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a new agrarian system dominated by flax for an expanding textile
industry.  Social disorder was replaced by relatvie social
stability, and the recovery of the Egyptian economy in the later
ninth century is associated with the emergence of families of tax
guarantors living in Egypt who organized and ran the linen
industry. By the late ninth century Egypt was exporting linen
instead of wheat.(?)

It ought to be possible to use the results of archaeology to
show similar differential changes among craft products. Such an
approach can yield a more complex and dynamic understanding
of economic change in early Islamic times. At the sam time it
must be admitted that these economic processes are only isolated
topically for the purposes of discussion and analysis, that in real
life they can be expected to have been interrelated, and that they
were subject to non-economic constraints in the from of religious
ideologies, social norms, and the exercise of govermental and
military power. One should also pay attention to what the written
and material evidence actually shows, use terminology that is as
neutral and descriptive as possible, and try to understand
economic circumstances from the point of view of the people
who experienced them.

(1) G. frantz-Murphy, "A New Interprtation of the Economic History of Medieval
Egypt, the Role of the Textile Industry 254-567/868-1171,"Journal of the Economic
and Social History of the orient , 24, pp. 274 -247.
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system continued to operate: the grain-tax levied on each village
as a unit was taken as a percentage of the wheat harvest from the
threshing floor. Muslim soldiers were paid mothly rations of
wheat and clothing, and the surplus grain was shipped to the
Hijaz.

By the late seventh century conditions began to change. A
period of agrarian and social instability began that lasted for over
century, during which a set of parallel, interrelated processes
transformed the countryside. One process was the reduction of
the coptic agrarian population as the result of a series of
rebellions that lasted until 832, conversion to Islam, and
replacement by Arab settlement in the countryside. Another was
a shift from grain to crops that provided raw materials for
industry. sugar was introduced in Egypt by the early eighth
century, and flax spread (possibly at the expense of grain) to
serve a growing linen textile industry. Third, these processes
were accompanied by fiscal oppression and administrative
centralization at Damascus and Baghdad. By the early eighth
century Egyptian revenues had become more important as a
source of income for the Islamic state than as grain shipments to
the Hijaz. Increasing fiscal pressure may have served to depress
the grain sector of the agrarian economy. By the late eighth
century a change in the tax system from group to individual land
tenure and tax liability contributed to the transfer of land and the
breakup of villages and to the emergence of tax guarantors who
collected taxes and rents from individual tenants. The last,
greatest rebellion of the coptic rural population associated with
the grain sector was in Bashmur in 832 and left that region
depopulated. Theoretically depopulated rural districts would
have been ideal places to introduce different crops and
techniques along with a new labor force. In any case' since the
copts never rebelled again, this marks the end of the transition to

13
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by giving them land grants or by collecting the income separately
to by spent at the discretion of the ruler. By the eighth century
state domain was spreading at the expense of private estates
belonging to the older regime at the same time that it was being
alienated to a new group of landlords. As deveiopment reached
the point of diminishing returns towards the end of the eighth
century,investment in reclamation, declined.

Although the new agriculture provided the surplus food and
raw materials for the growing urban population and economy of
lower Iraq in the first and second centuries, the ability of the new
agriculture to expand without increasing the " kharaj" tax base
was part of the reason for the fiscal crisis of the Marwani period.
This, m wrn. aggravated the distress in areas under the older
regime where heavy taxtion and labor flight led to rural
depression affecting those, especially at kufa, whose stipends
were tied to the " kharaj" from these areas.(!)

Likewise, the agrarian history of early Islamic Egypt may
be seen in terms of a changing balance between grain and flax .
Grain was the major crop in late Byzantine Egypt. It was grown
on large estates controlled by a rural elite of Greek and coptic
landlords; the church itself was a major landholder. Surplus grain
was exported to constantinople. This agrarian system survived
the Muslim conquest with almost no change in its nature. The
Greek landlords and officials left, but the native coptic landlords
ran the local, rural administration as dukes and pagarchs, while
copiic clerics and monks took over the ecclesiastical structure,
church buildings, and property of the Melkites. The Byzantine

(1) M. Morony, "Grundeigentun im fruislamischen Irak," Jahrbuch fur
Wirtschaftsgeschichte , sonderband 1987, Das Grzndeigentum in Mesopotamien ,
ed. B. Brentjes (1988) , 135-47; idem , "Landholding and Social change: Lower al-
cIraq in the Early Isimic period, “in Land Tenure and Social Transformation in the
Middle East , ed. T. khalidi (Beirut, A.U.B., 1984), p. 210.
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between one-third and one-half of their crop to the state, or were
slaves. Private estates were created from reclaimed land aroun
Basra, were worked by renting tenants and the owners were
subject to the tithe. Both kinds of new land were ideal for
innovation. The need to import labor facilitated the introduction
of new from of organization, techniques, and labor intensive
crops such as cotton, sugar, and rice. The best example is the
expansion of rice growing by Indians ( zutt ) with water
buffaloes who were settled by al-Hajjaj on the reclaimed land
around wasit.(!) There were also zanj from East Africa in the
countryside around Basra by the late first century, although it is
unclear how they were employed. It is also possible that captives
taken in warfare were employed as agricultural slave labor. The
new agriculture thus developed as a more efficient, specialized
market-oriented monoculture on plantation estates.

Investment which usually involved the cost of labor for
new canals or for draining swampland was attractive because the
tax differential between tithe and " kharaj" land meant a more
lucrative return for private developers and because the income
from state land was separate from the " kharaj" . Under Umar I
the income from state lands amounted to 4,000,000 "dirhams"
.(®) by the time of Muawiya the income from the state lands was
equal to almost half the amount of the " kharaj" (100 million "
dirhams " compared to 235 million "dirhams" ) of all of Iraq or
almost equal to the "kharaj" from the "sawad" alone (130
million "dirhams" ).(3) This increased income from state land
was not used to pay salaries but for patronage: to reward and
maintain members of the ruling family and their supporters either

(1) Ivid ., 375.
(2) Yahya ibn Adam, kitab al-kharaj (tr. ben shemesh, I),54.
(3) yacqubi, Ta'rikh , 11, 277.
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which is generally seen in terms of a shift in emphasis from
agriculture to commerce. But it is also necessary to consider
changes in the nature of agriculture (including changes in the
relative dominance of different crops), its degree of rational
exploitation, and its relationship to the market. This can be
shown by examples from Iraq in he seventh and eighth centuries
and Egypt in the eighth and ninth centuries.

Changes in the agrarian economy of lower Iraq in the
seventh century are most usefully discussed in terms of a
changing balance between two systems differing in geographical
location, nature of production, from of labor, from of taxation,
and use of revenue. The first type of system was formed during
late antiquity and consisted of the agriculturally diversified,
relatively selfsufficient village estates of local notables worked
by servile renting tenants who paid a land tax proportional to the
unit area" kharaj ". These estates, which predominated in the "
sawad " of kufa and along the lower Tigris served as economic,
administrativ, and fiscal units, and the taxes from them were
used by the state for administrative and military expenses. This
regime remained relatively stable in the first century after the
Muslim conquest, was worked by the same peasant population,
was held by native landlords although some estates were
acquired by Muslims, and was a main source of stipends and
salaries for the early Muslim army and administration in Iraq .

The second regime is associated with state land and private
reclaimed land the extenion of which in the first century meant
the expansion ofa new form of agriculture. Although state land
was scattered throughout the "sawad", it was increased mainly
by reclamation from the swamps around kaskar (later wasit). (1)
The tenants on state land were sharecroppers who turned over

(1) Baladhuri, kitab futuh al-buldan , pp. 290, 295.
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expansion. Political and cultural frontiers may not coinicde with
exchange networks as the large numbers of Islamic coins in
scandinavia show. Likewise the development of Muslim sea
tread to china and of trans-Saharan trade by Ibadi merchants
occurred outside the borders of the Islamic empire. Regions
within the early Islamic empire may have experienced economic
change at different rates and at different times. The economy of
Iraq, for instance, appears to have expanded earlier, continuing
late Sasanian trends, and then retracted earlier, by the ninth
century, when the economy of regions such as Egypt, Khurasan,
and Ifriqiyya appear to have been expanding.

A more useful theortical framework for economic history,
then, would be one concerned with the expanion, retraction, and
for stability of the processes of production, consumption, and
exchange. Just as these six variables might be expected to differ
from one region to another, they should also be capable of
variation among the different sectors of the economy of a
particular region, and we should not assum that all of the sectors
of a particular economy expand or retract at the same rate. It is
possible for different crops and craft products to experience
simultaneous expansion, contration, or stability within the same
economy, and for differential change to occur per commodity.

For instance, the agricultural sector in the regional
economies of western Asia and North Africa in early Islamic
times has tended to be treated as though the mere extent of land
under cultivation was all that mattered. To a certain extent this
has been encouraged by the importance of taxes on agricultural
land for administrative and military structures, although the tax
base did not always necessarily expend or contract in direct
relationship to the extent of cultivation. Assumptions of this type
have been particularly popular in dealing with questions of
economic change from late antiquity to the early Islamic period,
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affected by rural depopulation because rural labor was drawn to
towns by the opportunities there and to escape conditions on
large estates, while overtaxation and the threat of confiscation by
irresponsible  officials  discouraged  development and
maintenance. Perennial irrigation resulted in erosion, silting, and
salinization. The decrease in agricultural production was related
to an absolute reduction in population, further reduced by
disease epidemics. The "feudalization" of agriculture under
absentee landlords and with the rapid rotation of _igta’ holders is
said to have undermined the monetary and mercantile economy.
Trade declined because of political fragmentation, insecurity,
and pastoral invasions by Arab bedouin in North Africa and
Turkmen and Mongols in western Asia that disrupted commerce,
cut off the sources of gold, ruined irrigation, and expanded
pastoralism at the expense of agriculture. Manufacturing was
undermined by competition from the government sector,
interference, controls, confiscation, and forced sales and by
competition from western Europeans who had adopted Islamic
techniques and had greater resources of water, timber and metals.
As the economy retracted there was less surplus to support
institions of learning, leanding to a cultural decline.

Although mony of the items in this presentation are
debatable, the point here is that in this scheme the premodern
Islamic economy is treated as a unitary system that rose and
declined together. It tends to overlook regional variations, and it
exaggerates the extent of interregional connections, the degree of
development and of the subsequent retraction or changes. The
roots the changes identified with an " Islamic" economy may be
sought in the period before the rise of Islam® empire may have
been a partial result of an expanding Arabian economy at the end
of late Antiquity rather then being a cause of economic

(*) The creation of an Islamic
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The expansion of Islam created conditions
favorable to a commercial revolution of gigantic
proportions by linking sources of raw materials to
centers of production, and these to centers of
consumption, and by joining together areas of specie
surplus with those of deficit.(!)

Apart from the questions of cause and consequence that are
thus raised, there is also the question of why the "Islamic
Market" system peaked where it did. This tends to be putin
terms of why it " failed" to develop beuond a certain point.
Explanations include of the attitude the merchants who were
concerned with short - term profits which would be greater from
speculation, so they invested their profits in acquiring
commodities for resale rather then re-investing in improvements
in technology for production. Long term accumulation is said to
have been prevented by the way Islamic inheritance law broke up
estates. Although this could be avoided by establishing
endowments for religious institutions, that withdrew capital from
economic activity and invested it in culture. The resource base in
metals, water, and timber proved inadequate for unlimited
expansion, with the consequences of deforestation being felt by
the eleventh century. The use of irrigation set an absolute limit
to the expansion of agriculture, and therefor to the vegetal food
supply, setting an upper limit to demographic increase. Above
all the system itself was fragile, being based on a balance among
irrigation agricultur, long-distance trade to offset the lack of local
resources, a monetary economy based on a constant influx of
gold, and urban growth.

Various reasons are then given for the economic retaction
of this system from about the eleventh century. Agriculture was

(1) Tbid . p. 155.
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commercialization of agriculture may be reflected in the change
in land tenancy from contracts based on debt to contracts based
on partnership.

According to Lombard :

The diversification of methods of payment, the
intensive minting of (irrencies and their more rapid
circulation, the extension of credit and banking
operaions, the consumer demand resulting from the
development of the great metropolises, all led a
speeding up of commercial activty, a revival of
agricultural and craft production, a drop in the value
of precious metals, and a long-term rise in prices,
maintained by the constant influx of money metals
greater than  the increase in volume of
production,despite the progress achieved in this latter
area.() .

Or, as expressed succinctly by Glick :

In the Islamic world the process of conquest and
colonization jolted stagnant local economies, put
money into circulation again, and caued a price rise
that provided a real spur to the development of craft
trades and thus to urbanization. The beneficiaries of
the development, the urban merchant class, were soon
able to purchase land in the surrounding countryside
and thus to establish a real dominance of the towns
over the countryside.(2)

(1) Ivid ., p. 147

(2) T. Glick, Islamic and christian Spain in the Early Middle Ages (princeton,
1979), pp. 69 -70 .
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development and expansion of commerce that occurred after the
Islamic conquested created an empire was based on several
factors. First, by eliminating former political boundaries
(primarily the one between Byzantine and Sasnian Mesopotamia)
and abolishig transit tolls, the conquests combined former
Sasanian and Byzantine territories into a single bi-metallic
system of currency, a single commercial language (Arabic), and
access to the Mediterranean. This region was at first co-extensive
with the Islamic empire and later with Muslim world. Second,
the conquests put a greater amount of precious metals into
circulation through dethesaurization, the acquisition of gold and
silver producing regions, and the payment of military stipends in
cash. Third, political unity encouraged commercial exchange
throughout the region, the spread of techniques in agriculture and
industry, and reqgional spescialization in agriculture, raw
materials and manufacturing that created long distance
interdependence. this economic development is said to have been
mainly accomplished through private investment by merchants
with connections to the " ulama " responsible for the elaboration
of Islamic law and other religious sciences who provided a
religious sanction for commercial activity. The rise in income
and prices created a demand for skilled labor which was
concentrated in towns at the expense of the agricultural sector,
so that both landlords and agricultural labor were worse off.
Fourth, these circumstances were accompanied by demographic
growth. Cities were larger and their concentrated mass markets
stimulated the production of consumer goods and the provision
of services in greater quantity and quality. This is said to have
been fueled by the demand of the ruling elites and wealthy
people for luxury goods and the availability of cheap unskilled
labor. Fifth, there was a change in the relationship of agriculture
to industry and commerce in which agriculture supplied raw
materials and food for growing urban production centers.The
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and consequences of peasant and slave revolts. Modern issues,
interests, and terminology are retrojected into the past in an
anachronous way even though they do not necessarily have
absolute validity.

Matters also tend to be explained in terms of an Islamic
dimension to economic behavicr. Economic changes following
the rise of Islam and the creation «.f an Islamic empire are said to
have been "caused" by Islam, to have been the result of what
Islamic law encourages or discourages. These changes are rarely
discussed in secular terms, and the argument could be reversed;
Islamic law could be seen to reflect the interests of the people
who developed it.

A common framework for the interpretation of the
economic history of western Asia and North Africa in early
Islamic times exists in the thesis an "Islamic Market" system that
was created by the Muslim conquests. Its difference from the
economy of late Antiquity is seen in terms of the extent of
specialization vs. self-sufficiency, the relationship of production
to the market, and the degree of government regulation. The
economy of late Antiquity is characterized by the relative
importance of agriculture as a tax base for local elites whose
estates tended to be self-sufficient. Government regulation of
labor tied people to their family occupations by law and tied
farmers to land, which may be an indication of a retracting
economy. Commerce was mainly in luxuries such as spices,
pearls and silk.

In contrast the economy of early Islamic times is seen to be
more specialized, With a greater degree of production related to
the market, and less government regulation. As popularized by
Lombard,(!) and ultimatelybased on Ibn khaldun,the economic

(1) M. Lombard, The Golden Age of Islam (Amsterdam, 1975)
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A definitive treatment of the economic history of western
Asia and North Africa before modern times would still be
premature . Nevertheless it is possible to discuss this subject, to
define the issues, and to develop methods for treating it. The
scholarship on the economic history of Islamic regions has
consisted mainly of descriptions of the economy of particular
places at particular times in the past with little attention to
process or change. The latter are difficult to discuss innon-
quantitative terms and may require methods and concepts
somewhat different from theoretical economics .

How can economic history be done without reliable
statistics ? The availability of quantifiable information imposes a
cut-off date for econometric methods. Before such information
survived from early modern times one must apply non-
quantifying methods. However, such methods tend to be
"impressionistic". The validity of conclusions depends on how
significant or representative specific examples are claimed to be.
There is a tendency to generalize from one or two examples, or
with none at all based on deducitive or a priori arguments.

Explanations are often self-serving. The "lessons" of
history are used as part of some modern argument : for the
benefits of free trade, the evile of state intervention, or the causes
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