority groups had to the nation’s past.64 At times, these tensions had deadly consequences; one
only need think of the violence that discourses of nativism produced in Bahrain.65 It is perhaps no won-
der that Gulf historians have largely kept quiet about the history of slavery, when contending with it
would cast a shadow over the celebratory narratives of nation-building that dominate the public sphere.

In all of this, the dhow stood as an empty vessel into which state-sponsored discourses could be
poured, much as it does today. Its presentation as a symbol of the nation actively severs it from its trans-
regional past. It elides the fact that many of those who sailed on board the dhow came from elsewhere
and, indeed, that the very timber out of which it was constructed came from across the sea. The history of
the dhow may thus be read as explicitly anti-national, and at the very least anti-terrestrial. And indeed, its
display as a national artifact acts to deliberately exclude South Asians, East Africans, and even South
Arabians from participating in the historical narrative. Stripped of its transregional fabric, the dhow
has neither purpose nor history; the Gulf nationals who visit it have become tourists to themselves.66

61See, for instance, Visser, Basra; Mustafa ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Najjar, ‘Arabistan Khilal Hukm al-Shaykh Khaz‘al, 1897–1925
(Beirut: al-Dar al-‘Arabiyya li-l-Mawsu‘at, 2009); and Takriti, Monsoon Revolution.

62See also John M. Willis, “Azad’s Mecca: On the Limits of Indian Ocean Cosmopolitanism,” Comparative Studies of South
Asia, Africa, and the Middle East 34, no. 3 (2014): 574–81; and Mandana Limbert, “Caste, Ethnicity, and the Politics of Arabness
in Southern Arabia,” Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa, and the Middle East 34, no. 3 (2014): 590–98.

63Here I am drawing inspiration from Prestholdt, “Politics of the Soil.” For excellent work on this in the context of the Gulf,
see also Miriam Cooke, Tribal Modern: Branding New Nations in the Arab Gulf (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press,
2014); and Nadav Samin, Of Sand or Soil: Genealogy and Tribal Belonging in Saudi Arabia (Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press, 2015).

64Ahmed al-Dailami, “‘Purity and Confusion’: The Hawala between Persians and Arabs in the Contemporary Gulf” in
Lawrence G. Potter, ed., The Persian Gulf in Modern Times: People, Ports, and History (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014),
299–326. For examples of this, see, for instance, Ahmad al-Ma‘azmi, al-Balush wa Biladuhum fi Dalil al-Khalij, 1515–1908
(Beirut: Mu’assasat al-Intishar al-‘Arabi, 2012); and Muhammad al-Habib, al-Baharina fi al-Kuwayt: al-Hijra wa-l-Istqiqrar,
1750–1950 (Kuwait: Khayr, 2019). With the rise of the Internet, these counter-narratives have spread to online forums.

65See Toby Matthiesen, Sectarian Gulf: Bahrain, Saudi Arabia, and the Arab Spring That Wasn’t (Stanford, CA: Stanford
University Press, 2013).

66Here, I paraphrase from Greg Dening, Islands and Beaches: Discourses on a Silent Land, Marquesas 1774–1880 (Melbourne:
Melbourne University Press, 1980), 128.
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Conclusion

When the Sultan of Muscat quipped that there were may have been twenty dhows named Fateh al-Khayr,
he was taking a defensive stance: after all, how might he be expected to police the jurisdictional maneuver-
ings of a group of mariners that circulated from one port to another, especially given how many there were
and how far away they seemed from the seat of his power? For in each Fateh al-Khayr and in every voyage it
took lay multiple worlds of circulation, mobility, and entanglement of which he oversaw only a small cor-
ner; to borrow Sugata Bose’s phrasing, there were a hundred horizons, and Jum‘a bin Khalid with his Fateh
(sought by British officials) moved through them all. It is in these worlds, in the hundred horizons of the
Indian Ocean, that we may reimagine the history of the Gulf, expanding our conception of the boundaries
of the Gulf as we know it. No longer does it make sense to write a history of the Gulf that ends at the Straits
of Hormuz or Ras al-Hadd. If Gulf markets, merchants, mariners, scholars, and statesmen were to be found
in Karachi, Bombay, Calicut, Aden, Mombasa, and Zanzibar, then so too the history of the Gulf itself, which
was scattered along the beaches and dockyards of the Western Indian Ocean.

The intellectual promise of an oceanic history of the Gulf is inviting. For those interested in studying
the Gulf, this oceanic turn unravels the region’s historical scroll, opening new frontiers for research in a
subfield that has, with some notable exceptions, come to feel a little stale. This approach opens up new
archives, generates new narratives, and highlights a range of actors and processes that have long been left
in the historical lurch. For those outside the field, it battles the “rags-to-riches” narrative that has become
so pervasive and relegated the Gulf to the margins of Middle Eastern studies. Seen from the Indian
Ocean, the wealth produced by oil is no less spectacular, but it did not suddenly transform the region
from an historical backwater to an important node of global capitalism. Rather, it continued a much lon-
ger history of connection and circulation and reconfigured the stakes of economic and political life in the
region.

Bringing back the oceanic history of the Gulf (for after all, it has always been there) also holds the
political promise of allowing a deeper engagement with prevailing discourses of autochthony in the
Gulf. For it is in that arena and its reconfiguration during the 20th-century processes of decolonization,
oil, and nationalism that we are able to see how those discourses emerged, how certain political

Figure 2. The Fateh al-Khayr at the Kuwait Scientific Center, Salmiya, Kuwait (photograph by author).
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possibilities were enabled and others foreclosed and how narratives emerged that placed the losers on the
sidelines of history. In this regard, the Gulf is wholly unexceptional; historians of East Africa, of India,
and of Southeast Asia, to say nothing of the Caribbean and other regions, have long pointed to similar
processes.67 It is unsurprising that the two Fateh al-Khayr dhows, one in Kuwait and the other in Sur, sit
perched by the sea totally stripped of their oceanic past (Fig. 2).

Taking up the sultan’s invitation to think about the many Fatehs and their histories is no small task. I
suspect that the landlubbers among us will stick to the geographies we are most comfortable with; there
is, after all, a long and venerable tradition of terrestrially grounded Middle Eastern history. However,
those who believe there is a future for oceanic history in the Middle East may do well to look to the
Gulf as one of its staging grounds; reorienting ourselves to the Indian Ocean does not mean that we
leave the Middle East behind, but that we venture out into the more distant horizons of the Arab world.
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