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In my own work, I study the constitution of different geographies of power and accumulation, 
rather than simply assume their existence. More specifically, I examine the transformation of the 
Egyptian Nile Delta/Valley from a crucial territorial component of a British-centered “empire of 
cotton” into a space in which economic life became increasingly organized through nationally-
scaled institutions and processes.

From the 1860s to the 1910s, the Egyptian Nile Delta/Valley became a monocrop commodity 
frontier where raw cotton was produced largely for British textile mills. The flows of people, 
ideas, goods, and money that forged its location in this imperial space were managed by 
institutions and social groups that exercised different kinds of monopoly powers: Private 
agricultural estates (‘izbas), the Egyptian State Railways, and large export houses and banks in 
Alexandria. The decades after World War I witnessed unprecedented volatilities in the movement 
of commodities, capital, and prices that resulted in a crisis of accumulation. During this period, 
state elites made a variety of efforts to disarticulate this space from the “empire of cotton” and 
to reorganize the management of agriculture, trade, and money on a national scale. National 
space grew in importance as a unit of calculation, planning, and capital accumulation.

Thinking about the production of space in my own work raises a couple of methodological points.
First, there is a tendency to treat different scales as if they exist in a hierarchy where some scales 
are more consequential than others. For example, many accounts of Egyptian political economy 
in the 1930s narrate the Great Depression as a collapse of international cotton prices that 
resulted in declining incomes for local cotton growers. In reality, there was no primary “global” 
scale that simply made things happen on smaller “local” scales. Most things that we consider to 
be global—from global markets, to global institutions, to global treaties and agreements—do 
not evenly encompass the whole world. They exist in concrete sites and institutions through 
which the workings of power and accumulation operate. Paying attention to these concrete 
sites—from agricultural estates, to railway stations, to banks and export houses, to government 
offices and research centers—is essential for understanding the constitution of something like 
a global market.

Second, how is the production of any space—a city, a hinterland, a nation, a region—experienced 
in different ways by the actors who inhabit it? For example, the rise of large agricultural estates 
in the nineteenth century, an institution that was central to the production of Egyptian cotton 
and the realization of its profits on an imperial scale, transformed the gendered division of 
labor on family farms as a growing number of male peasants left to work on ‘izbas. Similarly, 
the collapse of cotton prices in the 1930s was experienced differently depending on whether 
the growers were tenant farmers, smallholders, or big estate owners.

Paying attention to the mutual constitution of different scales and how they are experienced 
by people living within them is crucial, at least in my own work, for making sense of the 
production of space.
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  Being in Many Spaces at Once

How do we deploy geographical concepts in a world where our experiences and understandings of 
space are historically contingent? How can we write histories that account for patterns, dynamics, 
and events that exist within spatial contours that are inherently unstable? The working paper 
stresses that geographical categories are not natural or timeless. Rather, our experiences and 
understandings of any space—a city, a hinterland, a nation, a region, or even the globe—is an 
outcome of human and non-human practices that produce spatial boundaries and organize political, 
socio-economic, and ecological processes within them. Recognizing this underlying feature of any 
geography can have important implications for our analysis of the Middle East, past and present. 
As Adam Hanieh argues, “a focus on the fluidity, dynamism, and multiplicity of scale can help 
move us away from the methodological nationalism found in much social science scholarship.” 
For these reasons, this paper emphasizes the importance of studying the relational constitution of 
any geography of power and accumulation, rather than simply presuming its existence.

The history of cotton production and trade in the Egyptian Nile Valley offers an instructive case 
study to think through these kinds of questions. From the 1840s to the 1910s, an alliance of local 
rulers, landed oligarchs, wealthy traders, and Western capitalists had transformed the Egyptian 
Nile Valley into a monocrop commodity frontier—a zone in which the geographical expansion 
of commodity production and trade, and the endless accumulation of capital that it facilitated, 
could proceed as an end onto itself.1 During this period, the Egyptian Nile Valley formed a crucial 
territorial component in what historian Sven Beckert has called a British-centered empire of 
cotton: An intensifying web of production and trade that oriented cotton fields in the U.S. South, 
central and western India, the Egyptian Nile Valley, and the southern and eastern parts of Brazil 
towards export for British textile industries.2 The two decades after World War I witnessed 
unprecedented volatilities in the movement of commodities, capital, and prices that resulted in a 
veritable crisis of accumulation in the Egyptian Nile Valley. During this period, a variety of actors 
tried to disarticulate the Egyptian Nile Valley from this imperial geography and to reorganize the 
management of agriculture, trade, and money on a national scale. As a result, national space began 
to grow in importance as a unit of calculation, planning, and capital accumulation. Over the course 
of a century, then, the Egyptian Nile Valley was transformed from an important node in Britain’s 
empire of cotton into a space in which economic life became increasingly organized through 
nationally-scaled institutions and processes.

The Great Depression (1929-1939) represented a pivotal moment in this transformation. The 
growing of Egyptian cotton and the realization of its profits on an imperial scale depended on 
groups and institutions (large estates owners, state railways, trading cartels, banks, etc.) whose 
dominant modes of accumulation were severely disrupted in this period. The difficulties they 
faced helped pave the way for a reorganization of key aspects of the production and trade of 
Egyptian cotton on a national scale. The Great Depression is often understood to be a global 
event. Indeed, it offers a wonderful illustration of how in an interconnected capitalist world an 
occurrence in one corner of the world could have serious consequences for the lives of people 
in another part. In the words of Edward Cook, the governor of the National Bank of Egypt, the 
livelihoods of Egyptian cotton growers in the 1930s could be “sensibly affected by civil war in 
China, by political events in India, by labor disputes in England, by a Stock Exchange collapse 
in New York.”3 To capture such an extensive geography of interdependence, there is a strong 
tendency in existing scholarship to reduce economic crises that involve different parts of the 
world, like the Great Depression, to narratives in which global dynamics and institutions simply 
act upon local places. Portraying the “global market” as a singular force that impacted people 
inside Egypt, however, can obfuscate all sorts of details about how the groups, institutions, 
and procedures that tied Egyptian peasants to other parts of the world actually worked. The 



transformation of the Egyptian cotton economy in the 1930s, then, offers a historical case through 
which to consider alternative ways of thinking about spatiality. It happened at a time when the 
Egyptian Nile Valley was a leading producer of cotton—a crop that was still the most valuable 
raw commodity in world trade—and when the valley therefore served as an important site in 
a British-centered imperial world economy that was starting to unravel. Following the specific 
channels through which the depression was transmitted and the variety of ways in which it was 
experienced provides a window into the constitution of different geographies of economic life 
and interdependence and their transformation in this period.

In what follows, I begin by reviewing some prevalent scholarly approaches to thinking globally 
that tend to presume the existence of fixed spaces (global, regional, local, etc.) rather than 
investigate their historically specific constitution—a tendency that has been reproduced, to 
some extent, in scholarship on Egypt in the 1930s. Then, I present a sketch of how some of the 
prevailing groups, institutions, and procedures that were central to the production and trade of 
Egyptian cotton on an imperial scale were profoundly transformed by the experience of the Great 
Depression. As we will see, agrarian and mercantile life in the Egyptian Nile Valley during these 
years was not simply a “local” instantiation of general processes that operated on a global scale. 
Rather, the activities of people who grew and traded Egyptian cotton were embedded in a set of 
imperial, globe-spanning structures of power and accumulation without being reducible to them. 
As the depression gathered pace, it prompted a series of shifts in the prevailing configurations 
of political power, capital accumulation, and market dependence that had long connected the 
Egyptian Nile Valley to manufacturing centers in England and ultimately paved the way for new 
forms of nationally-scaled regulation.

  Between Local and Global History

These kinds of questions have animated the thinking of a growing cohort of global historians 
over the last decade and a half.4 Aiming to upstage older histories that remained largely enclosed 
within well-established national and regional frameworks, these new works often expressed an 
integrationist zeitgeist that accompanied the spread of neoliberal globalization. Rather than 
produce historical accounts that encompassed the whole world, as the name might misleadingly 
suggest, many histories written under the signature of the “global turn” devoted their attention 
to people, goods, ideas, and institutions that circulated across different parts of the globe or 
to the technologies of communication and transportation through which they moved. As 
numerous critics have suggested, however, this new wave of scholarship often abandoned any 
commitment to deepening our understanding of those places from which lasting interlinkages 
between different localities, nations, and regions have been forged and maintained. Ironically, 
then, many works of global history have maintained a connective, transnational pretense even 
as they remain largely detached from local languages, archives, and historiographies, especially 
in the non-Western world. As a result, historian Jeremy Adelman recently concluded that “global 
history is another Anglospheric invention to integrate the Other into a cosmopolitan narrative on 
our terms, in our tongues.”5

Contemporary global historians are by no means the first to invoke “the global” as a scale of 
analysis that can remedy the methodological shortcomings of a particularistic focus on nations as 
discrete formations. In the mid-twentieth century, scholars of the colonial and postcolonial world 
began to develop a body of theory that took as its object of study the uneven geographies of 
human social and economic interdependence across the world. The earliest generation was mostly 
composed of Africanists and Latin Americanists who were primarily concerned with explaining 
the historical reasons for the so-called underdevelopment of those parts of the world that were 
subjected, directly or indirectly, to Western colonial rule. Writing in this vein were an eclectic mix of 



intellectuals who would become the leading theorists in the tradition of World Systems Analysis.6 
Though their works were by no means homogenous, one of their central methodological claims was 
that underdevelopment was not historically anterior to development. Rather, the two processes 
were coeval and belonged to a single historical transformation into capitalist modernity. Telling 
the history of underdevelopment in this way allowed these scholars to confront modernization 
theory’s reigning status within the American social sciences during the Cold War era. They called 
into question two of modernization theory’s underlying assumptions: First, that the world was 
composed of discrete national units that were empirically different but analytically equivalent; 
and second, that each national unit possessed distinctive traditions, cultures, and socio-economic 
dynamics that determined its relative degree of “modernization.”7

Many of these early works focused on the local histories and contemporary conditions of 
particular countries or regions in the postcolonial world and their modes of articulation within a 
larger global capitalist economy. Only at a later moment in the 1970s and 1980s did scholars in 
or around this tradition begin to produce histories of a more global scope.8 The most influential 
was Immanuel Wallerstein’s The Modern World-System, a multi-volume history of the making 
of the capitalist world economy over the last 500 years. Wallerstein’s approach exemplified an 
important shift from writing relational histories of particular regions within an unequal global 
system of production and exchange to situating those relations within the world system, a global 
unit of analysis of which there was “only one instance.”9 He thus moved from writing histories of 
parts within a whole to attempting a history of the whole itself. In this maneuver, he advanced an 
incipient form of what we would now recognize as global history.

Such an endeavor did not go unchallenged. The tradition of World Systems Analysis soon 
encountered objections from critics who claimed that its proponents treated one scale, the 
global, as uniquely capable of determining events and outcomes on all other scales. In a famous 
exchange, Steve Stern mobilized evidence from Latin America in the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries to challenge the kind of diffusionism that he claimed animated Wallerstein’s narrative.10 
The evolution of labor relations in the silver mines of Potosi—which moved through fluctuating 
combinations of wage labor, sharecropping, and coerced labor—often resulted from the actions 
of regional elites and defiant indigenous workers whose rationales did not always align with the 
imperatives of the world system. Rather than subordinate historical agency to the workings of 
larger forces, Stern preferred to pay closer attention to the interplay between local conditions of 
production and the dynamics of international markets. Nearly two decades later, historian William 
Sewell characterized Wallerstein as a social astronomer who described the origins of the world 
system in terms of a “big bang”: A primal event that occurred more than 500 years ago from 
which the multifarious histories of local peoples and places around the world ultimately flowed. 
His intellectual enterprise therefore rested on an assumption “that local and global processes 
partake of the same causalities.”11 The histories of any single place were largely determined by 
the dynamics of the system as a whole, rather than by local conditions and contingencies. The 
result was a conception of the world system in which most of the globe were passive recipients of 
dynamics that diffused outward from Western Europe.

  The Nile Valley in Multi-Scalar Perspective

Much of the scholarship on the Great Depression in Egypt suffers from a milder version of the 
methodological problems that ensnarled World Systems Analysis. Existing accounts of the 
political economy of Egypt in the 1930s often describe a fall of international cotton prices that 
had myriad local ramifications in the Egyptian Nile Valley, from a precipitous drop in exports, to 
declining incomes for cotton growers, to various policy measures designed to encourage a recovery 
from the slump. According to Roger Owen, the depression began with a brief but transformative 



period in which “the collapse of world commodity prices played an important role in distributing 
or redirecting Egyptian agricultural effort.”12 Pursuing a similar line of inquiry, Robert Tignor 
describes how many colonial and dependent territories were battered by a global depression that 
originated elsewhere and that prompted Egyptian officials to devise a cotton policy that aimed 
to mitigate its effects.13 These accounts are not incorrect. However, they tend to treat the global 
market as a larger scale in which the abstract forces of supply and demand interact and then 
impact people, places, and processes that exist in smaller locations. They describe a collapse of 
worldwide commodity prices in generic terms rather than investigate the specific geographies of 
power and accumulation—of which Egypt was a part—and how they were transformed during the 
depression. The result is a geo-analytical hierarchy in which one scale is more consequential than 
others and determines their course of development. Missing from these kinds of analyses is any 
explanation of the particular relations and interdependencies that bound the Egyptian Nile Valley 
to cotton fields and manufacturing centers in other parts of the world and that served as vectors 
for the multidirectional transmission of socio-economic dynamics across these spaces. Paying 
closer attention to these interlinkages and the actors who made them possible complicates the 
picture of a singular global market whose impulses diffuse outwards to impact smaller scales.

First, the relevant geography within which Egyptian cotton traveled or was affected cannot 
be captured by a nebulous term like the “world market.” Rather, it was a more specific spatial 
configuration that included sites of cultivation, processing, and manufacturing in the Nile Valley, 
Northern England, Japan, the American South, and central and western India. In the 1920s, the 
Egyptian government (in partnership with large landowners who had organized themselves into 
a powerful syndicate) believed that it could strongly influence the price of Egyptian cotton on 
international markets. One year after another, it undertook a series of price support campaigns 
that involved restrictions on cotton acreage, investments in high-quality cotton that commanded 
premiums abroad, and state purchases of cotton and its resale overseas.14 By the middle of the 
decade, these price support programs began to irk manufacturers in Britain—some of whom began 
to reduce their purchases of Egyptian cotton and to mix it with cheaper varieties from Peru, Brazil, 
and East Africa. As a result, the prices of Egyptian cotton had begun to fall a few years before the 
start of the Great Depression.15

The opposition of English spinners to the Egyptian government’s price support campaigns in the 
1920s happened amidst a more profound transformation that was underway in the British textile 
industry. When the depression began there were about 27.5 million spindles around the world 
that spun Egyptian cotton, of which 65 percent were located in England.16 But English imports 
of Egyptian cotton had dropped more than one third from what they were six years earlier. The 
reasons for this precipitous decline were manifold. First, some key markets for British textiles 
started to shrink in the 1920s as states around the world began to impose tariffs to protect their 
domestic industries.17 Second, the decline of Lancashire indicated that the center of gravity in the 
global cotton industry was shifting from West to East.18 Between 1929 and 1939, employment 
in the British textile industry dropped by almost one third and in roughly the same period its 
mule spindles fell by 41 percent while Asian (esp. Japanese) consumption of the world’s cotton 
rose significantly.19 What drove this geographical relocation of textile manufacturing capacity was 
the relatively lower labor costs of spinners in Asia. In 1933, the average cost of labor per bale 
of cotton in England was about 2.5 times higher than it was in Japan.20 The reasons behind this 
difference likely included the success of state-guided “late development” in Japan that kept labor 
costs (and unrest) low since the Meiji restoration; the formation of a reserve army of Chinese labor 
that suffered disruptions from warfare and rural displacement since the 1840s; the strength of the 
British trade union movement in the interwar period; and more than a century and a half of British 
capital accumulation through imperial expansion and conquest that raised English standards of 
living relative to other parts of the world.



Second, people in the Egyptian Nile Valley were not simply passive recipients of unidirectional 
impulses originating from distant European markets. As the depression set in, a variety of actors 
in the valley began to respond to the realities of British imperial decline in a number of ways. For 
example, a nationalist campaign to boycott British goods in the 1920s was gradually taken over 
by an alliance of activists, industrialists, and retailers who advocated the purchase of “Egyptian” 
textiles in the 1930s and strove to mold consumer desires in accordance with their vision for 
a unified national market.21 At the same time, government officials aimed to carve out greater 
fiscal autonomy by introducing a three-tiered tariff system, which among other things resulted 
in higher duties on imported cotton textiles and a considerable decline in British textile imports 
over the next decade.22

Among the most consequential endeavors in the 1930s was a decision to pursue a new cotton 
policy. Like I mentioned, the cotton price support campaigns led by Egyptian political leaders 
in the 1920s were identified by English spinners as a primary reason for the reduction of their 
purchases of Egyptian cotton. In a 1930 report, Undersecretary of Finance Ahmad Abdel Wahab 
warned that English spinners had stopped making long-term orders for Egyptian cotton due to 
the government’s cotton buying campaigns over the previous decade.23 Building on research that 
had recently questioned the ability of Egyptian cotton to command its own price in an American-
dominated market, Abdel Wahab and his allies promoted a shift away from low-yielding, high-
quality cotton to lower quality cotton that could be mass produced. The decision by Egyptian 
political leaders to invest in yield-reducing reputation and then, once that strategy proved 
unsuccessful, to shift towards extensive production highlights what Ellis Goldberg has called “an 
irreducible area of agency” in Egyptian policy making.24 At the same time, Abdel Wahab brought 
foreign-owned trading houses under new forms of political control, a move that was warmly 
received by a large landholding class that had agitated for years against the extensive powers of 
an entrenched mercantile bourgeoisie.

Third, the transformation of the Egyptian Nile Valley from a territorial component in a British-
centered empire of cotton to an agrarian foundation of a national economy was more than a 
straightforward substitution of an imperial scale for a national scale. The production of national 
space was itself a multi-scalar process—for example, it involved a relocation of important 
managerial powers from Alexandria to Cairo. Before World War I, the Egyptian Nile Valley was 
part of an imperial space in which flows of money were managed by major banks and export 
houses in Alexandria that moved gold in and out of the country every season in relation to the 
size and movement of the cotton crop.25 These export houses also organized themselves into an 
association—the Alexandria General Produce Association (AGPA)—that produced information 
about crop forecasts, quality, yields, arrivals and exports, and prices that buyers in England or 
elsewhere could consume and act upon. The AGPA, therefore, served as a crucial node that helped 
stitch the Egyptian Nile Valley into a wider imperial world economy. Alexandria and its surrounding 
hinterlands functioned both as a space of mercantile accumulation in its own right and as a conduit 
for the accumulation of capital by British manufacturers on an imperial scale.

These arrangements began to change during the interwar period. At the start of the war, the 
Egyptian government promulgated a decree that suspended the convertibility of bank notes into 
gold and declared them as inconvertible legal tender. Two years later, British financial advisers 
determined that the growing supply of paper banknotes circulating in Egypt would be backed by 
British treasury bonds.26 While this move helped to finance the British war effort for the next couple 
of years, it had the long-term effect of promoting a nationally-managed paper currency as the 
basis of the country’s money supply. “An excess of exports over imports will result in an increase 
of the note issue in Egypt,” wrote economist Constantino Bresciani-Turroni in 1934, “while before 
the war it resulted in a net inflow of gold into Egypt.”27 By the 1930s, the exclusive powers of the 



AGPA to produce market data were counterbalanced by officials who created a statistical service in 
Mina al-Basal and reconstituted a Cotton Research Board in Cairo that would link together different 
actors and interests in the cotton economy.28 Major export houses lost their ability to determine 
what types of cotton it sold to brokers and spinners abroad as the palace issued a royal decree 
that specified the types of cotton that farmers in the Egyptian Nile Valley were allowed to grow 
and it prohibited the cultivation of any other varieties.29 Reorganizing the accumulation of capital 
from an imperial scale to a national scale in the Egyptian Nile Valley simultaneously involved a 
relocation of various regulatory and epistemic powers—especially the power to produce market 
data and to regulate cotton quality—from banks and export houses in Alexandria to government 
offices and research centers in Cairo.

  Conclusion

Thinking globally can undoubtedly be a useful intellectual enterprise. But locating primary agency 
on a global scale can often serve as an indirect way of emphasizing the significance of people, 
actions, and institutions in Western Europe or the United States. The challenge, then, is to think 
globally without treating the ostensible dynamics of that totality as though they determine what 
happens to all of its constitutive parts or by treating one part of the whole as though it represents 
the whole itself. The term “global” does not refer to a container that different localities, nations, and 
regions simply exist inside. Rather, it points towards processes, which get repeatedly reconfigured 
over time, that link people, ideas, goods, institutions, and ecologies across different spaces. Most 
things that we consider to be global—from markets, to institutions, to international treaties and 
agreements—do not evenly encompass the whole world. They exist in particular sites, nodes, and 
institutions from which transregional and transnational processes originate and get reconfigured. 
In the case of Egyptian cotton, these include the Alexandria cotton exchange, railway stations, 
particular financial institutions, manufacturing centers in England, sites of agricultural policy 
making in the southern United States, and more. To make sense of Egyptian cotton during the 
depression, then, requires a multi-scalar analysis of the historically-specific production of different 
spaces of power and accumulation, their mutual constitution over time, and the internal tensions 
and contradictions that lead to their reconfiguration or dissolution. 
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