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The economy of the Gulf over the last two centuries can be understood by taking into account the specific geography of the Gulf, the products that transited through its ports, its social hierarchies, and the commodities that were produced locally and then exported to the rest of the world. Consisting of several entrepôt towns of varying size and importance and being an area of transhipment, the Gulf has always played the vital role of connecting the Indian Ocean world to the rest of Arabia, Mesopotamia, Iran, and beyond. The intensity with which it was connected to wider trade patterns depended on a variety of factors: the monsoon winds, the global demand for local commodities (e.g., pearls, dates, petroleum, and gas), the migration of labour back and forth, and finally local, regional and international political and economic conditions.
By the turn of the nineteenth century, the British Empire became the dominant external power in the region and its policy, guided principally from India, was to secure trade on the high seas and generally not to interfere in the internal affairs of Gulf societies. The presence and influence of the United States began to be keenly felt in the Gulf after World War II because of the discovery of oil in Saudi Arabia and the increasing strategic importance of the region during the Cold War. The US finally displaced Great Britain as the dominant power by the early 1970s. Two crucial developments punctuate the modern history of the Gulf: (1) the collapse of the pearl industry in the 1930s as a result of the development of the cultured pearl in Japan and the Great Depression, resulting in the sharp decline in global demand for pearls; and (2) the discovery of oil, first in Iran in 1908 and later on the Arab side of the Gulf in the 1930s. This commodity radically transformed the Gulf’s social, economic and political structures by, among other things, transforming the state’s central government into the dominant force in society and attenuating its other sectors. Tribes as well as merchants, for example, lost their autonomy and became subjugated to the will of the state. Oil, however, also intensified and broadened the connections between the Gulf and the rest of the world, but in ways radically different from those of the earlier export commodities.

The Traditional Economy of Eastern Arabia, 1700s to the 1950s

The arid environment of Eastern Arabia concentrated economic activity to coastal and oasis towns, where trade was dependant on the export of what few local products there were, as well as specie, and the import of virtually everything needed for daily life, from shawls to sugar. The lifeline of the oasis towns was the caravan trade, through which the towns’ merchants exported their most valuable commodities: dates, horses, and camels. Their trade was largely with the port towns of Eastern Arabia and Basra, which served as entrepôts for the region, and was dependant on the paid protection of the tribes whose territories the caravans travelled through.
Just as the desert dominated the economic life of the oasis towns, seafaring dominated the economies of the Gulf’s ports––mainly pearling, fishing, import/export wholesale shipping, and shipbuilding. The old port towns of Eastern Arabia existing today emerged in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, with the exception of Manama, Muharraq, Julfar (Ra˒s al-Khaymah), Dibba, Suhar, Muscat, and Sur, which had been long-established by the eighteenth century. The only major port town of the last three hundred years that was subsequently abandoned is Zubarah in Western Qatar. Many of these ports towns exported dates, horses, specie, and pearls, the last being the backbone of their economies––as important then as oil and gas are today––with the sole exception of Oman, which had virtually no pearling industry (Omani waters are too deep). These port towns faced seaward, protected from desert raiders by walls and watchtowers, but nonetheless intimately connected with the desert, giving them a desert flavour: they were simultaneously bedouin and maritime. While there was a symbiotic relationship between the desert and coastal peoples, towns, and economies, the desert also cut the coastal Arabs off from the wider Arab world: the Levant, Egypt, and North Africa. The sea, in contrast, connected the coastal Arabs with the Indian Ocean world: southern Iraq and coastal Iran, Africa, and India.
Up to the 1930s, the pearling industry completely dominated Eastern Arabia. During the pearling season of May to September, it employed most of the adult male population of Eastern Arabia, as Table 6.1 shows, ranked by pearling fleet size:

Table 6.1: The Pearling Industry in the Gulf, 1907

	Region
	Boats
	Men
	Percentage of Population

	Trucial Coast
	1,215
	22,045
	31%

	Bahrain
	917
	17,633
	18%

	Qatar
	817
	12,890
	48%

	Iranian Coast
	960
	9,230
	0.3%

	Kuwait
	461
	9,200
	25%

	al-Ahsa˒ Coast
	 167
	 3,444
	10%

	TOTALS:
	4,537
	74,442
	26% average for Eastern Arabia

	
	
	
	



Source: 
Robert Carter, ‘The History and Prehistory of Pearling in the Persian Gulf’, Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient, Vol. 48, No. 2 (2005), p. 199. Carter based his calculations on Lorimer’s Gazetteer of the Persian Gulf.

Qatar was the most dependant on pearling, as famously put by Shaykh Muhammad ibn Thani (Governor of Doha) to explorer William Palgrave in 1863 (Narrative of a Year’s Journey, Vol. 2, p. 232): ‘We are all, from the highest to the lowest, slaves of one master, Pearl’. Even bedouins were to be found amongst the crew of pearling dhows, showing how this dependency was not limited to the coast. If one assumes that 25 per cent of the population was male and of diving age (on average, between fifteen and fifty), and adjusts for migrant male bedouins coming to the coast to dive for pearls, we see that pearling was the single largest employer in Eastern Arabia––in the case of Qatar, it must have employed the entire adult male population. Aside from employment, pearling accounted for the bulk of the shaykhdoms’ gross domestic product (GDP) and provided the rulers with a large share of their revenue through taxes. The majority of the pearls were bought by merchants in one of two ports: Bahrain for the upper and middle Gulf and Lingah for the lower Gulf (later succeeded by Dubai in 1903). From these ports, the pearls were exported to Bombay, where they were sold on the world market.
After pearling, regional and long-distance shipping and the import/export sector were next in economic importance––the most profitable export being, of course, pearls, followed by specie (usually silver Maria Theresa thalers/dollars from Europe during the period from the 1800s to the 1940s), dates, and horses. The major shipping centres were Basra, Kuwait, Bahrain, Dubai, Sharjah, and Muscat––all of which had large fleets of ocean-going dhows. On the Iranian shore of the Gulf, the main ports were Muhammarah (now Khurramshahr), Bushihr (Bushire, Bushehr), Lingah (Lengeh), and Bandar ˓Abbas, where large numbers of Gulf Arab merchants were also based until the early twentieth century. Each of these ports had its own cycle of prosperity and decline during the eighteenth to twentieth centuries. Between the eighteenth century and the dawn of the oil era, the Gulf’s largest and most important port was Basra, followed by Bandar ˓Abbas until the mid-eighteenth century, then Bushihr and Lingah until the early twentieth century, and then finally Bahrain until the mid-twentieth century. Eastern Arabia’s most active and prosperous port before the oil era was Muscat and neighbouring Matrah until the early 1870s, when they were surpassed by the economic might of Manama. Bahrain remained Eastern Arabia’s wealthiest state for seventy years, until vast oil revenues enabled Kuwait and Saudi Arabia to surpass it in the 1950s, followed by the United Arab Emirates (UAE) in the 1970s and finally Qatar in the 2000s.

The Monsoon Winds and the Indian Ocean

The ‘sailing season’ in the Gulf was during the Northeast Monsoon between September and April. With a favourable wind during this time, a dhow sailing from Kuwait to Bombay (1,700 nautical miles, following the coast, as most captains did) could take three to four weeks, the journey from Muscat to Bombay (1,000 nautical miles, following the coast) could take about two weeks, and the journey from Muscat to Zanzibar (2,300 nautical miles, following the coast) might take five weeks. Sailing times also varied by ship size and type. Without a favourable wind, these sailing times could double; during the Southwest Monsoon, the sailing times were longer still. The sailing season conveniently dovetailed with the pearling season of May to September.
The two sectors of the economy were, in fact, interdependent in several ways. First, pearls were the Gulf shaykhdoms’ main export and the bulk of their imports were purchased from the resulting profits. Second, pearl divers and rope-men (pullers) with the necessary skills at the end of the pearling season joined the crews of dhows engaged in regional and long-distance trade. Third, some ocean-going cargo dhows returning from long-distance journeys at the start of the pearling season were redeployed as pearling vessels––even the large ocean-going dhows, such as baghlahs and bums, could be used for pearling, since diving could be done from their longboats. The introduction of the British India Steam Navigation Company’s introduction of a regular service between India and the Gulf every two weeks in the 1860s strengthened the links between the region and India, shortening the sailing time from weeks to days, but dhows continued to dominate Gulf shipping until the 1950s when Eastern Arabia’s rapid economic development, fuelled by new-found oil revenue, necessitated larger shipments from farther afield, particularly the West, and as mariners left dhow work for the oil fields.
Until the 1950s and the dawn of the oil era, the Gulf’s maritime merchants regarded the Indian Ocean ports as closer in terms of travel time and more important economically than any Arab city outside of Basra. For them, it was Basra, Bushihr, and Bombay they knew, not Beirut; Calicut and Cochin, not Cairo; Muhammarah, Mombasa, and Mangalore, not Mosul; and Zanzibar, not Suez. Before the advent of modern air travel in the mid-twentieth century, therefore, the port towns of Eastern Arabia belonged as much, if not more, to the Indian Ocean world than to the Arab world. Consider, for instance, the sample survey of Eastern Arabian trade with India in Table 6.2.

Table 6.2: Gulf Trade with India, 1904
(as a percentage of overall trade)

	Exports to India
	
	Imports from India

	Bahrain
	75.3%
	
	Bahrain
	59.7%

	Muscat
	74.0%
	
	Muscat
	57.2%

	Trucial States
	71.3%
	
	Trucial States
	55.0%

	Kuwait
	34.8%
	
	Kuwait
	49.4%



Source: 
Government of India, Foreign Department, Administration Report of the Persian Gulf Political Residency and Muscat Political Agency for the Years 1904–05 (Calcutta: Superintendent of Government Printing, 1906; reprinted by Archive Editions, 1986), pp. 23, 34, 56, 65, 78, 86, 91, 96, 104, 108, 116, 123, 128–31, 135, 139, 145, 147, 153, 155. The earliest statistics available for Kuwait come from S.G. Knox (Political Agent in Kuwait), ‘Trade Report for Kuwait, 1905–06’, 12 Apr. 1906, in ibid., 1905–06, pp. 5, 8.

Before the 1930s and the collapse of the pearling industry, the vast majority of Bahrain’s exports to India were pearls, as were Dubai’s after 1902.[footnoteRef:1] The customs dues charged by the rulers, together with the taxes levied on pearling, provided the rulers with most of their revenue. [1:  ‘Review of the Persian Gulf Trade Reports from 1873 to 1905’ in J.A. Saldanha, Précis on Commerce and Communications in the Persian Gulf, 1801–1905 (Calcutta: Superintendent of Government Printing, 1906), pp. 54–56.] 

The economic importance of the Indian Ocean region––Iraq, Iran, India, and Africa––for Eastern Arabia is easily ascertained through British trade reports. From the vague reports of the early nineteenth century to the detailed reports of the twentieth, the numbers reveal a gradually increasing economic dependence on India as its economy came to dominate the Indian Ocean by the early 1900s. After the advent of oil and the resulting economic reorientation of Eastern Arabia towards the Arab world and the West in the 1950s-60s, their economic ties with India withered. The era of economic dependence on India is best dated and symbolised by the rise and fall of the rupee: in the 1890s, it rivalled or surpassed the Maria Theresa thaler / dollar as the principal currency of trade in Kuwait, Bahrain, Qatar, the Trucial States, and coastal Oman, and remained in use until the establishment of national currencies in the 1960s. Even today, older Khalijis refer to their national dirham, dinar, or riyal as the rubbiyah. In Muscat, the Sultan also minted Omani rupee denominations––1 paisa and 1/3 paisa coins––tied to the Indian rupee, but the Indian rupee was still the most commonly used currency on the Omani coast. A legacy of this is the continued use of the paisa (known as the baysah) as a denomination of the Omani riyal. The economic connection with the Indian Ocean not only sustained Eastern Arabia, it left a visible imprint on its culture in everything from clothing to cuisine.
After shipping, Eastern Arabia’s third most important economic sector was date cultivation. The major centres of date production were the Shatt al-˓Arab region of southern Iraq, al-Ahsa˒ (Hasa), and Qatif Oases in what is now the Eastern Province of Saudi Arabia, the island of Bahrain, various oases in the Trucial States (al-Buraymi/al-˓Ayn and Liwa˒ being the largest), and the Batinah Coast of Oman. Dates from al-Ahsa˒ Oasis were regarded as the best. Kuwait and Qatar had barely any date farms and were date importers, not exporters. The date farms in Iran, Bahrain, al-Ahsa˒, the Trucial States, and Oman were maintained through an ancient system of underground aqueducts known as the qanāt system in Bahrain, al-Ahsa˒, and Iran and the falaj system in the Trucial States and Oman. Eastern Arabian dates were exported mainly to India and Africa, while Omani fard dates were exported to the USA. The largest date-exporting port in the Gulf was Basra, followed distantly by Muscat. Muscat’s exports were double the rest of Eastern Arabia’s date exports put together. The rulers of Kuwait, Bahrain, and Muscat owned vast date plantations, the profits from which were their second largest revenue source after customs duties and pearling taxes.

Merchants Before Oil, 1700s to the 1950s

Three classes of merchants controlled the trade of Eastern Arabia before the oil era: retail merchants, pearl merchants, and wholesale merchants, with the last class often including members of the ruling families and even the rulers themselves. Retail merchants were naturally the most numerous and the least wealthy, occupying the bottom level of the mercantile hierarchy. They mostly sold locally or regionally produced food and goods imported from abroad or made by local craftsmen from imported materials. Consider the snapshot from 1904 of Kuwait’s retail merchant community in Table 6.3, showing the extent of the retail trade there.

Table 6.3. Kuwait’s Retail Merchant Community, 1904

	Grocers
	147
	
	Wheat merchants	
	15

	Dealers in bedouin wares
	132
	
	Tobacconists
	14

	Brokers
	67
	
	Tea shops
	12

	Dealers in piece goods
	36
	
	Confectioners
	11

	Butchers
	36
	
	Fish sellers
	11

	Date merchants
	32
	
	Grass sellers
	 9

	Fruit sellers
	28
	
	Ghee sellers
	 9

	Rice merchants
	24
	
	Cafes 
	 7

	Druggists
	16
	
	
TOTAL:
	
606



Source: 
Lorimer, Gazetteer of the Persian Gulf, Vol. 1: Historical, Part 2: Appendices (1915), Appendix C, pp. 2235–40.

This community of 606 retail merchants serviced a population of 35,000: one for every fifty-eight people.
Next up the mercantile hierarchy came the pearl dealers, the tawawish (sing. tawwash). They could distinguish a pearl’s type and relative value at a glance, while experienced tawawish claimed the ability to tell which region and even what depth of water a pearl came from. They were equally accomplished at mental arithmetic, able to calculate the value of a pearl using a complex formula based on a pearl’s ‘class’ (qism, pl. aqsam), weight (chau), and fineness, correlated with the latest market rates from Bombay. They purchased pearls directly from self-employed pearling captains who were free to sell their pearl catch. Negotiations for the sale price (always paid in cash) were conducted in secret out of sight of the diving teams, enabling the captain to under-report the sale price and thus underpay his crew, since the crew received a percentage of the sale price. After buying his pearls, a tawwash then contacted a broker (dallal) who found a wholesale merchant willing to buy them. The merchants, in turn, resold the pearls in Bombay, where they fetched an even higher price. Large pearls were sold individually, while smaller pearls were sold in parcels grouped by class, as Lorimer reported.
At the top of the mercantile hierarchy were the wholesale merchants, the tujjar (sing. tajir). Their wealth, holdings, and importance ranged considerably. In Kuwait in 1904, for instance, Lorimer reports about fourteen well-to-do merchants: twelve Arabs (ten Muslim, two Jewish) and two Persians. The tujjar owned cargo dhows, warehouses, and date plantations. The wealthiest, at the peak of the mercantile hierarchy, maintained fleets of pearling dhows and were, in fact, pearl merchants themselves, albeit of a higher class and different type than the others since they were employers not buyers and their profession was not limited to the pearl trade. The tujjar dominated the import/export sector and usually maintained offices overseas in Iraq, Iran, India, and Africa run by relatives, who handled the overseas side of the family’s import/export business. Many local rulers were themselves tujjar, while in twentieth-century Doha and Umm al-Qaywayn, they were the most powerful tujjar, controlling the local economy.
The merchants were a very diverse group: each of the three classes was comprised of Arabs, Persians, and Indians, while wholesale merchants also counted a few Europeans among their number. Each group was further subdivided by religion, sect, ethnicity, and homeland (region, district, and town, which often determined culture and language), as Table 6.4 shows.

Table 6.4. Merchants Groups in Eastern Arabia, 1700s to the 1950s

	Group
	Sub-Group
	Origins
	Sect
	Sub-Sect

	Arabs
	1. Hawalah 
    (Huwli Arabs)
	Eastern Arabia
	Sunni Muslim
	Maliki

	
	2. Tribal Arabs
	Central Arabia
	Sunni Muslim
	Maliki

	
	3. Tribal Arabs
	Central Arabia
	Sunni Muslim
	Hanbali

	
	4. Baharnah 
     (Bahrani Arabs)
	Eastern Arabia
	Shi˓i Muslim
	Ithna˓ashari

	
	5. Iraqi Arabs
	Southern Iraq
	Shi˓i Muslim
	Ithna˓ashari

	
	6. Jews
	Baghdad
	Jewish
	

	Persians
	7. Bahbahanis 
	Bahbahan
	Shi˓i Muslim
	Ithna˓ashari

	
	8. Bushiris
	Bushihr
	Shi˓i Muslim
	Ithna˓ashari

	
	9. Shi˓i Hormuzganis
	Hormuzgan
	Shi˓i Muslim
	Ithna˓ashari

	
	10. Sunni Hormuzganis
	Hormuzgan
	Sunni Muslim
	Maliki

	Indians
	11. Ithna˓ashari Khojas
	Sindh, Kutch, & Gujarat
	Shi˓i Muslim
	Ithna˓ashari

	
	12. Isma˓ili Khojas
	Sindh, Kutch, & Gujarat
	Shi˓i Muslim
	Nizari Isma˓ili,
aka: Agha Khani

	
	13. Lawatiyyah
      (Lawati Khojas)
	Sindh & Kutch, but Arabized and Omanized since the 1870s
	Shi˓i Muslim
	Ithna˓ashari

	
	14. Dawudi Bohras
	Gujarat
	Shi˓i Muslim
	Musta˓li Isma˓ili

	
	15. Memons
	Kutch
	Sunni Muslim
	Hanafi

	
	16. Bhattia Banyans
	Sindh & Kutch
	Vaishnava Hindu
	Pushti Marg

	
	17. Lohana Banyans
	Sindh & Kutch
	Vaishnava Hindu
	Pushti Marg

	
	18. Indian Catholics
19. Indian Protestants
	Gujarat & Konkan Coast
Konkan Coast
	Catholic Christian
Protestant Christian
	Portuguese
Anglican


	Europeans
	20. British
	Britain
	Protestant Christian
	Anglican

	
	21. German
       (1900–14 & 1930s)
	Germany
	Protestant Christian
	Lutheran



Few Gulf ports had all four groups before the First World War and no port had all twenty-one sub-groups. Each sub-group tended to concentrate in some ports and avoid others. In some ports, Arab merchants dominated while in others, Persians or Indians did. The highest concentration of Indian merchants was to be found in Muscat and Matrah. Some of the wealthiest Indian merchants were also bankers (sayarifah, sing. sayraf), loaning money and providing credit to Arab and Persian Muslims. They connected the Gulf to India’s financial centres, dominating the credit market in Bahrain, the Trucial States, Oman, and many Iranian ports as a result. Arab and Persian debtors typically used property as security and those unable to repay their Indian creditors lost their land––a common occurrence due to the high rates of interest. As a result, Indians became one of the largest landholding groups in some Gulf ports, especially Oman.
[bookmark: here]Arab, Persian, and Indian wholesale merchant firms were generally run as family businesses, with a large firm typically having family members in two or more Gulf ports. Members of the firm would circulate from port to port and from the Gulf to their hometown every few years. Banyans[footnoteRef:2] in towns and ports deemed unsafe kept their families with their parents back in India and returned to visit them from time to time. Before the late nineteenth century, there were occasional religiously motivated attacks on Banyan communities in Bahrain, al-Ahsa˒, and Oman, forcing the communities there to flee. In some cases, these departures were permanent, as happened in Bahrain in 1833, in Sur in 1865 and Qatif in 1900. [2:  Banyans are Indian Hindu traders that are often referred to as Banias in the English sources. Their name derives from the Sanskrit-origin word Vaniya, which denotes a caste of merchants. These Hindu merchants once monopolised the credit market in the Western Indian Ocean, especially the Hindu Khatri merchants from Multan in the Punjab (known as ‘Multanis’). These later moved to Shikarpur in Sindh in the late eighteenth century, and to Bombay in the mid-nineteenth century.] 

Before the oil era, the tujjar exercised considerable influence with the rulers of Eastern Arabia through financial dependency: the payment of tax, loans, financial gifts, and the general economic prosperity their trade brought to the ports. Beyond this, tujjar owning pearl fleets had direct control over large portions of the adult male population that was indentured to them. If a ruler abused his authority or otherwise created unfavourable economic conditions in his port (such as confiscating property or raising taxes), his tujjar could migrate to a neighbouring rival port, taking their fleets and crews with them. The tujjar’s ships provided their businesses and employees with the same mobility that the camel gave to the bedouin, enabling them to migrate from one emirate to another to escape an abusive ruler. The loss of a port’s most important tujjar could plunge a port into recession––it therefore served as a check on a ruler’s power. For this reason, those rulers who were heavily dependant on their tujjar were responsive to their tujjar’s interests, opinions, and requests, and permitted them a say in political decision-making. Although a ruler’s financial dependency on his tujjar constrained his political authority, he could mitigate this by allying with some tujjar against others to avoid an undesirable concession or political crisis.

The Gulf Date and Pearl Booms of the Nineteenth Century

During the second half of the nineteenth century, the Gulf economy underwent important structural changes that transformed the nature of commerce. During this time, the region began its integration into the world economy, as different commodities from the Gulf began to make their way to markets in South Asia, Europe and the United States. And as old goods began to find their way to new markets, the structures of finance that propelled goods around the Indian Ocean shifted in response to the changing opportunities and constraints that the new commercial order established. What emerged during the nineteenth century was a new economic world order—one characterized by greatly increased scale and scope of commercial activity, and, more importantly, of widespread credit.
By the 1860s, the first steamers began to ply the Indian Ocean’s waters, defying the monsoon winds and shifting the seasonal rhythms of trade towards a more regular pulse, as M.N Pearson and Stephanie Jones have explained. Soon afterwards, British-sponsored companies established a trans-oceanic telegraph network, and by the 1890s, as J.C. Parkinson and Daniel Headrick have shown, merchants in Aden or London could easily access market information from as far away as Bombay, Zanzibar or Bahrain. More importantly, the concomitant advent of a British banking system based in India transformed the nature of large-scale trade finance, moving it from the realm of merchants and moneylenders to that of formal banks with links to metropolitan European capital.

A Boom in the Pearl Market

In the Gulf, this new infrastructure underpinned a late-nineteenth-century boom in the pearl market, which owed a great deal to a boom in the demand for pearls in Europe and North America during this period, bolstered by the emergence of European and American nouveau riche elites and their demand for luxury goods. This boom prompted vigorous entry by European pearl merchants into the industry—either indirectly via Bombay, an established market for pearls and home to a large number of Gulf pearl merchants, or directly through Bahrain, which by the nineteenth century had already established itself as the largest market for pearls in the Gulf, as discussed by Matthew S. Hopper. European involvement in the pearl trade would have been extremely difficult without the regularization of steamship traffic in the Gulf and Indian Ocean and the laying of sub-marine telegraph cables, which allowed European merchants to contact their home markets and make better-informed local purchases.
The boom in the market for pearls and the appearance of European competitors on the Indian market had a predictable effect on the price that Gulf pearls commanded. The 1877–1878 Persian Gulf Administration Report noted that the price of pearls was said to have doubled since the middle of the century. During the decade between the early 1890s and early 1900s, for which we have better figures, the total value of pearls exported from the Gulf tripled. This growth was particularly remarkable in Bahrain, where Lorimer’s Gazetteer notes that the value of pearl exports rose by nearly 600 percent between 1873 and 1906.

Dates

Hopper notes that the market for Gulf dates also expanded in important ways during the 1880s, reaching consumers in Europe and America. Between 1899 and 1906, the earliest years for which there are published figures, Lorimer’s statistics showed that Muscat’s date exports nearly doubled, peaking at over £103,000 in 1902–03. Bahrain’s comparatively small exports also grew, nearly trebling from over £10,500 in 1899–1900 to almost £26,000 six years later. The boom, prompted by a rise in demand for dates among American and European consumers, would not have been possible in the view of Calvin Allen had it not been for the introduction of steamships to the Indian Ocean, which cut down transport time and thus enhanced the likelihood that the dates would survive long sailing voyages to the United States.
As important as it was, the date trade to Europe and the United States never supplanted the privileged position of the Indian market. While the lack of detailed records on date exports to India obscures the precise magnitude of that trade and makes it impossible to chart any changes, it is amply clear that the Subcontinent formed the principal market for Gulf dates. British reports from around 1900, reflected in Lorimer, outline the broad contours of the al-Ahsa˒-Bahrain-India date connection, suggesting that at least some of the dates imported from al-Ahsa˒ into Bahrain made their way to Karachi and Kathiawar. During the seven years from 1899 to 1906, for example, over half of the dates imported into Bahrain from al-Ahsa˒ were re-exported to India. In Muscat, the bulk of date exports for those same years went to India. Moreover, Yacoub Y. Al-Hijji shows that dhows setting out from Kuwait and the port of Sur in Oman survived principally on the transport of Basra dates to ports in Western India, and the trade remained a brisk one until well into the 1950s. By contrast, the export of dates to the United States formed an important part of Omani commerce alone and relied principally on steamship transportation.

Credit Networks

To capture the emerging commercial opportunities offered by an expanding commercial arena, merchants required capital in amounts that were simply unavailable locally. As an alternative to cash, merchants relied on credit arrangements, which spurred on economic activity and facilitated the flow of goods around and across the Indian Ocean. Rajat Kanta Ray has explained that merchants from India, Arabia, and Persia who enjoyed access to a ready supply of goods and access to European banks established themselves as important financiers, extending this capital into markets in the Gulf and South Arabia that larger financial institutions would not service because of the risks involved.
At the centre of the credit networks that ran throughout the Gulf’s agricultural and maritime economies stood the Indian Hindu merchant. From the shores of Western India, they fanned outwards into all of the region’s major ports: Muscat, Bahrain, Bandar ˓Abbas, Lingah, and Bushihr. By the mid-nineteenth century, these merchants had already developed a reputation as the principal financiers in the western Indian Ocean. Records in the Mahrashtra State Archives (Mumbai) show that British officials in Bahrain noted in the mid-1860s that Indians were highly active in providing credit to pearling dhows, and that they linked the Bahraini pearl market to that of Bombay. On the Persian coast, Indians played an important role in financing the upcountry caravan trade in cotton and textiles.
Bahrain was also home to an active community of Persian financiers. Persians comprised the island’s principal shopkeepers—no less prosperous than the Banyans, but often lending and trading on a comparatively smaller scale. Of course, not all of the Persians were small-scale merchants; Nelida Fuccaro relates that some members of the Persian mercantile community in Bahrain wielded enormous influence. The advances that Indian and Persian financiers supplied and the goods they received in return tied the Gulf’s trade into a larger regional and world economy, while infusing the Gulf with the credit that it so desperately needed.
Finance was not simply a coastal phenomenon. In the date plantations in Eastern and South Arabia, a number of Indian merchants set up shop, lending out money and goods to local date farmers via local intermediaries in exchange for their produce. British official reports referenced by Lorimer point to the existence of ‘a small trading colony consisting of Hindu subjects of the British government’ (Gazetteer, Vol. 1 Historical, p. 965) at Qatif, the principal agricultural centre of Eastern Arabia, dating back to 1864. The colony consisted of three Indian firms, all of which were Kutchi, ‘engaged chiefly in the importation of general merchandise and in the exportation of boiled dates to India’ (ibid.). The dates of Qatif, and of the al-Ahsa˒ region more broadly, were considered the best variety, the khlās. In al-Ahsa˒, Indian merchants financed date production through Arab middlemen, who supplied date farmers locally and farther inland with the necessary agricultural implements and other inputs in exchange for payments in dates, which they then forwarded to their creditors on the coast.  Soraya Altorki and Donald P. Cole, in their study of ˓Unayzah in Najd do not mention Indian traders in their study but the patterns of indebtedness and agriculture they observe in ˓Unayzah are identical to those mentioned elsewhere, and one can easily imagine the creditors of ˓Unayzah as part of this broader geography of credit and trade.
In Muscat, the mercantile firms of Ratansi Purshottam, a native of Kutch, and W.J. Towell, an American firm with a local Khoja partner, Mohammed Fadl, featured prominently in the trade in dates from the villages surrounding Muscat to India and America, as Allen show. Purshottam’s papers suggest long-standing credit relationships between the Banyan merchant and Omani middlemen, who would go into the surrounding villages and pay date-growers deposits for their orders after negotiating the price, quantity and quality of the dates, as detailed by M. Redha Bhacker. In smaller Arabian towns close to the coast, Indian merchants established shops from which they supplied the townsfolk with their daily needs in exchange for the pearls the latter fished from nearby banks or the dates that the inhabitants farmed. Frauke Heard-Bey observes that small groups of Indian traders established themselves in towns like Abu Dhabi, Sharjah, and Doha, where they advanced goods on credit to merchants as the towns’ principal shopkeepers.
The portfolios of Indian financiers in Eastern and South Arabia illustrate clearly how the Gulf’s maritime and agricultural economies, rather than forming discrete sectors, were integrated into a coherent system of credit, production and distribution. As one descends further down the socio-economic ladder, the differences between the sectors become less distinct. Those who dived for pearls during the summer months finished their work just in time for the September date harvest or the beginning of the dhow-trading season. If diving, date harvesting, and work on board a dhow’s deck each required specialized knowledge, the three sectors drew on a singular Gulf-wide labour force. Only pearling was temporary and lucrative enough to attract an additional body of seasonal labourers from the Persian coast, Arabia’s interior, and South Arabia.
Given the economic and social importance of pearling in the pre-oil age, a look at the mechanics of pearl-diving and the way the industry was structured provides an important view of what Gulf society and occupations were like in the past.

The Pearl-Diving Season

The main pearl-diving season (il-ghōs il-˓ōd) ran from mid-May until roughly the autumnal equinox in late September. In early April, before the main season began, there were three to four weeks of ‘pre-season’ diving (il-khānchiyyah or il-ghōs il-bard ‘cold diving’), and after that, in October, a similar short period of ‘late season’ diving (ir-raddah ‘the return’). In Kuwait, there was a fourth period in November, 1-irdēdah ‘the lesser return’. The beginning of the season proper was known as ir-rakbah ‘the setting out’, or id-dashshah ‘the entering’, and il-guffāl ‘the closure’ was its end. In Bahrain, up until the pearling reforms of the mid-1920s, the exact times for the beginning and end of the season were not fixed, but from that point on the government issued a yearly proclamation specifying the dates of the various stages of the season. For example, in the 1353/ 1934 season, the government proclamation, issued on 8 Muharram (= 23 April) decreed the end of the khānchiyyah as 25 Muharram, with the rakbah ten days later on 5 Safar (= 18 May). The main season was to end on 15 Jumada II (= 25 September). It was split into halves: after completing sixty nights at sea, the divers were allowed a five-or six-day furlough back on land before embarking on the second. Each sixty-day period was known as a tarshah (‘journey’, ‘trip’).

Preparations for the Season

At the end of the season, every pearling boat was pulled up onto the shore. Its masts, rigging, oars, and other movable equipment were removed, it was propped up on sheer-legs, and left like this over the winter. At the beginning of the new season, the boats were dragged down to the edge of the water by groups of ‘helpers’ (masbinah or faz˓ah) summoned by the bo’suns (imjaddimi, pl. imjaddimiyyah) from the various ‘diving houses’ (dār, pl. dūr) which organised the industry. The boats were then pushed out into the sea until they entered deep water, where the helpers deliberately capsized them on their sides and left them to float on the tide for two or three days. The point of this was to allow the water to cause the wooden planking of the hull to expand, and to kill the rats and other vermin which would have been attracted to the boat while it was laid up over the winter.
While each boat was capsized, its equipment—sails, oars, masts, rigging, lateen yards, bow-sprit, the fresh water tank, the anchor and anchor rope—and food supplies and other consumables such as firewood were being got ready or bought from the chandler’s store. After two or three days, the boat was righted, brought back into shallow water, beached, and bailed out. The hull was cleaned of barnacles and re-caulked by specialist shipwrights (gallāf, pl. galālīf). The crew (jazwah / yazwah) painted the upper hull with preservative shark-oil and the keel-area with lime, and re-floated her, now clean and seaworthy.
A lighter-vessel was used to ferry the heavy equipment from shore to ship. Wooden wedges for securing the masts were put in place, and the crew erected the masts and attached and tightened the rigging to the masthead—first the main mast then the mizzen. Next they brought and attached the two lateen yards. The sails were stored in a special storage area below decks. Provisions—tea, coffee, sugar, dates, rice, molasses, salt, fat, and firewood for cooking—were brought from the captain’s house and the ships’ chandlers to the shore by donkey-drivers, and stowed in various storage areas. Food and cooking and eating utensils were put in special store amid-ships (il-wānis). The quantities of consumables needed for a 60-day tarshah on a large-sized boat, where the ship’s complement might number over a hundred men were considerable: 30 raf˓ah (7½ tons) of firewood, the same of rice, and 100 yālūg (roughly 2½ tons) of dates were quoted by one diver as typical. The crew’s diet was supplemented by the fish they caught at sea
When the ship was completely ready, the captain (nōkhadha) sent for the crew and paid them their beginning-of-season loans (salaf), and informed them of the day they would sail (yōm id-dashshah). The salaf was largely spent by the crew on provisioning their homes and families during their absence. The divers and rope-men were responsible for buying their own equipment. In the diver’s case this was a specially made knitted basket (dayyīn) for collecting clams which could be attached round his neck, the rope by which he was attached to the boat (yida), leather finger gloves to protect his hands (khubat), oil (jift / yift) to soften the leather, a nose-clip (ftām), a diving weight (hajar / hayar), a bag (chamtah) for keeping his personal belongings together, and a special type of loin-cloth for diving (shimlūl or shimshūl). The rope-man was responsible for buying the rope (zēbal) to which the diver’s weight was attached, and the sarong-like garment (wzār) that was normal wear for all working on deck.
On the opening day of the main season, the boats left on the evening tide. This was a great communal occasion, with the captains of the boats leading their crews from the dūr through the streets to the rhythmic chanting of the boats’ ‘singers’ and the dancing of the women-folk. The crew initially rowed the boat out into deeper water, and there the sails were hoisted and set. At sundown the crew stopped for dinner, and went to bed early. On this first day, they slept until midnight, and then sailed on to the pearling-beds (hēr, pl. hērāt), reaching them in the early morning to begin work.

The Crew and Their Tasks

The following description is based on the oral testament of several divers from Bahrain who were in their sixties when recorded in 1977.
The Captain (in-nōkhadha): The captain was in charge of the boat. Before departure, arrangements for boat preparation and provisioning were the responsibility of his right-hand man, the bo’sun, but once at sea, the captain was all powerful, navigating, directing the use of sails or oars, deciding which pearl-bed his boat would fish and for how long before moving on to the next, giving directions to the crew as to when to begin and end the day’s work, overseeing the opening of the clams, deciding when breaks for coffee and snacks were to be taken, etc.
The Diver (ghēs pl ghāsah, or ghawwās pl ghawāwīs): Divers began diving in their mid-teens and a few continued to about sixty. The diver’s task was to descend to the seabed and collect clams in the basket he wore round his neck. Divers operated in ‘shifts’ (zām, pl. azwām), performing a number of dives (tabbāt) in a ‘set’ (ghamah, pl. ghāyim), the number depending on the time of the season: basically, the warmer the sea, the larger the number of dives per set, and the shorter the rest period allowed up on deck. As one shift of divers went down, another came up, in a continuous rotation. In the ‘cold season’ diving, there were normally three shifts of divers each doing six dives per set, and, having done their six dives, each shift rested on deck, warming themselves by the fire in the cooking box, for the duration of the twelve dives done by the other two shifts. In the early part of the main season, the divers were divided into two shifts only, and the number of dives per set increased to ten, with the rest period also ten. In the mid-season, when the sea was at its warmest, there were again three shifts, with each shift of divers doing twelve dives in two sets of six, and resting for a period of six. Aside from their diving, the divers were not required to engage in any of the physically demanding activities on the boat—such as hauling in the anchor rope, rowing, or raising and lowering sails—all of these jobs fell to the rope-men. The largest boats had a complement of a hundred divers, but the average was nearer thirty or forty. There were always more rope-men than divers in case of illness—thirty-six rope-men to thirty divers was typical—as a diver could not dive without a rope-man.
The Rope-man (sēb, pl. syūb): The rope-man was responsible for all the heavy work. He hauled up the diver’s weight once the diver had reached the seabed, and hauled him back up once the diver had signalled by tugging on the descending rope that his bag was full. This was a job that demanded great concentration as well as strength, as failure to detect the diver’s pull on the rope when he was diving in deep water could quickly result in death by drowning.
The Singer (nahhām, pl. nahāhīm): The singer had the job of encouraging the crew-rope-men or divers-at every stage of their work: when pulling the boats out of the sea and putting them on sheer-legs at the season’s end; when pushing them into the sea and rowing them back into port out of deep water during the preparations for launching; when the crew were rowing; when pulling in the anchor rope; when attaching the sails to the yard and raising them and setting sail; and, last but not least, in the evening, the singer entertained the crew at the end of the day’s work. There were a large number of types of song, virtually one for every type of activity, with the crew following the lead of the nahhām with their singing and (in the case of those not using their hands) rhythmic clapping. The most well-known type of song was the yāmāl. This song was even used as a measure of the work that accompanied it, as in the phrase yisfah yāmāltēn ‘(the captain) rowed on for (the duration of) a couple of yāmāls’. Some singers doubled as rope-men, and were called sēb nahhām ‘singing rope-men’.
The Apprentice (radīf): The apprentice was a boy of about twelve or thirteen who was learning the job of ghēs or sēb and undertook minor jobs on the boat. He received the smallest share (glātah, pl. glāyit) of the profits from the catch.
The Serving-boy (tabbāb, pl. tabbābah, tabābīb): There were a number of boys on most pearling boats, often aged no more than ten. The phrase was tabbāb wara abūh ‘a serving-boy following his father’, meaning that he would eventually become a diver or rope-man too. His job was to serve coffee, tea, bring drinks of water, and wash cooking and eating utensils. He received no share of the profit from the sale of the pearls fished by the crew, but was allowed to keep, and eventually sell, any very small pearls (sihtīt) which he found had been overlooked in the discarded opened clams.

Loans and Payments

The most common system of payment was of three loans spaced over the year given against the eventual profits of the catch. This system, the most widely used, was known as is-salafiyyah. At the end of the season in September, the captain paid the crew the tisgām (a word with general sense of ‘feeding’), a loan which was meant to tide them over the winter months until the beginning of the next season the following May. This had the effect of tying them to a particular captain from one season to the next. Just before the beginning of the new season, they received the second loan, the salaf (or salfah) to enable them to buy provisions for their household while they were away on the first tarshah of sixty nights. These tisgām and salaf payments were equal in amount. At the end of the first tarshah, when the boats returned to land for a few days before departing again, the crew received the smallest of the three loans, the kharjiyyah (‘pocket-money’). In Bahrain, from the pearling reforms of the mid-1920s onwards, the amounts paid in all three cases were fixed annually by the government. The diver always received larger loans than the puller/singer, the apprentice less than the puller, and serving-boy received no loan at all. For example, the amounts announced by government proclamation for the 1935 season on 10 Shawwal 1353/ 15 January 1935 were as follows: tisgām and salaf: diver, 20 rupees (= 2 Bahraini dinars in modern currency) for each; puller, 15 rupees for each; kharjiyyah: diver and puller, both 10 rupees. These paltry amounts reflect the fact that in 1934 and 1935 the industry was facing a severe crisis--only a few years before the amounts for the tisgām and salaf payments to the diver and puller had been 100 and 80 rupees respectively.
The captain paid these loans from the proceeds of the sale of the previous year’s catch. At the end of the season, after the catch had been sold, the accounts were calculated as follows. If the captain was also the boat-owner, he first deducted the costs of equipping, provisioning and licensing the boat. From what remained, one-fifth, known as khums il-mahmal (‘the boat fifth’) went straight to the captain and his bos’un between them. The remaining four-fifths were distributed as follows: each diver, three shares (thalāth glāyit), sometimes termed thalāthat athlāth (‘three one-thirds’); each puller, two shares; each apprentice, one share. The captain and bo’sun also received an additional three shares each. The singer and the cook received two shares each, like the puller, plus a small ‘honorarium’ (ikrāmiyyah).
The basic idea is that there are three categories of profit-share: a ‘1 x 1/3’ share (the apprentices), a ‘2 x 1/3’ share (the pullers/ singers), and a full ‘3 x 1/3’ share (the divers and the captain). So on an average-size boat where there were thirty divers, 36 rope-men/singers and five apprentices, the divers would get ninety shares between them, the rope-men/singers 72, the cook 2, and the apprentices five between them, with three extra shares each for the captain and bo’sun. Thus if the catch sold for 20,000 rupees, the captain might deduct 5,000 for his expenditure (equipment, boat licence, food, tea, coffee, firewood, etc.), and his and the bo’sun’s fifth, 3,000, from what remained, leaving 12,000 to be divided between the crew. There would be a total of 90 + 72 + 2 + 5 + 6 (for the captain and bo’sun as ‘crew’) = 175 shares, so ‘one share’ would be 12,000  175 = just under 68.5 rupees. Each diver (and the captain, on top of his ‘fifth’) would thus get 3 x 68.5 = 205.5; each puller/singer 2 x 68.5 = 137; and each apprentice 68.5.
If, as sometimes happened in years when the catch was poor, the proceeds of the catch minus the expenses and the captain’s entitlement yielded, in specific cases, less than a crewman’s accrued debt (the advances were often deliberately inflated by the captains, and this, added to the improvidence of many of the divers, left many of them permanently in debt), that crewman got nothing of the profit and his debt was simply reduced and carried forward to the following year, often with exorbitant rates of interest, effectively tying him to his captain forever. It was only possible for a diver to obtain a written quittance (barwa) from one captain in order to move to another if he (or more likely his new captain) paid off any accrued debt. The crew had no right to witness the sale of the pearls to the pearl merchants (tawāwīsh) and the amount disclosed to the crewmen was often less than the price actually received. Accounting procedures were extremely lax, and generally worked in the direction of fraudulently inflating the crewmen’s debts. In the period before the reforms of the 1920s, when corruption and cheating of the usually illiterate crewmen by unscrupulous captains was rife, it was not uncommon for divers to run up very large debts which, when they died, were inherited by their sons. If the diver died without a son to take over his debts, the captain had the right to recover his loss by sequestering the dead diver’s property. The pre-reform system of salafiyyah has been accurately described as one of bonded slavery.
The two other systems of payment were known as khammās (pl. khamāmīs) ‘those who pay one-fifth’) and ˓azzāl/˓āzil (‘lone, isolated’). Under the khammās system, there were no advance payments. Either the captain financed the equipping and provisioning of the boat, or the crewmen and captain themselves jointly borrowed the requisite sum of money from a financier (mumawwil). At the end of the tarshah the crew returned to port and witnessed the sale of the catch. If the captain had financed the boat, he received his expenses plus one-fifth (khums) of the proceeds of the sale, and the rest was split in the same way as in the salafiyyah system; if the money had been borrowed from a financier, the loan plus interest was repaid, and what remained was again shared out in the normal way, with the captain receiving the same share as a diver.
An ˓azzāl diver worked on a regular boat on which the salafiyyah system operated, but he worked independently, with his own puller, keeping and opening his own clam catch separately from that of the other divers. He and his puller shared in the communal food and paid their share of the cost of this and other communal expenses directly to the captain. In addition, the captain received one-half of a fifth of the proceeds of the sale of the diver’s catch (i.e. one tenth). What remained was again split in the normal way: the diver got three shares, the puller two. The khammās system was common on the coast of mainland Arabia, and the ˓azzāl system limited to a few expert divers.

The Long Decline of the Twentieth Century

The booms of the late nineteenth century that infused the share scheme above with profits, however, did not last long. Barely a few decades of prosperity would pass before the boom yielded to an extended period of economic downturn, beginning with the agricultural crises of the 1920s and not ending until after the emergence of the oil era. As World War I ended and its chief antagonists demobilized, agricultural prices worldwide experienced a dramatic collapse because farmers collectively produced far more than demand could sustain. Even though the core problem of global overproduction involved grains, the crisis reverberated in the Gulf’s agrarian and maritime economies, which by the twentieth century had long been firmly integrated into the world economy. In Oman, Hopper reports, date exports by the 1920s already faced stiff competition from larger-scale farms in Basra, and by the emergence of domestic date production in the United States (which earlier in the century had accounted for a sizeable portion of Oman’s date exports). Robert Landen notes that the total value of Omani date exports dropped by almost 40% between 1925 and 1934.
The onset of the worldwide Depression in 1929 also effectively decimated the pearling industry. In Kuwait, the catch of 1930 was worth half that of the previous year, and in Bahrain the total value of exported pearls that year came to but a quarter of the 1929 value, according to Heard-Bey. In 1932, the value of Bahrain’s pearl exports to the United States alone dropped to almost 5% of what it had been three years earlier.[footnoteRef:3] Fuccaro notes that between 1929 and 1931, Bahrain’s merchants lost two-thirds of their capital as a result of the market collapse. When the reputable pearl dealer Victor Rosenthal—a man whose purchases had once set the tone for the demand for Gulf pearls—visited Bahrain in September 1930, along with other Paris dealers, he left having purchased nothing according to Sugata Bose. By 1935, Yusuf bin Ahmad Kanoo, one of Bahrain’s richest merchants, had no choice but to declare bankruptcy, as Fuccaro points out. However, despite dwindling profits and shrinking advances, Gulf merchants, captains and mariners continued to participate in the dive season after season, until well after the Depression had taken its toll. In Bahrain, an average of 238 boats sailed out for the pearl dive every year between 1935 and 1945—a far cry from the 500-plus boats that went out prior to 1930, but a sizeable figure nonetheless. Even as late as 1945, more than 120 boats sailed out.[footnoteRef:4] In the UAE, some merchant families continued to trade in pearls into the 1940s, and pearl diving remained a cornerstone of economic life until well into the 1950s.[footnoteRef:5] [3:  United Kingdom, National Archives, Foreign Office Records (FO), FO 371/16838, ‘The Pearl Industry’. FO 371/16838, Bahrain State Budget and Annual Report (1933).]  [4:  FO 371/45177, C.D. Belgrave, ‘The Diving Industry’ (c. 1945), p. 11.]  [5:  Anita L.P. Burdett ed., Records of the Persian Gulf Pearl Fisheries 1857–1962, Vol. 3: 1930–1962, Miss C. Waterlow, Middle East Secretariat, Foreign Office, London to The Political Residency, Bharain [sic]’, 17 May 1949 (p. 666), and W.R. Hay to the Right Honourable Anthony Eden, 5 May 1952, p. 700. Thanks to Victoria Hightower for these references.] 

The only sector to have survived the Depression relatively unscathed was the long-distance dhow trade, which Erik Gilbert points out depended less on the price of dates than it did on the demand for transport and the ongoing need for East African mangrove poles in construction. Alan Villiers informed that dhows from Kuwait continued to ply the routes between coastal Arabia, India, and East Africa throughout the 1930s, and he briefly mentions Omani dhows. Unfortunately, no secondary sources exist on the maritime history of Sur, from where most Omani dhows sailed. Indeed, there is little evidence to suggest that changing economic circumstances had slowed down the dhows’ activity very much; and if they did, the recall of British steamers for the war effort during the Second World War left a wide margin for the resurgence of dhows in the Indian Ocean transport business, as al-Hijji notes.
At the same time, however, the emergence of a new resource sector dramatically curtailed incentives to remain in the pearling and dhow trades, particularly for labourers. In late 1931, a team of surveyors discovered oil in Jabal Dukhkhan, a hill in the southern part of Bahrain. Within a year, the newly-founded Bahrain Petroleum Company began exporting oil in commercial quantities, at an initial rate of 9,000 barrels per day. Although the discovery of oil did not instantaneously do away with the pearling industry, the emergence of well-paid wage work in the oil fields, coupled with the steady decline in the market value of pearls during the 1930s, made diving for pearls seem far less attractive than it had been a decade earlier. For those looking for economic stability in hard times, there was no comparison between the certainty of a monthly wage and the volatility of the pearling industry’s continually falling advance payments.
The possibilities that wage work in the oil fields posed to mariners on board long-distance trading dhows also seemed too much for nokhadhas to compete with. The dhow trade required several months’ absence and unpredictable pay, calculated as shares of profits, based mostly on a combination of freightage fees and profits from the sale of mangrove poles. By comparison, oil work was stable, predictable and local. If the markets for Gulf dates around the western Indian Ocean continued relatively unhindered, by the mid-1950s long-distance dhow nokhadhas could no longer find the crews necessary to transport them.
As labourers who had previously found employment on pearling dhows began hiring themselves out to the oil company, the ties of debt that had once bound them to their nokhadhas came under strain. Their movement to the oil companies did not strike their names from the ledger books, and nokhadhas quickly asserted their rights to the fruits of their debtors’ labour. From the mid-1930s to the 1940s, nokhadhas looking to collect on what was owed to them turned up in court in growing numbers, sometimes several times a day: the agent of the nokhadha Salman bin Motar, for example, appeared in court over 50 times in 1941 alone to claim debts from former divers. The nokhadhas demanded that either their former divers continue to fulfil their outstanding diving obligations or repay the amount they owed and end the relationship altogether.
British court officials played a key role in coordinating settlements between creditors, debtors, and other claimants to smooth the transition to the new economic order. In Bahrain, for which we have detailed court records, courts mediated among the nokhadhas, the former divers, local tribunals, and the nascent oil companies to assist the shift from the pearling economy to the new, wage-based, oil economy. At stake here was the debt the diver owed to his former nokhadha and the amount that it would take to effectively void his obligation to dive—a monthly payment that the parties took to calling the fasl (literally, the separation or sunderance). Completion of repayment effectively dissolved the bonds that had once tied divers to their captains, freeing the divers to hire themselves out to whomever they pleased. For the erstwhile divers who worked for the oil companies, the fasl usually meant monthly instalments of Rs 5 garnished from their wage.
By the late 1940s, cases between former divers and nokhadhas had all but completely disappeared from the dockets. Those who continued to dive did so on their own, often without a nokhadha, and certainly without the debts that had once bound them to a dhow. The overwhelming majority of Bahrain’s male workforce, however, had by 1950 taken up employment with the oil company. The bonds of debt that had once shaped the island’s pearling industry increasingly existed only in ever more distant memories. Al-Hijji notes that as greater numbers of captains made the transition from the sea to the oil field or into the burgeoning state bureaucracies, they sold off their dhows to buyers in Iran and India, where they were fitted with motors and used for local transport or fishing.
The Gulf’s agricultural economy was also hard pressed to survive the pressures placed upon it by the twin forces of the worldwide economic Depression and the concomitant ascent of wage work in the oil fields, though it managed to hold on for longer than the pearling sector did. By the second half of the twentieth century, the region’s agricultural sector began to give way to cheaper imported foodstuffs from Europe and the Subcontinent, even though some key industries—namely date production—continued unabated. The pre-oil economy, it seemed, had seen its last days.

The Role of the Oil Sector in National Development

The discovery and production of oil on the Arabian Peninsula beginning in the early 1930s rang the death knell for traditional economic sectors. Its implications were far more wide-reaching, however. Oil brought about new migration patterns, the emergence of a modern state apparatus, new sectors of production and employment, a new stratification in increasingly urbanized societies, and a fundamental shift in the relationship between rulers and merchants.

Concessions and Oil Finds

All oil concessions on the Arabian Peninsula with the exception of those in Saudi Arabia and Bahrain involved at least one British partner, albeit British companies were generally slow to realize the potential of the region. US companies like Gulf or Standard Oil of California approached local rulers with more attractive offers, creating consternation among British diplomats who exerted pressure on the shaykhs to sign with British partners, sometimes in return for improved security guarantees.
Oil in commercial quantities was found in Bahrain in 1931, in Kuwait and Saudi Arabia in 1938, in Qatar in 1939, in Abu Dhabi in 1958, and in Oman in 1962. Apart from Bahrain, exports only started after World War II, when international shipping lines had been restored.
Oil companies remained fully foreign-owned until the 1970s. Before oil exports, rulers merely received a modest annual rent on their concession (5000 pounds in the Saudi case); when commercial production started, a small fee per barrel was added. In the 1950s, in line with developments in the international oil business, companies were compelled to shift to 50–50 profit-sharing agreements. For the first time, oil revenues were truly substantial: the Bahraini ruler received annual oil revenues of about 2.5 million pounds in the mid-1950s. In Kuwait, the 50–50 agreement of 1950 generated 60 million pounds for the Al Sabah in the mid-1950s, while the Qatari rulers received about 5 million pounds per year. The Saudi oil income had reached about 20 million pounds in 1950, but rose faster than that of any other country in the region.
The new income was an order of magnitude above what rulers could previously derive from taxing the pearl, date, and foreign trade sectors. It also dwarfed the resources available to the local merchant class, whose political stature and autonomy soon declined as a result. All the same, it remained tiny in comparison to advanced countries’ budgets and relative to the oil income of later decades. All countries bar Bahrain and Kuwait remained rather poor and underdeveloped until the 1970s oil boom.
Oil companies impacted the local economy not only through the revenues provided to rulers. They also became the main formal employer in most shaykhdoms, thereby reshaping local labour market and migration patterns, became a major purchaser of goods and services from the local merchant class, and built important parts of the shaykhdoms’ modern infrastructure (sometimes under government pressure and against their own will, as in the case of US concessionaire Aramco in Saudi Arabia in the 1950s).

Decline of Traditional Sectors, Emergence of New Sectors

As we have seen, traditional sectors had already started their decline before the oil age due to the international Depression and, in the case of pearling, the invention of cultured pearls. The decline accelerated rapidly with the onset of oil production: non-mechanized agriculture, pastoralism, fishing, and pearling all soon lost their attractiveness to the local workforce and their competitiveness with international imports that the new oil income financed. Pre-oil industries like the boat-building sectors in relatively more developed Bahrain and Kuwait disappeared in the 1940s. Local pottery, textile, mat and basket products all quickly lost their market value.
Traditional sectors of production had no way of competing with the modern oil and administration sectors as employers. The pearling sector in particular left its workers indebted, with no secure income, idle for much of the year but exposed to mortal dangers at worst and sharks, jellyfish and chronic illnesses at best during the diving season—a distinctly unattractive proposition compared to salaried urban work. Similarly, petty trade with imported goods became more attractive for small entrepreneurs than traditional industry or agriculture. In lieu of old crafts, governments and large merchant families started to invest in modern industries like cement or steel, although the scale remained modest until the 1970s.
An additional factor leading to the decline of agriculture in some areas was the increasing value of land due to urban expansion and oil companies’ exploration activities and infrastructural needs. Bahrain’s palm gardens were left untended in the 1930s and 1940s in the expectation of urban construction—with good justification: Fuad Khuri notes that the price of one square meter of land in the outskirts of Manama increased from US $2 in 1946 to $100 in 1975. Due to import competition and rising prices of land and labour, palm cultivation became a luxury of elite families rather than a commercial venture.
The precipitous decline of agriculture had social consequences: the decline of the falaj system of collective irrigation canal management in the Omani interior for example led to a fraying of social bonds, decay, and abandonment of villages. The limited number of landowners with enough capital to buy modern equipment started individual drilling, hence over-exploiting finite underground water resources and creating a previously unknown degree of social stratification.
In Saudi Arabia in particular, commercial agriculture would later on become the preserve of a limited number of well-connected Najdi (central Arabian) merchant families who embarked on world-scale, capital-intensive cereal production in the Najdi desert from the 1970s on, fed by depleting fossil aquifers. Built on the back of state purchase guarantees, input subsidies, and mostly foreign labour, this was in almost every regard the complete opposite of traditional Saudi agriculture, which was mostly concentrated in the politically peripheral southwest and around the oases of the Eastern Province rather than Najd.
The decline of pastoralism and the related trade in animal products ushered in the enduring social marginalization of the Arabian Peninsula’s bedouin population, who joined city life late, typically with lower educational achievement and limited capacity or will to adapt to urban lifestyles. Tribes, already deprived of their opportunity to conduct raids in the course of nineteenth and early twentieth century state building, lost their corporate coherence as autonomous political actors, even if they retained their social importance.

Impact of Oil on Migration

The most immediate social impact of foreign oil companies happened through the importation of foreign workers. In the mid-1950s, BAPCO in Bahrain employed 1150 Westerners, several hundred Indians and Pakistanis and about 5000 local Arabs, the latter mostly in semi-skilled and unskilled jobs. Kuwait Oil Company employed 700 Westerners, a few hundred Indians and Pakistanis and about 5000 Kuwaitis (compared to a total local population of about 100,000). Typically living in segregated residential compounds, the foreigners’ presence nonetheless created social and cultural tensions, not least due to their privileged treatment by the companies. The importation of Indian oil workers to Bahrain in 1938 sparked off an anti-government movement and general strike. Arab migrant oil workers also introduced modern political ideas to the growing local working class, leading to repeated crackdowns and expulsions.
Given low levels of education among the local population, Western and Arab foreigners were also imported as government advisors, a tradition that continues to the present day particularly in the smaller shaykhdoms, even if the highest-level positions are now always held by locals. Foreigners also started to be employed in the growing private sector, which could not satisfy growing local demand with the limited local labour force, thereby contributing to rapid population growth. Migrant workers came to dominate private employment with the 1970s oil boom, a situation that remains essentially unchanged.
The uneven timing of oil exploration across the region also led to migration within it. As the ‘Trucial States’ (later the UAE) remained poor and underdeveloped until the 1960s, many of its male workers migrated to other oil-producing shaykhdoms. Similarly, before Qatar started oil exports, its nationals migrated to Bahrain, a pattern that was to be reversed during Qatar’s later boom.
As the oil age progressed, the hierarchy of nationalities was gradually reversed. As nationals acquired education, Western expatriates were removed from the highest levels of hierarchy, and with the independence of the smaller Gulf monarchies in the 1960s and 1970s British citizens lost their judicial privileges. While Indian, Pakistani, Persian, and expatriate Arab workers were economically privileged over unskilled local labour in the early oil era, they now usually occupy lower, or lowest, rungs of the pecking order. The reversal for Indians has been perhaps the most dramatic. In pre-oil times, Indian merchants for example enjoyed legal privileges as subjects of the British Empire that led to some tension with locals. Large Indian family businesses remain in the region, but with the partial exception of a few naturalized families they are clearly second tier to native Arab families, both socially and in legal terms. Indian workers now are among the worst-paid and treated across the region.

Urbanization and Class Structures

With increasing wealth, the stratification of Arabian societies increased. While the image of a classless pre-oil Arabia is largely a myth—in both pearling sector and non-subsistence agriculture, ownership of means of production was strongly concentrated—inequalities of wealth grew with oil. The global Depression had led already to further concentration in land ownership as indebted labourers had to sell off their modest properties. With increased land speculation, import trade, and government contracting in the oil age, a small number of merchants grew vastly richer in a short time. At the same time, the economic conditions of bedouins often remained deplorable, as most growth and development was concentrated in urban areas and required skills that nomads did not possess.
That being said, as government and oil companies expanded, an urban salariat came into being that together with the growing number of petty merchants formed a new urban middle class. This process started in Bahrain in the 1930s and after World War II in the other shaykhdoms. In combination with increasing education levels, it led to Westernized consumption patterns—but not necessarily a Westernization of social attitudes; in fact, settlement in urban areas could lead to a more pronounced segregation of women. Different from other developing countries, large parts of the new, state-dependant middle class remained politically docile, with Kuwait and Bahrain only partial exceptions.

Impact on State Building and Regulation

As the lion’s share of the shaykhdoms’ economic resources was suddenly concentrated in the hands of the rulers, government power—already bolstered through centralized taxation of pearling and trade before World War II—grew rapidly, and ruling families became socially differentiated from the rest of society. Their political autonomy increased and a third or more of oil income could be appropriated for a ruler’s ‘civil list’, perhaps most famously in the case of King Sa˓ud of Saudi Arabia in the late 1950s, whose loose fiscal management contributed to his replacement by his more austere brother Faysal in 1964. All rulers however also poured considerable resources into the build-up of modern administration, albeit with notable delays in Oman and the UAE. Western advisors and expatriate staff played a pivotal role in this process, particularly in the coastal shaykhdoms, where figures like Charles Belgrave in Bahrain were important powers behind the throne.
More complex economies required increasing regulation. Commercial codes were often imported from other jurisdictions, sometimes together with foreign judicial personnel, often from Egypt—which in some cases, notably the UAE, continues to dominate parts of the court system. New inspection, licensing, and arbitration regimes increased the state’s control over commerce. Government’s regulatory ambition often was far ahead of actual capacity and corruption in some areas—notably land registration—was considerable. In all cases, the most senior, shaykhly level of government stayed informal in nature. While bureaucracies became functionally differentiated and formalized on lower levels, public and private remain fused on the top level to this day.

Modern Budgets and Public Services

Before World War II, Saudi King ˓Abd al-˓Aziz reportedly had the national treasury hauled across his realm in the trunk of a car, while the ruler of Qatar at one point had to mortgage his house to avoid the collapse of his proto-government. Oil production dramatically increased state revenue and, all waste and patronage notwithstanding, also brought a formalization of budget procedures, even if the separation of privy purse and public budget remains incomplete across the region. Modern budgets in turn allowed a gradual roll-out of modern public services in education and health as well as the building of national infrastructure. To the extent that education, health, water, and electricity services existed at all before oil, these were typically provided by Islamic endowments (awqaf) or local merchants. The state swiftly marginalized these players in urban areas and more slowly in remote areas (it took until the 1970s for Saudi oil concessionaire Aramco to consolidate twenty-six small, private electricity providers in the kingdom’s Eastern Province into the Saudi Consolidated Electricity Company). Planning and implementation on the ground was typically undertaken by foreign agencies and contractors, including the US Army Corps of Engineers and military-style South Korean construction companies.

Oil and the Merchant Class

The merchants constituted the social stratum that was perhaps the most drastically affected by oil. Many of them availed themselves of the unprecedented economic opportunities offered by state and oil company contracting, growing import trade, and money exchange and banking services. ‘Agencies’ to represent the local government and/or foreign companies were probably the most important source of income, multiplying the fortunes of families like Darwish in Qatar or Kanoo in Bahrain.
To prosper, a merchant needed close connections to the ruling elites however. This led to the marginalization of some venerable families, the emergence of upstarts who often started as go-betweens for shaykhs, and a political fragmentation of a previously rather cohesive class that became enmeshed in patron-client networks. With the emergence of the oil rent, merchants had lost their most important bargaining chip: the provision of loans and tax revenue, which they could credibly threaten to withdraw through migration to a different principality.
While merchants formerly settled disputes among themselves in order to avoid the shaykhs and were at the forefront of pre-oil opposition movements, they became a rich but subordinate and politically docile class with oil. Levels of merchant solidarity in the oil age differed from country to country—with Kuwait retaining the most cohesive networks—but nowhere has this solidarity been used to stake out political claims or challenge the rulers in the way it happened in the nineteenth and early twentieth century.

Conclusion

This chapter has traced the economic development of the Gulf countries over the last two centuries, highlighting the Gulf’s increasing integration into the world economy over this period. Several trends in this respect are worth noting. The Gulf has throughout its history been engaged in commercial exchange with the wider Indian Ocean world. However, this intensified from the second half of the nineteenth century as world demand for dates and pearls grew and the influence of the steamship, the telegraph, and British political and military power increased. The Indian Subcontinent became central to the Gulf’s economy. The demand for the Gulf’s dates and pearls was only sustained for a few decades, and effectively came to an end with the Great Depression of 1929 and the discovery of cultured pearls.
[bookmark: _GoBack]From the start of the twentieth century the power of the state, led by shaykhly families, gradually increased and eventually came to dominate all sectors of society with the discovery of oil and the increasing rents that this commodity provided the state’s coffers. And while the transformation of the Gulf’s societies was already ongoing with the region’s integration into the global economy, oil accelerated and altered the process considerably. So, for example, whereas the Gulf had exported labour and people to the outside world, now migration patterns reversed as labour from overseas flooded into the Gulf. The Indian Subcontinent and East Africa, once major regions of influence over the Gulf, receded in importance.
These dynamics disrupted established hierarchies and new ones were formed. The rulers were now at the apex of the social pyramid and local Gulf nationals, as well as foreign labour, became stratified according to a new political and economic logic. Merchant families and bedouin tribes that once enjoyed a measure of autonomy became wholly dependant on the state’s largesse. They sought employment and business opportunities that only the oil companies and the nascent bureaucracy provided, and lost most of the leverage they once enjoyed over the ruling families. The state’s influence was further increased when it effectively seized ownership of most of the communally owned lands—in effect everything outside the villages and towns—and in so doing arrogated to itself the power to distribute property, the other major source of wealth after oil. [footnoteRef:6] This example of ever increasing centralization of power in the hands of the state highlights one aspect of the dramatic economic, social, and political transformations that this chapter has sought to illustrate. [6:  The processes by which the state took effective possession of most property in the Gulf and the ways it has distributed some of these requires study. This has yet to be undertaken in any detailed manner and is a desideratum for the field of Gulf studies.] 


Bibliographic Essay

The literature on the economic history of the pre-oil Gulf is sparse. While scholars have paid a great deal of attention to the histories of local politics and inter-imperial jostling in the region, work on economic life in the Gulf during the nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries—to say nothing of the eighteenth or seventeenth centuries—is comparatively slim. The historiographical debate on the pre-oil Gulf economy has suffered from this dearth of research: with the exception of some notable studies, the bulk of the literature has continued to focus on the three pillars of the pre-oil Gulf economy: pearl diving, long-distance trade, and date farming.

Seafaring and Trade

There exists a reasonably voluminous literature on long-distance trade in the Gulf—namely, the dhow trade that connected Gulf ports to South Arabia, East Africa, India, and beyond. These fall into two broad categories: works that deal with long-distance trade from the perspective of particular port cities, and those that give a more general overview of trade in the Gulf. The first port of call for anyone interested in the history of Gulf seafaring should be Dionisius Agius’ two superb works on the subject: In the Wake of the Dhow: The Arabian Gulf and Oman, about the dhows themselves, and Seafaring in the Arabian Gulf and Oman: The People of the Dhow, about the crews, captains, and ship builders.
After this, one should consult Yacoub Yousef Al-Hijji’s works on Kuwait’s dhow economy—particularly his overview, translated into English as Kuwait and the Sea: A Brief Economic and Social History. When paired with the more ethnographic detail available in Alan Villiers’s Sons of Sinbad, an account of life on board a Kuwaiti dhow during the 1930s, one gets a holistic picture of the region’s dhow trade. For an account of long-distance trade in the southern Gulf during the mid-twentieth century, one might consult relevant chapters in Peter Lienhardt’s excellent anthropological study of Gulf seafaring in the 1950s, Shaikhdoms of Eastern Arabia. The best-known eyewitness account of Gulf seafaring, covering the 1930s, is of course Alan Villiers’ Sons of Sinbad.
As far as more general histories of trade in the Gulf go, the touchstone work continues to be Hala Fattah’s The Politics of Regional Trade in Iraq, Arabia, and the Gulf, 1750–1900; few other works have approximated its breadth and depth. Works that involve the Gulf from the perspective of the Indian Ocean (particularly East Africa) include: C.S. Nicholls’s The Swahili Coast: Politics, Diplomacy, and Trade on the East African Littoral, 1798–1856; Abdul Sheriff’s Slaves, Spices, and Ivory in Zanzibar; M. Redha Bhacker’s Trade and Empire in Muscat and Zanzibar; and Erik Gilbert’s Dhows and the Colonial Economy of Zanzibar, 1860–1970.
Among notable treatments of other aspects of pre-oil economic history, Nelida Fuccaro’s Histories of City and State in the Persian Gulf: Manama Since 1800 explores the pre-oil urban history of Manama, highlighting how the booms of the nineteenth century economy and the concomitant migration of merchants and labourers from Persia to Bahrain resulted in a particular path of development that shaped the city well into the age of oil. John Wilkinson’s The Arabs and the Scramble for Africa places Oman and Zanzibar at the centre of the nineteenth-century imperial contests for colonies in Africa. Mention should be made as well of Mark Speece’s ‘Aspects of Economic Dualism in Oman, 1830–1930’.
For British shipping in the Gulf, one should consult Anne Bulley’s The Bombay Country Ships, 1790–1833, Michael Morton’s ‘The British India Line in the Arabian Gulf’, and three short studies by Stephanie Jones: ‘British Indian Steamers and the Trade of the Persian Gulf, 1862–1914’, ‘ e Management of British India Steamers in the Gulf 1862–1945’, and Two Centuries of Overseas Trading: e Origins and Growth of the Inchcape Group. 

Merchants and Long-distance Trade

Merchants are an understudied subject, which is surprising, given their great historical importance in Gulf society. The most extensive study is still Michael Field’s famous book, The Merchants: The Big Business Families of Saudi Arabia and the Gulf States. Its successor has yet to be written. For the most up-to-date study, readers should consult Fahad Bishara’s ‘Mapping the Indian Ocean World of Gulf Merchants, c.1870–1960’. For family case studies, see Field’s book as well as John Carter’s two encyclopaedic collections on Saudi and Kuwaiti merchants, which cover dozens of families (one to three pages each), and James Onley’s work on the Safar and Kanoo families of Bahrain.
For studies of merchant communities in the Gulf, readers should see: Thabit Abdullah, Merchants, Mamluks, and Murder: The Political Economy of Trade in Eighteenth-Century Basra; Fatma Al-Sayegh, ‘Merchants’ Role in a Changing Society: The Case of Dubai, 1900–90’; Calvin Allen, ‘The Indian Merchant Community of Masqat’; Chhaya Goswami, The Call of the Sea: Kachchhi Traders in Muscat and Zanzibar, c.1800–1880; and Indian Trade Diaspora in the Arabian Peninsula edited by Prakash Jain and Kundan Kumar. Key works on the involvement of merchants in politics are James Onley’s The Arabian Frontier of the British Raj: Merchants, Rulers and the British in the Nineteenth-Century Gulf and ‘Britain’s Native Agents in Arabia and Persia in the Nineteenth Century’, which examine nineteenth-century imperial politics, and Jill Crystal’s Oil and Politics in the Gulf: Rulers and Merchants in Kuwait and Qatar, which examines twentieth-century domestic politics.
For the caravan trade of Eastern Arabia, see Hala Fattah’s book as well as Anthony Toth’s Oxford doctoral thesis, ‘The Transformation of a Pastoral Economy: Bedouin and States in Northern Arabia, 1850–1950’. Anyone looking for published historical records on Gulf long-distance trade should consult the Précis on Commerce and Communications in the Persian Gulf, 1801–1905, compiled by J.A. Saldanha, and The Persian Gulf Trade Reports, 1905–1940, compiled by Penelope Tuson.

Pearling

Of all of the sectors of the pre-oil Gulf economy, nothing has received more attention than the pearl dive. As an economic mainstay, the annual pearl dive attracted the attention of local chroniclers and outside observers alike. Notes on the pearl dive and the contests surrounding it fill the pages of reports from the Government of India, and the histories of the pearl diving written by historians like Saif Al-Shamlan (Pearling in the Arabian Gulf: A Kuwaiti Memoir) and Rashid Zayyani still enjoy widespread popularity amongst those who study the region. For English-language histories of the pearl dive, however, one can do no better than Robert Carter’s in-depth account, Sea of Pearls: Seven Thousand Years of the Industry that Shaped the Gulf, based on an earlier much-cited article, which are together regarded as the definitive works on the subject.  Sea of Pearls covers nearly 5,000 years of the pearl dive in exacting detail. Carter’s is the only monograph on Gulf pearl diving; all prior studies have been confined to singular articles or book chapters.
Beyond this, there is Mustafa Habrah’s Mawsu˓at al-ghawṣ wa-al-lu˒lu˒ fī mujtama˓ al-Imarat wa-al-Khalij al-˓Arabi qabla al-nafṭ (Encyclopaedia of Pearl Diving in UAE Society and the Arabian Gulf before Oil), two relevant chapters in Dionisius Agius’ Seafaring in the Arabian Gulf and Oman, Villiers’ chapter on pearling in his Sons of Sindbad, and a chapter in Yacoub Al-Hijji’s Kuwait and the Sea. Lienhardt also gives a good study of the twilight years of pearling in the UAE in the 1950s. For those looking for published historical records on pearling, the key works to consult are The Records of the Persian Gulf Pearl Fisheries 1857–1962, compiled and edited by Anita Burdett, as well as J.G. Lorimer’s appendix on pearling in his famous Gazetteer of the Persian Gulf. 

Date and Slave Trades

The date industry in Eastern Arabia and the date trade has been little examined by historians. Students interested in this should start with the appendix on ‘Date Production and the Date Trade in the Persian Gulf Region’ in Lorimer’s Gazetteer of the Persian Gulf as well as Feast of Dates by Daniel Potts. Beyond this, there is ‘Date Culture in the Oasis of Al-Hasa’ by F.S. Vidal and the Emirates Centre for Strategic Studies and Research’s edited collection, Date Palm. Historians of Kuwait may also be interested in Eran Segal’s study of date palm politics: ‘Rulers and Merchants in Pre-oil Kuwait: The Significance of Palm Dates’.
In stark contrast to the date trade, there is a reasonably extensive literature on the slave trade in the Gulf and the Indian Ocean (the two regions obviously being interlinked). Matthew Hopper’s Slaves of One Master: Globalization and Slavery in Arabia in the Age of Empire links the Gulf date and pearl trades to shifts in the global economy in order to account for transformations in slavery within the region. Those interested in the subject should also start with Abdul Sheriff’s Slaves, Spices & Ivory in Zanzibar: Integration of an East African Commercial Empire into the World Economy, 1770‐1873. Jerzy Zdanowski’s three books on the subject should also be consulted: Slavery in the Gulf in the First Half of the 20th Century: A Study Based on Records from the British Archives; Slavery and Manumission, British Policy in the Red Sea and the Persian Gulf in the First Half of the 20th Century; and Speaking with Their Own Voices: the Stories of Slaves in the Persian Gulf in the 20th Century. See also the edited collection on slavery by David Harms et al, Indian Ocean Slavery in the Age of Abolition, particularly the chapters by Hopper and Alpers. Beyond this, there are some good articles by Hopper, Sheriff, and Thomas Ricks. For primary accounts of slavery in the Gulf, see the appendix on ‘The Slave Trade in the Persian Gulf Region’ (about the early twentieth century) in Lorimer’s Gazetteer of the Persian Gulf, Saldanha’s edited collection of reports, Précis on Slave Trade in the Gulf of Oman and the Persian Gulf, 1873–1905, and Anita Burdett’s edited collection of records, Slave Trade into Arabia 1820–1973.

Money and Credit

Surprisingly little has been written on the Gulf’s financial past. The most extensive study of the Maria Theresa thaler is Clara Semple’s A Silver Legend: The Story of the Maria Theresa Thaler. For the Indian rupee, see Shailendra Bhandare’s ‘Money on the Move: The Rupee and the Indian Ocean Region’ and Abdulla Elmadani’s ‘India’s Impact on the Gulf’s Economic and Socio-Cultural Life during the British Era’. On the role of Indian sarrafin (bankers) and the money and credit markets in the Gulf and wider Indian Ocean, see Rajat Kanta Ray’s much-cited ‘Asian Capital in the Age of European Domination: The Rise of the Bazaar, 1800–1914’, Lakshmi Subramanian’s ‘Banias and the British: The Role of Indigenous Credit in the Process of Imperial Expansion in Western India in the Second Half of the Eighteenth Century’ and his ‘Capital and Crowd in a Declining Asian Port: The Anglo-Bania Order and the Surat Riots of 1795’, Om Prakash’s ‘English Private Trade in the Western Indian Ocean, 1720–1740’, and Marina Martin’s ‘Hundi/Hawala: The Problem of Definition’.

The Impact of Oil

There is very limited dedicated literature on the historical impact of oil on economies in the GCC. Most relevant research is contained in broader studies of state formation and social change in the twentieth century or, conversely, narrower histories of the oil sectors in various countries.
Works discussing social and economic change in the wake of oil include Tim Niblock’s edited work, Social and Economic Development in the Arab Gulf, which focuses particularly on the post-WWII era; Lienhardt’s Shaikhdoms of Eastern Arabia, which takes a more anthropological approach to social change in the oil era; and Khaldoun Al-Naqeeb, Society and State in the Gulf and Arab Peninsula: A Different Perspective, which focuses particularly on post-discovery relations. Particularly useful country studies are Fuad I. Khuri, Tribe and State in Bahrain: The Transition of Social and Political Authority in an Arab State, and Jill Crystal, Oil and Politics in the Gulf: Rulers and Merchants in Kuwait and Qatar. More titles analysing the impact of oil on modern state consolidation are reviewed in the bibliographic essay at the end of Steffen Hertog’s chapter in this volume.
More specific literature on oil companies and sectors on the Arabian Peninsula that also discusses their broader social and economic impact includes Tom Lippman’s Inside the Mirage: America’s Fragile Partnership with Saudi Arabia, David Heard’s From Pearls to Oil: How The Oil Industry Came to the United Arab Emirates, and the first four chapters of Mary Ann Tetreault’s Kuwait Petroleum Corporation and the Economics of the New World Order. Robert Vitalis’ America’s Kingdom: Mythmaking on the Saudi Oil Frontier is a contrarian account questioning the benign impact of foreign oil majors. Rupert Hay’s article, ‘The Impact of the Oil Industry on the Persian Gulf Shaykhdoms’ contains useful contemporary detail on oil operations, employment and social change. Daniel Yergin’s classic The Prize: The Epic Quest for Oil, Money and Power provides a global history of the oil industry with a strong focus on the Gulf region.
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