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THE IMPACT OF THE DOMESTIC
MARKET ON RURAL-URBAN
RELATIONS

As thie cradle of civilization, the Middle
East has for millenia comprised several
types of societies—tribal, rural and urban.
One has only to look at Sumerian epics
to appreciate the antiquity of this social
division. Yet, the real question is whether
the structures and relationships of these
three segments in society have remained
constant throughout the ages.

The economic aspect of the urban-rural
domination model, briefly stated, refers
to a state of affairs in which urban based
agencies such as merchants, moneylea-
ders, and absentee landlords carry out
transactions with the rural population
in the form of purchase of agricultural
produce at rates determined by urban
market conditions, extending credit at
exorbitant interest rates, acquisition of
large rural estates and renting land to
cultivators. The urban agencies—mer-
chant, moneylender and absentee land-
lord~may or may not be combined in the
same person or firm depending on circum-
stances. Landownership is considered as
an urban phenomenon where city based
landowners extract the surplus from cul-
tivators who are reduced to laborers or
tenant farmers. Finally, the urban domi-
nation thesis maintains that this condi-
tion has persisted in the Middle East more
or less unchanged since the early Islamic
era and to a great extent because of Islam
which is biased in favor of city life.

This essay is built around two basic



distinctions made regarding the conditions
of society before and during the nine-
teenth century in the Middle East. It is
first proposed that before the market
growth of the domestic market during
the first half of the nineteenth century,
rural conditions consisted of the holders
of political and administrative authority
on the one hand and rural population on
the other. with merchants and money-
lenders conspicuously absent {rom the
rural scene. In other words, no rent capi-
talism of urban society was actually im-
posed on rural people, but rather state
domination of a predominantly subsisten-
ce system of agriculture. The second point
is that urban domination is a more recent
development coincident with the domes-
tic market since the beginning of the nine-
teenth century. Furthermore, the urban
domination thesis, it will be shown, tends
to be a simplified version of the actual
pattern of relationships which developed
during the nineteenth century.

Three phases may therefore be iden-
tilied in the modern development of
Middle East societies when viewed in
terms of rural-urban relations. The first
phase is characterized by a noncompeti-
tive subsistence system of agriculture and

by international trade which coexist with

a minimal degree of interaction. The se-
cond phase is characterized by the growth
of a domestic market bound to an ex-
port sector and state centralization start-
ing roughly at the beginning of the nine-
teenth century. This may be considered
as the first phase of modernization in the
Middle East. The third phase pertains to
the contemporary scene starting by and
large in the post-World War II era. It is
basically characterized by the modifica-
tion of the domestic market in certain
Middle Eastern countries in such a way
as to limit the political and economic ro-
les of large landlords and moneylenders
and at the same time reduce the size of
the subsistence sector of agriculture.
National leaders are generally oriented
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wward a welfare though still an authon-
tarian social policy. Naturally, these de-
velopments are more extensive and effec-
tive in some countries than in others, but
most have experienced a certain degree
ol change in that direction. It may wel)
be that the contemporary era of a wel-
fare state marks the beginning of the end
of the urban domination phenomenon.

I. The Noncompetitive Economy and
Social Relations

The traditional system of subsistence
cconomy in the Middle East was based on
a land tenure system where agricultural
land was owned by the state while cul-
tivators and rural notables had the rights
of usufruct, not freehold. Private owner-
ship of agricultural land in the Middle
East before the nineteenth century was
not known except in very small areas in
the immediate vicinity of large cities
where orchards were cultivated and in
Mount Lebanon where private property
of agricultural land was a fully legal ins-
titution enjoyed alike by the ruling
class, cultivators and corporate bodies
such as the Church. The nearest thing to
the idea of a landowner in the rest of
the Middle East during the period of
subsistence economy was the feudal lord:
the timar holder in the Ottoman empire,
the multaziin in Egypt and the tuyuldar

in Iran.

The land tenure system under these
conditions was inseparable from an au-
thority structure whereby a decentrali-
zed system of state administration within
a large commonwealth, such as the Ot-
toman or Persian, combined civil with
economic authority. This type of sys-
tem may be referred to, at the risk of
simplicity, as the fitizam system pre-
valent for a long time in the Middle Eaat
in a variety of forms and varying de-
grees of strength well into the first half
of the nineteenth century. During that
century the Iltizam system in the Otto-
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man empire was abolished but in prac-
tice survived in a modified form as u
tex-forming system, thus putting one step
removed from economic affairs.

The traditional iltizam model, in brief.
was a system of political authority in
which the land was the property of the
-overeign distributed to members of the
ruling class. often soldiers and officials,
for the purpose of administering autho-
rity. It comprised such functions as
maintenance of law and order. tax col-
lection. and allocation and administration
of land cultivation During his tenure.
the multazim was given a rural estate to
cultivate for his own account, exempt
from imperial taxation as a payment for
his services The multazim’s position re-
mained. however, insecure, subject to
dismissal by the sovereign and unable to
pass his estate or position to his offs-
pring. During certain periods of weak-
ness in the central government in the
Ottoman and Persian eupires, some
multazims asserted their rights to the
estate in practice not in law, but they
were not able to preserve this right per-
manently. In general, the limited tenure
of multazims prevented until the ninete-
enth century the rise of a stable rural
aristocracy. As has already been men-
tioned variations of this basic pattern
and sporadic disruptions occurred from
time to time and in different regions,
but essentially the pattern remained the
most characteristic system of authority
in the Ottoman and Persian empires.

The first principle, therefore, of the
traditional social system in the Middle
East was the absence of private property
rights in agricultural land and the lack
Jf differentiation between civil and eco-
nomic administration. The second main

feature of this system was subsistence
agricultuwre in which crops were -culti-
vated for purposes of local consumption
not commercial transactions. The circula-
tion of cash. especially in the countryside
was not, therefore. widespread. The do-
mestic market-exchanges of agricultural
praducts and manufactured goods bet-
ween the countryside and the city-was
extremely primitive and negligible amou-
nts of transactions were made between
urban and rural areas. Urban as well as
rural communities were based on a non-
competitive system of production and
were practically self-sufficient. As we
shall see later, large cities were provi-
ded with grain grown in the country but
not in the form of commercial transac-
tions. The limited opportunities for ex-
port of goods was perhaps the single most
important factor in the retarded condi-
tions of the domestic market, and in the
Middle East in particular, this condition
was enforced by artificially imposed go-
vernment rtestrictions, as we shall soon
see.

Karl Polanyi commenting on the me-
dieval city in Europe emphasizes the city
organization and way of life as the main
obstacle to a system of mobile economic
transactions The atowns raised every pos-
sible obstacle» he wrote, «to the forma-
tion of that national or internal market
for which the capitalist wholesaler was
pressing. By maintaining the principle of
a noncompetitive local trade: and an
equally noncompetitive long distance tra-
de carried on from town to town, the
burgesses hampered by all means at their
disposal the inclusion of the countryside
into the compass of trade and the ope-
ning up of indiscriminate trade between
the towns of the country» . While this
may well have contributed to the same

1 Karl Polanyl, The Great Transformation: The Political and Economic Origins of

. Our Time, p. 65.
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condition in Middle Eastern cities where
iaxes on nonresident mercnants and on
goods coming into the city were impo-
sed, lack of opportunities for exports and
government interference remain the ma-
jor factors of the delay in the growth of a
domestic market. For even :hen the city
way of life is resistant to changes in its
structure, an opportunity for economic
advancement would invite intruders into
the city, or new towns would emerge to
perform these functions. Polanyi’s com-
ment was not, however, intended to dis-
miss these possibilities but rather to des-
cribe the attittde and economic behavior
of burgess to the market. In this respect
his statement is quite pertinent to the
discussion at hand.

The Middle East has for long periods
past been a trade zone, but its trade con-
sisted primarily of international transa-
ctions carried out by great city mer-
chants, to whom reference is often made
in chronicles and histories, were mostly
wholesale tradesmen and brokers who
conducted their business between large
cities, states. and continents. Most of
their commodities of trade were not even
products of the Middle East such as sla-
ves. spices, indigo and cochineal and to
a large extent sugar. Coffee, cotton, and
silk which constituted a part of this in-
ternational trade were produced in some
Middle Eastern countries. International
transactions in grain were limited since
its export was prohibited in Ottoman do-
minions before the nineteenth century.!

A considerable part of international tra-
de was conducted in the form of barter, 2
and Middle Eastern demand for Euro-
pean goods was limited by the inability
of Middle Eastern merchants to pay for
extra goods in cash.

(%)

Trade inside the city and international
trade existed in relative independence.
Tne urban market was attected by in-
ternational trade only to the extent that
urban merchants prospered and their
wealth affected urban consumption ha-
bits Some luxuries of international tra-
de were consumed in urban centers but
naturally this did not lead to an increase
in production output of the consuming
community. Urban merchants and retail
tradesmen did not penetrate the coun-
tryside to obtain agricultural produce for
sale In some cases where agricultural
products were sold in town, villagers car-
ried their produce to the city.

If, as we have stated, commercial tran-
sactions between urban centers and the
rural areas were scarce, it becomes ne-
cessary to determine the means of pro-
curement of food provisions for the city.
The needs of the city for food provi-
sions produced in the countryside may
be the primary reason for the ease
with which the thesis of the asymmetri-
cal relations of the city to the countryside
has been accepted. The urban domina-
tion thesis is based on a logical inference
derived from a functional theory of the
social system. Unfortunately, empirical
reality does not confirm such an inferen-
ce universally and without qualifications.

Since the idea of the city is associated
with specialization of functions, to wit
manufactures, services and trade, it is
also generally assumed that the coun-
tryside exists to furnish the city with
food provisions and raw material and that
this transaction is undertaken by urban
dealers who exchange manufacture for
agricultural goods. There were many in-
tervening variables in the relations of ru-

1 Tlicit exports, however, were often made as well as transactions between parts of

the empire.

2 Bee Ralph Davis, Aleppo and Devonshire Square; English Traders in” the Levant in

the Elghteenth Century, p. 193.
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1al areas to the city in the development
of Middle Eastern societies which led to
modification of this thesis. In the first
place, grain upon which the city popula-
tion depended for livelihood was trans-
ferred to the major cities not as a com-
mercial transaction but in the form of
taxes paid in kind to the government. It
was kept in the government’s granary
from where the grain was sold to retai-
lers such as millers and bakers. Also grain
which was obtained by multazims from
their uhdahs was sold in the urban mar-
ket where most of them lived.

Another reason why grain was not pro-
duced for commercial purposes was go-
vernment controls on its prices and pro-
hibition of its export. It was mentioned
earlier that the Otioman government
prohibited the export of grain from its
dominions in order to guarantee the
means of livelihood for its armies, emplo-
vees and subjects. The government also
interfered in the prices of wheat, rice
and bread not allowing a free market to
develop One reason for price controls
was that the government often used grain
as a medium of exchange. It collected ta-
xes in kind and cash and paid some of
its expenses in kind too, including part
of the salaries of its officialsI. Taxes
were paid either in kind or cash accor-
ding to the region and/or commodity. In
Iran for instance, taxes were paid mos-
tlv in kind on wheat, barley, silk. tobac-

co and mostly in cash on vegetables and
{ruits 2 which as a rule used to be grown
in the vicinity of cities. In Egypt, taxes
in the Cairo area and a good part of the
delta were more commonly paid in cash,
whereas in more remote areas such as
unner Egypt they were paid mostly in
kind 3. It may also be noted that vegeta-
bles and {ruits were grown more in the
Cairo region and formed part of the urban
economy. A free flow of grain from the
country may in periods of good harvest
depreciate its price and debase the
«grain currency.» When, for instance.
Mamluk emirs used to force the sale of
grain on city merchants, not only mer-
chants became resentful but also gover-
niment officials whose pay depreciated as
a consequence of these dumping practi-
ces 4.

As for vegetables and fruits, not as
essential a commodity as grain, and con-
sumed mostly by the well-to-do urban
dwellers, they were mainly produced in
the vicinity of towns, which brings us to
the second aspect of Middle Eastern so-
ciety and economy. The Middle Eastern
city was basically the source of its own
vegetables and fruits because it was par-
tially rural. What this means is that the
urban dependence on the countryside for
its comestibles was true to the extent that
the country was the immediate exten-
sion of the city itself. Remote rural areas

1 Bee for instance Btanford J. Bhaw, The Financial and Admintstrative Orga.lizae-
tion; pp. 215-224 and Ira Martin Lapidus Muslimm Citles in the Later Middle Ages,

pp. 51-53

2 Ann K. 8. Lambton, Landlord and Peasantin Persta: A Study o} Land Tenure and

Land Revenue Administration, pp. 145-146.

3 Bhaw, op. cit., pp. 64-67. Not until the 1880swas collection of taxes in kind abandoned
in Egypt. see Gabriel Baer, A History of Landownership in Modern Egypt, 130-1950.
P. 34. The practic. was to assess the oroduce in terms of cash value and collected
kind. Usually such assesments were belowactual value. S8ee Btanford J. Bhaw (trans-
lator), bt_tpman Egypt in the Age of the French Revolution, by Huseyn Efendi,

p. 121.

4 Lapldus, Muslim Citles in the Later Middle Ages. pp. 51-53.
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were left out of this kind of transaction 1.
In so far as the-city and its immediate
environment were the proper locus of
imperial authority, they also formed the
boundaries of the urban marked and to a
certain extent the urban community.
The economy of the Middle Eastern
city was not based entirely on manufac-
tures, commerce and services, but was
partly agricultural. Orchards and vege-
table gardens could be found even inside
cities and towns and in most of the im-
mediate vicinity. Most of these gardens
were owned and cultivated by people li-
ving in the town or neighboring hamlets.
More than half the population of such
a_great urban center as Cairo, Abu-Lu-
ghod tells us, were still ‘involved in agri-

culture during the middle of the nine-
teenth century 2.

In much the same way as the city ai-
med at a mixture of self-sufficiency and
trade, remote parts of the countryside
were also self-sufficient and produced in
addition to food provisions, manufactured
goods such as cloth, mats and rugs, iron-
works and even some carpentry.

Under conditions of relative self-suffi-
ciency as in the Middle East, it should
not be surprising to find that the circu-
lation of money was not very widespread
before the nineteenth century. Coins, ho-
wever, were produced in countries such
as Egypt, Turkey and Iran in addition to
use of foreign coins, but paper money was
not introduced to Turkey until the middle
of the nineteenth century and to Iran un-
til 1928.

1 In Egypt where conditions for commerclal
advanced than anywhere else in the
water transport, Calro used to receive some
setta region on the Medlterranean to
Cairo. See S8haw, ap. cit, pp. 119-120.

2 Janet Abu-Lughod, «Varieties of Urban
coalescence in Cairop» In Middle Easiern

3 S8ee Peter Avery, Modern Iran, p. 271.

In addition to prohibition on exports
and price controls, there were other rea-
sons why commercial transactions were
not commonly domestically before the
nineteenth century. One is that there-

where government imposts on commodities
moving between the ecountryside and

towns. Tolls on city gates ,roads and
bridges were major obstacles to the in-
crease in the volume of transactions be-
tween city and countryside. In teheran
tolls were still collected in the 1920s.3.
Furthermore, vexatious taxation on agri-
cultural produce often deprived the coun-
tryside from the surplus which it could
dispense of by means of trade.

Poor communication facilities and se-
curity of trade routes were other rea-
sons not conducive to the flourishing of
a domestic market. There were no paved
roads and no carriages to transfer com-
modities of trade. Merchants of interna-
tional trade used draft animals especially
camels, and for security reasons travel-
led collectively in caravans, a condition
which prevailed well into the middle of
the nineteenth century. Only where na-
vigable rivers existed, such as in Egypt,
was the mobility of transactions more
advanced between country and city, but
not many countries in the area had a
Nile River. Travellers could be subject
to attacks by bandits and unruly tribes-
men. If travel between such places as
Beirut and Damascus was not quite se-
cure nor facilitated by roads, it could not
have been very easy in places such as the
Anatolian and Persian plateaus. Not un-
til trade had improved during the latter
part of the nineteenth century were roads

exchanges on the domestic level were more
Middle East ,especially because of internal
of its vegetables and fruits from the Ro-
judge from taxes commodities entering

Experience: Contrast, Coexistence, and
Cities. ed. Lapidus, p. 164.
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and trains introduced thus connecting ci-
ties with other cities and with the coun-
tryside.

Mount Lebanon stood as an exception
in some major ways and therefore re-
quires a special explanationl. In Mount
Lebanon, private property in agricultural
land, landlordism, and to a certain extent,
cash crops existed as far back as the se-
venteenth century. Yet it was in this set-
ting in particular that absentee landlords
and moneylenders did not exist. On the
contrary, during the period agricultural
land was becoming freehold in the rest
of the Middle East and large estates
emerging, in Lebanon feudal estates were
growing smaller and many peasants had
already acquired land. Indeed. by the
nineteenth century Lebanese peasants
had taken to violent resistance to the
feudal institutions and by 1861 the feu-
dal system was abolished in law and fact.

We have tried to show in this discus-
sion that freehold in agricultural land,
landlordism. mercantilist activities, and
moneylending were conspicuously absent
before the nineteenth century. The ur-
ban domination thesis does not hold for
the period previous to the emergence of
the domestic market and foreign trade.
Concealed in the urban domination mo-
del are the conditions of the market and
the nature of urban and rural economy.
Also overlooked is the role played by the
state in the economic conditions of sub-
jects whether urban or rural.

II. The First Phase of Modernization
The Domestic Market

During the first two decades of the
nineteenth century major changes in the
conditions of the market and the struc-
ture of political authority began to take

shape, setting forth an irreversible cour-
se of events that was to affect societies in
the Middle East to this day. The drive of
European nations for world markets and
their demand for comestibles and raw
goods from the Middle East and else-
where transformed not only the char-
acter of foreign trade but also subsisten-
ce agriculture and the isolation of ru-
ral areas from urban economic life. As
for the changes in the structure of poli-
tical authority, it moved in line consis-
tent with and enforcing the changes in
the market conditions not only because
of the challenge of the market but also
in response to the military superiority of
Europe. The first phase of moderniza-
tion in the Middle East took the form of
emulation by the state of those features
of European nations which were deemed
vesponsible for the superiority of the
West. i.e.. central administrative system
and a modern standing army rather than
the improvement in economic and social
conditions of the subjects.

Ckange in Trade Patterns

Trade with Europe during the ninete-
enth century changed not only in terms
of the goods transacted and the person-
nel of tradesmen but also in that it ope-
ned up the whole of society to commer-
cial transactions and connected the coun-
tryside with the city. The new commo-
dities of trade became predominantly
manufactured goods from Europe, espe-
cially textiles, exchanged for raw agri;
cultural produce of Middle Eastern so-
cieties. The prohibition by the state of
exports on wheat, for instance was ter-
minated and its cultivation was stimu-
lated by exports to Europe. The cultiva-
tion of new crops appeared in response
to European market demand such as to-
bacco and sesame, while others declined

1 For a detailed account see my book, Pold tics and Change in a Traditional Soclety:

Lebanon 1711-1845.
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such as silk and cotton (with the excep-
tion of Egyptian cotton}.

Trade between the Middle East and
Europe became indicative of a trend in
world trade whereby manufactured goods
came primarily from Europe and agricul-
tural produce from the less developed
countries of the world. One victim of such
division in world trade roles was the
Middle Eastern city, whose crafts started
to decline affecting the whole social
structure, and whose entrepreneurs or
tradesmen were faced with an aggres-
sive rival--the foreign merchant, well
equipped with cash and skilled in the
new art of trade. The foreign merchant
was first to venture into rural areas to
buy agricultural produce for cash and
foreign entrepreneurs established steam
silkk firms and ginneries in the countrysi-
de. European merchants in the past
stopped mostly at city ports or in the
city bazaar and dealt directly with who-
lesale city merchants. In the new era,
however, the ignored the wholesale city
merchants and dealt direetly with the
producer, be he a notable villager or a
small cultivator.

There were several factors which favo-
red the foreign merchant over the native
in opening the countryside for domestic
trade and these go beyond the simple
change in the kind of commodities ex-
changed. Foreign merchants supported
bv the powerful nations of Europe bene-
fited exclusively from the dismantling of
the traditional barriers to domestic tra-
de: internal tariffs, monopolies, and pro-
hibitions of export on grain. These privi-
leges were not extended to native mer-
chants in the Ottoman empire until much
later. Early in the nineteenth century,
European nations such as Britain, France
and Russia put strong pressure on the

(8)

Ottoman empire, Egypt, and Persia to re-
move the obstacles to free trade. In 1838,
the British-Ottoman trade
was signed demolishing the barriers to
frev trade in one blow at the same time
giving privileges to the foreign merchant
that the native one did not receive.

convention

By the terms of the convention, mono-
polies were abolished, a step aimed
primarily at the Viceroy of Egypt, Mu-
hammed Ali (1805-1848), who had succe-
eded in making of himself the archenemy
of his suzerain, the Ottoman Sultan. The
convention allowed British merchants
«to purchase at all places in the Ottoman
Dominions (whether for the purpose of
internal trade or exportation) all arti-
cles without any exception whatsoever,
the produce, growth, or manufacture of
the said Dominions.» 1. It also freed fo-
reign merchants from having to pay
tolls at city gates and bridges or by im-
positions of provincial governors, a great
concession not enjoyed by native trades-
men. In Mount Lebanon. however. tolls
on roads were abolished in 1812, and la-
ter native merchants in Egypt where put
on a footing with foreigners when Khedi-
ve Sa'id (1854-1863) abolished internal
tolls in 1858. However, with the excep-
tion of Beirut, native merchants in the
Ottoman empire continued to be at a dis-
advantage vis-a-vis foreign competitors
due to the extraterritorial privileges ex-
tended to foreigr nationals under the Ca-
pitulations. Another
bv foreign merchants over native ones
was their connections with business
firms in Europe and possession of cash in
a market rapidly changing its medium of
exchange from barter to money.

advantage enjoyed

The Russians, who had by an earlier

1 B8ee text in Charles Issawl, The Ecoromic History of the Middle East, 1800-1914: A

Book of Readings, pp. 38-40.
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agreement with the Ottoman government
secured even Dbetter dut); terms, were
actually making similar agreements with
Persia. Along with the Treaty of Turko-
manchai in 1828, a separate tradg and se-
curity agreement was signed with Russia
«which limited the duty on Russian im-
ports to 5 percent, granted free entry for
goods for official use, allowed Russia the
right to protect her Persian employees,
and granted extraterritorial privileges
for Russian subjects in Persia.» I, This
last privilege was later demanded by
most foreign countries for their natio-
nals2. However, not until the last two
decades of the nineteenth century did
Russian trade reach its peak making Rus-
sia the largest importer of Persian goods.3
New relations with the rest of Europe
during the nineteenth century produced
great commercial activities and contribu-
ted to the rise of a prosperous and power-
ful merchant class among the Persians.

Breaking the barriers on trade. both
foreign and domestic. was coupled with
a major development in the medium of
exchange whereby money gradually ca-
me to replace what used to be a mixed
barter and cash system of transactions.
Increasing circulation of cash was stimu-
lated not only by exports but also by offi-
cial developments related to cash indem-
nities, subsidies. state loans and the intro-
duction of modern projects by foreign
firms such as railways and road cons-
truction, telegraphs, and banks. Exports
and the circulation of cash contributed to
a certain degree of specialization in agri-
cultural production whereby cultivation
of cash crops appeared in conjunction
with subsistence system of cultivation, a

1 Joseph M. Upton, The History of Modern Iran:

2 Ibid.

(9)

process which proved to be very durable
as we shall soon see.

The rapid growth of the domestic
market during the nineteenth century
gave impetus to provincial towns which in
the past had served as centers of govern-
ment administration or main stations on
the international trade highways. As was
the case in large cities, the economy of
these towns was based on crafts and agri-
culture. The relative isolation of these
towns from most of the countryside in
their regions was due to similar causes
as in the case of larger cities. Tolls and
taxes, poor communication facilities, the
iltizam system, the noncompetitive system
of production, and the absence of large-
scale demand for agricultural crops, all
contributed to the small volume of com-
mercial transactions between provincial
towns and the countryside. Knocking
down the prohibitive tariffs on exports
and internal tolls and duties stimulated
the demand for agricultural products of
the Middle Eastern countries and increa-
sed the volume of commercial exchanges
between town and countryside. The flou-
vishing of trade led to the revival of pro-
vincial towns and the emergence of new
ones all over the Middle East4. Port towns
in particular showed the most remarka-
ble growth during that period, while the
largest cities such as Cairo, Damasecus and
Aleppo experienced an initial loss of po-
pulation due mostly to the decline of na-
tive manufactures in the face of more
competitive  European manufactured
goods 5.

Domestic market and the cash value
of agricultural produce contributed to
the introduction of private property in

An Interpretation, p. 6.

3 For a very Informative account see Marvin L. Entner, Russo-Persian Commercial

Relations, 1828-1914.

4 See Avery, Modern Iran, pp. 76-77; Ibrahim Amir, Al Ard wa al Fallah, pp. 64-65;

and Baer, A History of Lundownership.

5 Bee Charles Issawl, <Economic Change and Urbanization

Middle Eastern Citles, ed. Lapidus, pp.108-111.
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agricultural land. No where except in
Mount Lebanon was private property in
agricultural land a common legal institu-
tion in the Middle East. With changes in
the economy and the organization of the
state, private property of agricultural land
was introduced in the Ottoman empire in
1839. in Egypt in 1838 and in Persia in
1906. 2

We have seen that under conditions
of subsistence agriculture, a pristine do-
mestic market, and absence of property
rights. neither credit nor merchants pla-
ved a role in agricultural econcmy. The
government obtained grain from the coun-
trvside on a regular basis in the form of
taxes or outright imposition whether the
produce was a surplus or not. Under these
conditions the government and its agents.
multazims, were the major if not the only
forces which acted toward the country
pecple, notables and cultivators alike. Not
nnly did they administer the cultivation
oi land but the government often distri-
buted seeds to peasants during the plan-
ting season.

With the stimulation and develop-
ment of a domestic market and the cul-
tivation of cash crops. a third party ente-
red the country scene: a mercantilist class
consisting of creditors, buyers of the pro-

duce. speculators in land, and absentee lan-
did not have the effect of displacing the

state from its dominant role in the coun-
rtyside but acted rather in concert and/or
competition with the state.

Before we trace the impoct of the do-
nestic market and foreign trade of the
countryside, il is necessary to discuss the
changes in the state organization and
efforts that were made to modernize it.
The Impact of State Centralization

The establishment of a central autho-

1
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rity as of the beginning of the nineteenth

century had a traumatic effect ono
Egypt, a disturbing one in Turkey, and a
revolutionary-outcome in Persia. These de-
velopments are described elsewhere in the
literature I, here we shall simply iden-
tify the trend and then dwell on its im-
plications to the market and rural-urban
relations.

State centralization in the Middle
East was in an essential respect a military
and administrative response to the chal-
lenge posed by European nations with
very little attention paid o the economic
and social conditions of the subjects. Ef-
forts were made to create modern stan-
ding army organizations and central ad-
ministrative systems in all three of the
major states of the area.

The main implications of modernizing
the state were the enforcement of trends
already introduced by the market such
as the widespread use of cash as the main
‘nedium of exchange, the cultivation of
cash crops and dependence on Europe.
The need of the state modernizers for
credit an technological assistance from
Europe made them vulnerable to Euro-
pean pressure to open up the market of
their lands for free trade.

Centralization of the state did not
necessarily result in developing the eco-
nomy in any of the three major nations--
Turkey, Egypt or Iran. There was some
progress in agriculture such as irrigation
improvements in Turkey and Egypt and
some land reclamation in the latter, but
on the whole improvements were quite
modest. Administrative centralization en-
forced tendencies which had already been
started by new market conditions. The
most unsettling politically and economica-
lly was the insatiable demand by the res-
pective governments for money. Military
and civilian personnel under the modern

Large proprietors in Persia before 1906 established in practice though not in prin-

ciple the right to bequeath land to thelr offspring
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form of administration were paid salaries
entirely in cash. Similarly, modernization
projects such as canals, roads, railways
and the like required expenditure in mo-
ney Heavy taxation, creation of monopo-
lies. state economic enterprise, and fo-
reign loans were the means to which the
new states resorted for raising money.
Foreign loans, and state economic énter-
prise, even monopolies, appear as a per-
sistent phenomenon associated with state
centralization and modernization in the
Middle East welle into the twentieth cen-
tury. Witness for instance the last stages
in the process of centralization in Persia
under Reza Shah (1925-1941) and the case
of Ataturk in modern Turkey (1923-1938).
Contemporary Egypt, of course., under
the name of socialism has practically
complete control over the economy.

Lacking competent financial manage-
ment to keep the state solvent, all three
states became hopelessly indebted to fo-
reign creditors in the second half of the
nineteenth century. In Iran, this contri-
butes to a national revolution which even-
tually cost the Qajars their throne, while
Turkey was sustained only by the inte-
rest of Britain to keep it alive in the face
of Russian desire to expand southward.
Egypt, especially under Khedive Isma'il
(1863-1879). is the example par excellence
of irresponsible fiscal policy and poor ma-
nagement., which led that country to be-
come the first and only state in the area
to lose its independence to crediter na-
tions by an act of foreclosure.

State Role in Creating a Landlord Class

The state continued to play a role in
agricultural landholding and trade during
the nineteenth century, not giving way to
competition from private business, and
contributed in a major way to the crea-

1 Lambton, Larndlord and Peasant in Persig p. 259.

tion of a landlord class. In Iran, where
dynastic changes in 1925 brought about
changes in the composition of large lan-
ded proprietors, wrote Professor Lamb-
ton, wold landed proprietors and the tribal
khans, in so far as they were also landow-
ners, tended... to lose their land, on the
one hand by confiscation to the state and
on the other to the rising class of mer-
chants and contractors, to the new bu-
reaucracy, and to the military classes.» {
In Egypt, cases of acquisition of land by
government officials and officers in lieu
of salary were also known during the ni-
neteenth century, but their position was
unstable, losing or gaining land according
to their political fortunes. Khedive Is-
ms’il donated from state land 876.863 fed-
dans to his officials and relatives, 2 an
area equal to more than one-fourth the
entire cultivated area of Egypt at that
time.

The state was also indirectly respon-
sible for consolidation of land in the
hands of village notables and headmen.
When peasants who could not bear the
burden of taxation deserted the land, vil-
lage notables paid the peasants’ taxes to
the government and acquired title to the
peasants’ property in return.d

In-Iraq, the impact of state policy on
landownership was far-reaching. When
Midhat Pasha, the Ottoman Governor in
Iraq (1860-1871) implemented the Land
Law of 1858, almost an entire class of
landlords was created out of tribal shaykhs
and towns people who were in a favor-
able position vis-d-vis the government¢.
Despite this massive act of transferring
state land to private proprietors, the state
remained the owner of four-fifths of the
agricultural land of Iraq. The cultivation
of these state domains was entrusted to
tenant farmers 5. In later years under the

2 For the actual distribution of these donatlons see Sayyld Mar, 4l Islah Al Zira'i
wa Mushkilal al Sukkan fi al Qatr al Misrt, pp. 25-29.
3 Baer, 4 History of Landownership in Egypt, pp. 26-29.

4 1ssawl, The Economic. History, pp. 166-169.

5 Ibid., p. 184.



British and the Hashemite mona:chy, the
state policy of creating landlords by trans-
ferring land title to private individuals
continued practically along the same lines
as under Midhat Pasha.

Forced registration of land in private
names, especially in Syria and Iraq star-
ting in 1858 and well into this century,
proved to be another disadvantage to the
culitvator. Registration was the major
contributing factor to the dissolution of
the communal organization of the seden-
tary tribes Tribal shaykhs were transfor-
med to landlords and members of the
tribe to tenants or laborers. In addition,
urban speculators and investors in land
acquired part of tribal domains to the loss
of members of the tribe who in the past
cultivated the land as a community not
a private undertaking.

The ruling dynasties themselves in
Egypt, Turkey and Iran engaged in the
acquisition of land in various ways. not
all bona fide purchases. By the time Khe-
dive Isma’il abdicated in 1879, he had in-
creased his landholdings by 63 times what
thev were when he ascended the throne.
His estate which reached nearly a million
feddan was taken over by the state after
he abdicated. His son and grandson. Kings
Fuad (1917-1936) and Faruq (1936-1952),
had similarly increased their estates se-
veral times over during their rule. The
Ottoman Sultan, Abdul Hamid II. was
another case whereby the monarch acqui-
red a large estate during his reign. In
the 1880s he acquired for his personnal
property «some 30 percent of the total
cultivated land in the Vilayet of Baghdad
and correspondingly large estates in the
Vilayets of Basra and Mosul»! In Iran,
Reza Shah is another clear example not
only of affecting the composition of the
landed proprietors, but also of one who
made himself the largest landowner in
the country

1 Ibid., p. 168.
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In short, the changes whicn occurred
in landholdings in the Middle East du-
ring the nineteenth century and the early
part of this century were the result of
acts by the state as much as the direct
effect of the free market economy. A num-
ber of merchants and moneylenders were
known to join the class of landed pro-
prietors in almost all three stdtes but
were less conspicuous than the landed
groups created by governments.

The new system of cash crop culti-
vation, the money economy, and the ap-
pearance of private property in agricul-
tural land did not result in a scramble for
land titles. There were no Iarge-scale
changes in title holding (excluding the
registration policies of land in Iraq and
Syria), nor did large estates held by ab-
sentee urban dwellers emerge suddenly o)
in large numbers. Agricultural land con-
tinued to be held by three agents: (a) the
state in the form of public domains, (b)
large landholders (including wagfs) and
(c) small peasant proprietors. Since the
institutionalization of privaie ‘pioperty,
small proprietors held their own ii not
increased their holdings. In the Ottoman
empire for instance, 75 percent of cleared
land after the reforms of 1839 consisted
of small holdingsI. In Egypt, more than
half the cultivated area was held in 1894
in plots less than fifty feddans in size
(Table I). Since the beginning of this cen-
tury, and with the development of the
market into a full-fledged free system
based on money-commodity, small culti-
vators whose holdings consisted of five
feddans or less increased the land area
they occupied from 21.7 to 35.4 percent of
the total cultivated area between 1894
and 1952, before land reform had even
started.

Large estates (fifty feddans and over),
on the other hand, shrank from 44 percent
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of the cultivated area to 24.2 percent du-
ring the same period (Table I).

In Iran, wrote Anne Lambton, the
«general trend of events since the grant
of the Constitution in 1906, beginning with
changes in the administration, has been
in fact to alter the status of the large
landed proprietor from that of a petty
territorial prince to that of an ordinary
landowner... In addition to the reduction

scale capitalism in agriculture and pros-
perity in the economy? Why did land af-
ter it had been defined as a transferable
asset valued in terms of money not be-
come concentrated entirely in few hands
or even change hands markedly? There
were many factors which in the Middle
East prevented the consequences of a free
maket economy from developing fully.
The impact of modernization, the do-

TABLE 1
DECLINE IN THE TOTAL AREA OF LAND HELD IN LARGE ESTATES
IN EGYPT
Year Small Farmes Medium Size Farmes Large Estates
Less than 5 feddans 5-50 feddans More than 50 feddans
Percent Percent of Percent Percent of Percent Percent of
of Owners Land Owned of Owners Land Owned of Owners Land owned
1894 83.3 21.7 154 u3 13 44
1914 913 28.7 85 30.4 8 439
1930 93.1 316 83 29.7 8 38.7
1952 943 354 52 304 5 342

Source: Ibrahim Amir, al Ard wa al Fallah, 1958.

in the power of the large landed proprie-
tors, there has also been a tendency to-
wards a reduction in the size of their es-
tates» 2 The extent to which a reduction
in the total area owned by large landed
proprietors occurred is not certain, and
Professor Lambton does not believe that
it has «sensibly decreased 33. At any rate,
there was no increase in the area in the
form of large estates although new ele-
ments had joined the class of landed pro-
prietors, such as merchants, contractors,
officials, army officers, gendarmerie, and
village headmen 4.

Limitations of Raral Capitallsm

Why did the domestic market and
money economy not give rise to a large-

1 Iwd., p. 19.

2 Lambton, Landlord ond Pessuni in Persia,p. 260.

$ Ibid.
4 Idid, pp. 389, 261-63.

mestic market, money economy, and iree-
hold in agricultural land cannot be as-
sessed in the abstract on the grounds that
exports and money-commodity will rea-
dily result in a widespread capitalist en-
terprise in agriculture and reduce the
peasant to a state of destitution and ex-
ploitation by business entrepreneurs. The
impact of a market economy has been
more varied in the Middle East than
pure theory would suggest. Moneylenders
were not swarming the couniryside offe-
ring unlimited opportunities to the pea-
sant to borrow money, nor have we detec-
ted any evidence of a remarkable flow of
capital for the purchase of agricultural
lands. The magnitude of the absentee
landlordism phenomenon which started



to appear duyring the nineteenth century
remains unknown to this day. No figures
arc given by students of rural areas on
numbers of such landlords or areas un-
der their control to impruve our assess-
ment of this phenomenon. From the ge-
neral evidence available, absentee land-
lords seem to have constituted the majo-
rity of their class in rersia and Syria
only. For similar reasons which explain
the limited flow of credit to the country-
side during that century, absentee land-
lordism in other areas remained also li-
mited.

In explaining the limited flow of cre-
dit to the countryside in Middle Eastern
societies during the nineteenth century
many factors should be taken into ac-
count but above all those of private pro-
perty, response of peasants to market de-
mands, and the mode of agricultural, pro-
duction. State intervention in the economy
and tax policies, as it has been already
indicated. were additional factors not
conducive to business prosperity or eco-
nomic growth.

It is important to remember first,
that in the Middle REast, especially in
parts where security in life and property
was lacking, disbursement of credit even
when abundant would be limited by the
creditor’s need for loan securities. Before
institutionalization of private ownership
of land in the area, the produce served as
the only security to a creditor. In areas
where perennial irrigation and intensive
farming was the rule, the crop could serve
as a low risk security on loans but not
where agriculture depended on rainfall as
in most parts of the Middle East. With
the outcome of the harvest not always
certain, creditors could not take many
risks
Terant Farmers

One of the main reasons that the
domestic market and export trade failed

to create economic prosperity or a capi-
talist economy during the nineteenth
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century was the persistence of share-
cropping, the primitive mode of agricul-
tural production prevalent under subsis-
tence farming. Farming during the nine-
teenth century continued to be semi-
subsistence” despite the cultivation of
cash crops. Rather than giving way to
a more productive and professional sys-
tem of cultivation, the sharecropping
system adjusted to new conditions creat-
ed by the market. The export merchant
paid the landlord cash for the crop, and
the landlord responded by converting
part of his estate for cash crop cultiva-
tions, leaving the other part for the sub-
sistence needs of the tenant wha continu-
ed to be responsible for cultivation as
in the past. While this continuity of
the old system of cultivation may have
contributed to stability and security of
peasant life, it was hardly conductive to
modernization. Rather than stimulate
the economy and lead to prosperity, the
domestic market and export trade super-
imposed a modern system or commercial
transactions on a primitve system of pro-
duction. The capital created by the price
of crops was shared by the merchant and
the landlord and it did not revert to pro-
ductive enterprises in agriculture or in-
dustry. The city manufactures which
declined such as textiles and those which
survived such as soap, tobacco and to a
certain extent silk did not offer great
investment opportunities. Consequently,
facilities shifted their economic enterprise
from productive pursuits to services and
trade in which relations to the country-
side loomed large. In short, the economy
in most Middie Eastern countries conti-
nued to operated with old and new sys-
tems of production and transaction co-
existing and adjusting to one another well
into this century.

In discussing land tenure systemns one
needs to distinguish clearly between rent
tenancy and sharecropping which are of-
ten considered the same . Rent tenancy
is a system of transaction in which land
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use is purchased for a temporary period
by means of cash pawd in advance. The
renter secures from the landlord practi-
cally total freedom of land use for a fixed
period of time whereby he produces and
disposes of the produce freely. Share-
cropping, on the other hand, is a system
of ‘cultivation whereby the land is cultiv-
ated for the interest of the owner by an
agreement with a sharecropping ‘cultiva-
tor, who in fact is no more than a laborer
paid for his toil in kind.l The" share-
cropping laborer is by and large left out-
side the money economy because the
owner takes away the most valuable cash
crops for himself, usually shares grain,
and leaves maize and fodder entirely for
the subsistence of the cultivator and his
animals. Under the rent system, the
tenant cultivator pays for the right of
temporary -ownership and is thus motiv-
ated to raise crops for profit and to in-
crease production. In contrast, the share-
cropper is primarily interested in the
crops which he shares with the owmer,
paying less attention to the main cash
crops which the owner reserves for him-
elf. However, basic improvement in the
soil and other long-run improvements
such as irrigation facilities are generally
left unattended by both kinds of tenants.

Sharecropping rather than rent te-
nancy was the predominant mode of cul-
tivation in the Middle Bast during the
niineteenth century and well into the first
three decades of this century. By 1939,
only 17 percent of the land in Egypt was
rented for cultivation while most of the
rest was under sharecropping2. Rent
tenancy started to increase rapidly during
World War II, while professional farm-
ing, except for a few foreign firms estab-

lished in Egypt as of the 1880s, did not
start until very recent tames.

With the nsing prices of agricultural
products in the postwar period, many
peasants in Egypt sought to rent land
instead of sharecropping. The profit from
rented land was so much higher than
other forms of cultivation; including own-
er managed farms, that many owners after
1939 started to convert from sharecrop-
ping, and self-management to rent. Farm
operators realized that instead of paying
for labor and adding to the cost of culti-
vation, they could earn more per feddan
by renting it to a peasant family. Thus
between 1939 and 1952 the area cultivated
on the basis of rent rose syarply from 17
to 75 percent of tho total cultivated area.
Even though rent rates were quite sensi-
tive to changes in crop prices and de-
mands for land, many peasant who rent-
ed land were better-off than in earlier
periods. Renting had also the effect of
making them join the market economy
and make use of available techmological
charges in cultivation.

In brief, moneylenders and absentee
landlords may not be the most important
product of the domestic market and state
centralization; other developments were
just as noteworthy: private property in
agricultural land was established, a class
of well-to-do peasants emerged in meny
countries, forced labor was abolished, and
population increased as a result of pre-
ventive medicine. Above all, rural and
urban populations became more interde-
pendent, a fact which contributed to mak-
ing them one national society. Provincial
towns changed character and new towns
emerged which served as administrative
centers for the central government and

1 1 i8 necessary to note that sharecropping has undergone basic changes during this

cenury which make it quite similar torent

tenancy BSharecropping in many

areas of the Middle East today consists of paying the rent in kind while the tenant

enjoys the same freedoms as the renter.

2 Bee Lambton, Landlord and Peasant, p. 273 and Ibrahim Amlir, al Ara wa al Fallah,
p. 108. Also Warriner, Land Reform and Development in the Middle East, pp. 25-28.




as a market for the hinterland. Provin-
cial towns became the link between the
countryside and the national community.

III. Conclusion

It may well be that the emergence
of a domestic market was one of the main
factors contributing to the birth of nation-
hood in the Middle East. It broke the
relative isolation between the country-
side and urban centers and brought pro-
vincial areas into the national economy.
Furthermore, with their economy bound
to foreign exports, provincial people be-
came aware of the extent to which their
livelihood depended on the government
and relations with the outside world. The
early awaking or political consciousness
in these societies was roated in these con-
ditions. Political awareness was further
stimulated by the need and demands of
landowners, cultivators, and merchants
for security in life, property and commer-
cial transactions which only an effective
national state administration could pro-
vide. The Persian Revolution of 1805
may be the example par excellence of
the stirrings for the realization of these
national goals.

Neither in Persia nor in most other
countries of the area was the majority
of peasants really brought into national
life in a direct or deliberate way during
the nineteenth century. The sharecrop-
ping system, as has already been indicat-
ed, left most cultivators in the subsistence
sector of agriculture remote from the na-
tional forces which were shaping events
during that period. The political effect
of the domestic market may be better
understood by focusing on the provincial
towns. By stimulating the growth of pro-
vincial towns, the domestic market not
only brought remote provinces closer to
the rest of society but also created busi-
ress and administrative personnel rooted
in the countryside and keenly aware of
ine national government on the one hand
and of their rural environment on the
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other. s far as the provinces were con-
cerned, nationalist orientation appeared
among towns people rather than among
the peasantry at that early stage.

The transformation of relatively iso-
lated and self-sufficient communities irto
one national interdependent natior --tate
has been sn expanding process from the
time state reforms and national markets
emerged to the present. Improving eco-
nomic and social conditions of peasants
today is in part due to this change in ru-
ral-urban relations. If rural people in
some Middle Eastern countries are pre-
sently the beneficiaries of reform minded
regimes, it is due largely to the fact that
thev have become part of national life
and out of their stock many an in-
fluencial national leader has appeared.

The first phase of modernization in
the Middle East witnessed the emergence
of a domestic market bound to foreign
exports and based on money as the me-
dium of exchange, a contralized bureau-
cracy and a modernized standing army.
Moreover, while market growth strongly
influenced the trend to state moderni-
zation, both developments, the market
and state centralization, enforced one an-
other. Another development contingent
on market conditions was the appearance
of a class of business entrepreneurs from
towns and large cities who entered the
rural econdmy as competitors or collabo-
borators with the state. This whole pro-
cess was of course slow in its develop-
ment and Fas continued through the nine-
teenth century to the present time, and
in large parts of the Middle East today
agriculture continues to be run as a semi-
subsistence system.

It is important to remember also that
exports and the domestic market did not
lead to the modernization of agricultural
production but grafted the modern trade
sector onto the subsistence system of pro-
duction. The resort of landlords to con-
version-of part of the land for cash crops
while leaving other parts for subsistence
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of the cultivator prevented economic de-
velopment of agriculture and contribut-
ad to the persistence of a stratification
system in which the gap between the
cultivator and the landlord became ex-
tremely wide.

The urban domination model which
was outlined at the beginning of this dis-
cussion was based on a dual relationship
between urban centers and the country-
side without sufficient attention being
paid to the state which continued to be
a major force not only in terms of land-
holding but also in affecting lives of the
country people as well as towns. It has
been shown here that even in terms of
eccnomic domination the countryside be-
fore the nineteenth century was dominat-

ed by the state; townsmen entered the

scene as late-comers to share and compete
with the government over rural resour-
ces. It ha: also been shown that urban
domination is a modern phenomenon and
rent capitalism is one of the most recent
developments going no farther back than
the first half of this century. Indeed, it
may be the decline of urban manufactures
during the last century and the limited
opportunities for investment in urban en-
terprise that oriented cities in the Middle
East toward new opportunities such as
trade with the countryside and invest-
ment in ownership of agricultural land.
Islam as culture may well be biased in
favor of urban living but taken by itself
it no more explains urban life and growth
in the Middle East than.it explain pea-
sant hunger for agricultural land.
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