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Workshop abstract 

Business history has recently gained momentum within Middle Eastern studies. It used to be a sub-
section of the discipline, concentrating on the study of local economies, a venue to discuss local 
economic development (or the lack of it) but little else. But inspired by developments in the wider 
field of International Business History, it is now turning into an exciting area of research. Such 
scholarship uses the study of the modern commercial enterprise as a laboratory, analyzing economic 
and business development and so informing wider, socio-cultural and political transformations. In this 
workshop we aim to draw attention to this relatively new field, to provide a platform for its novel 
research agenda and closer cooperation between interested scholars, as well as to outline new 
directions and set the research agenda for the study of enterprise and society in the Middle East.  

The workshop will build on a preliminary meeting held at the University of Reading in the UK, and 
sponsored by the Centre for International Business History at Reading and the Herzog Center at Ben-
Gurion University, Israel. The previous workshop was limited in scope, and aimed at establishing a 
"conversation" between Area-Studies and Business-History. We now plan a larger venue and one 
more ambitious in nature—to compare and contrast the long term business history of the region since 
industrialization and the emergence of the modern corporate form (from around 1870 to the present). 
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Workshop description 

Introduction 

Business history has recently gained momentum within Middle Eastern studies.1 It used to be a sub-
section of the discipline, concentrating on the study of local economies, a venue to discuss local 
economic development (or the lack of it) but little else. But inspired by developments in the wider 
field of International Business History, it is now turning into an exciting area of research. Such 
scholarship uses the study of the modern commercial enterprise as a laboratory, analyzing economic 
and business development and so informing wider, socio-cultural and political transformations. In this 
workshop we aim to draw attention to this relatively new field, to provide a platform for its novel 
research agenda and closer cooperation between interested scholars, as well as to outline new 
directions and set the research agenda for the study of enterprise and society in the Middle East. 

The workshop will build on a preliminary meeting held at the University of Reading in the UK, and 
sponsored by the Centre for International Business History at Reading and the Herzog Center at Ben-
Gurion University, Israel. The previous workshop was limited in scope, and aimed at establishing a 
"conversation" between Area-Studies and Business-History. We now plan a larger venue and one 
more ambitious in nature—to compare and contrast the long term business history of the region since 
industrialization and the emergence of the modern corporate form (from around 1870 to the present). 

Rationale 

With a few notable exceptions, business history of the Middle East has long been a marginal field. 
Indeed, it may be argued that until three decades ago or so this was also true of its larger sibling—the 
economic history of the region. However, research into local economies has increasingly influenced 
the study of the Middle East, for example, in developing our understanding of Ottoman history during 
the first period of globalization (Islamoglu-Inan, Kasaba, Owen, Pamuk). Business history is now 
emerging into a similarly autonomous field, one that offers a unique perspective on the region beyond 
its traditional subjugation to the study of local and colonial politics and/or essentialized culture (or 
"Islam"). 

In the period before independent states in the Middle East (the Ottoman and colonial eras), businesses 
were often studied in the context of community history. It is known that entrepreneurial ethnic 
minorities were very active, but little is known of their larger economic and social impact on the 
region, and even less on Muslim entrepreneurship. There is also a large body of literature on the 
activities of foreign multinationals in the region, especially in the oil industry of course, but also in 
banking (Bamberg, Clay, Ferrier, Corley, Godley et al Jones 1981, 1987, Yergin). While these 
multinationals were the progenitors of the modern commercial enterprise in the region, this literature 
overwhelmingly views their Middle Eastern activities through the lenses of the parent companies or 
corporate HQ rather than understanding how the introduction of new products, techniques and 
business forms may have influenced local entrepreneurs, workers and consumers. Furthermore the 
proponents of both Modernization and Dependency theories, until recently the two dominant 
paradigms in the field, grossly ignored the complexity of cross-regional/cross-cultural business when 
outlining rather simplistic narratives of local and international economic exchanges. 

                                                      

1 See the recent creation of the Economic and Business History Research Centre (EBHRC) at the American University in Cairo with the 
institutional support of Harvard, Princeton, University of Pennsylvania and the University of Washington. 
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During the period of emerging nation-states and the rapid build up of national economies (which was 
often associated with state-led, inner looking Import Substitute Industrialization (ISI) strategies), the 
study of businesses was again relegated to a secondary status. Private businesses were either 
discredited or simply ignored, and the rise of public sector ones mostly discussed from an 
administrative and political perspective. How small, medium, and large (the latter mostly state owned) 
businesses actually operated, and how the role of management and workers changed during these 
transitions has hardly been discussed. In sum, we know very little about the day-to-day working lives 
of most Middle Easterners, about the places in which they have spent so much of their energy and 
time, and where their identities (political and otherwise) have to a large degree been shaped.  

In the current era of economic reforms, shifts from ISI to Export Led Growth (ELG) strategies, 
private businesses are now back "in fashion". But the academic study of commercial activities and 
structures in the region is still far from satisfactory. Where past study of businesses and the economy 
was colored by either Modernization or Dependency paradigms, research today is impacted by their 
Globalist vs. Moralists clones. Neither the neo-liberal approach, nor the leftist/Marxist or "Islamic" 
accounts actually do justice to the topic, ignoring the complexities of business spheres in commerce 
and industry. 

What remains outstanding for all the periods discussed above is a closer, more quotidian and 
independent focus on local large, medium, and small (at times semi-formal) enterprises, on the local 
impact of foreign and multinational companies in the region, and on cross-regional business 
cooperation. Such research would provide a more empirically inspired and nuanced knowledge of the 
history of indigenous businesses and would therefore set the ground for a more educated analysis of 
Middle Eastern socio-economic transformations. The two proposers are specifically wanting to see 
more detailed research into: 

• the multilayered task of running local businesses in changing political contexts in the Middle 
East;  

• the better understanding of how those private sector enterprises that were nationalized changed, 
and whether public sector businesses in the region differed in their daily operations from 
private ones;  

• the study of local and international agency in determining adoption, adaptation and resistance 
to world-wide move towards novel corporate forms;  

• and research into the inter-relations between businesses and consumers in the region, a topic 
totally neglected in the past. 

Topics and themes 

As suggested above, we are interested in papers discussing the period since the modern corporate 
form emerged and spread around the world starting in the mid-nineteenth century. Papers in the 
workshop would focus on theoretically informed case studies of businesses in a country, or any 
number of countries in the Middle East. Operations of foreign companies, joint ventures, and 
multinationals in local economies are also of interest, as long as such papers engage in in-depth 
analysis of the enterprise’s engagement with local markets. Papers that compare and contrast the 
Middle East with other parts of the world are further welcomed. All fields of production, commerce 
and services are of interest to the workshop, but we would particularly like to see case studies that 
venture into a discussion of enterprises in the context of wider socio-cultural and political settings: 
How enterprises adopt and adapt to local market conditions? How businesses engage with consumers 
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and changing consumption patterns? Is there any evidence for the emergence of a local (specific) 
business model for the region? Is there a business culture unique to the Middle East? And what were 
the costs and benefits to being a commercial enterprise under the very different regimes in the region 
over the period, including the Ottoman, colonial, and nation-state regimes? 
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Directors’ individual paper abstracts 

Following the Curve of Local Demand: 
Eastern Tobacco Company and Egyptian Smoking Patterns, 1927-1956 

Relli Shechter 

The paper examines the history of an Egyptian joint venture (established by British American 
Tobacco and the Matossian family) that dominated the tobacco market before the great wave of 
Nasserite nationalizations. Its focus is somewhat different than the usual accounts on corporate action, 
and success and failure in "penetrating" the market. I argue that production and promotion for the 
Egyptian tobacco market was determined, to a large extent, by the nature of local demand, rather than 
simply being molded by supply. Put differently, we can only understand what Eastern Tobacco 
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Company (Eastern) was doing (or trying to do) when we "contextualize" its actions with local 
consumption patterns. Although this may sound trivial, this was not how the market was envisioned 
by company executives at the time nor by main-stream business historians ever since. 

In the paper I study quantitative (per capita) and qualitative (contemporary testimonies on smoking 
habits) tobacco consumption patterns in Egypt. I discuss the contours of "inconspicuous" demand in a 
society where the majority lived close to subsistence and which, for most of the period under 
discussion, experienced economic growth without development. I later compare and contrast the 
information on local demand with Eastern's internal reports and those of the Egyptian Department of 
Companies (to whom Eastern reported at the wake of the 1947 Egyptianization law). This allows a 
better understanding of Eastern's initial failure to capture the market in spite of the huge investment 
poured into the enterprise; the company's dependence on external demand from the Allied Forces 
during the Second World War; and, finally, the post-war heyday when Egyptian consumers finally 
switched from Oriental to Virginia and later American cigarettes. Eastern's experience in the Egyptian 
tobacco market offers a closer view of business fortunes in colonial/developing settings and its 
intimate interactions with local consumers' purchasing power and tastes. 

 

 

Multinational Investment and Infrastructure in the Middle East, 1900-1930 

Andrew Godley 

While much of the outlines of the political control of the Middle East by western powers is well 
understood, little is known of multinational investment in the region in the early part of the twentieth 
century outside the early oil industry. This paper focuses on the creation of many of the Middle East's 
most significant infrastructure projects during the first thirty years of the twentieth century, 
culminating in the Senna Damn. 

The leading contractor in the Middle East was Weetman Pearson (Lord Cowdray), one of Britain's 
most distinguished entrepreneurs in the first quarter of the twentieth century. He transformed his 
family's small construction firm and turned it into the world's largest international contracting firm, 
responsible for projects as far afield as the largest under-water tunnels in the United States, the Gran 
Canal in Mexico City, and various railway lines throughout Latin America. Pearson also diversified 
into oil, creating one of the largest oil majors in the world, Mexican Eagle, until sold to Royal Dutch-
Shell in 1919. The paper focuses on the simple cost-benefit analysis of these enormous infrastructure 
projects in the Middle East, and so illustrates the complexity of indigenous-colonial power relations 
in the Middle East during this time. 
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