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Debts and financing of pearl diving in Kuwait:

A quantitative study (1868—1953)

Abstract

Objectives: This study aims to quantitatively analyze the debts
incurred by participants in Kuwait’s pearl diving industry between
1868 and 1953. Unlike previous studies that focused on general
trends, biased narratives, or stereotypical portrayals linking pearl
diving financing to slavery, this research adopts a data-driven ap-
proach to examine the issue objectively. Method: The study em-
ploys a descriptive, historical, and comparative framework, with a
particular focus on analytical techniques to analyze property con-
fiscations resulting from unpaid debts by pearl diving participants.
Results: Property confiscations due to unpaid debts incurred by
pearl diving participants accounted for 2.5% of total properties, a
figure considered within normal limits during economic crises such
as the pearl market depression. Notably, 71.2% of these confisca-
tions occurred between 1931 and 1945, a period marked by severe
market depression. During this period, 85.2% of the defaulting par-
ticipants lost their properties, exposing them to significant financial
and social hardship. This was exacerbated by the absence of legal
protections or social safety nets for their families. Conclusion: The
study demonstrates that the pearl diving financing system, like any
other financial system, historical or contemporary, prospers under
favorable economic conditions. However, when economic condi-
tions deteriorate, participants become vulnerable, unless an institu-
tional mechanism is established to safeguard their livelihoods and

mitigate social distress.
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