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Abstract:
This study examines the observations of Alexander Russell and Constantin Volney in
their depiction of the economic conditions of the Levant during the eighteenth
century. It does so through a comparative approach that reveals the nature of the
differences between them in terms of perspective, methodology, and intellectual
background. The study proceeds from the premise that European travel literature
constitutes an important source for studying the economic history of the region, as it
contains observations on agriculture, natural resources, markets, khans, caravans,
foreign trade, taxation, and traditional crafts. However, such texts cannot be treated as
entirely neutral testimonies, since they were shaped within European intellectual
contexts that influenced the way the Levantine reality was understood and judged.
The study shows that Russell, owing to his long residence in Aleppo and his work as
a physician for the British Levant Company, provided a detailed account marked by
field observation and scientific classification. He was particularly concerned with
documenting daily economic life, trade networks, crafts, and markets. Volney’s
observations, by contrast, were more closely connected to political criticism, as he
treated the Levantine economy as an indicator of the weakness of Ottoman
administration, the corruption of the tax system, and the decline of institutional
structures. Through comparison, it becomes clear that both writers reproduced a
degree of European centrism, although through different means: Russell approached
local reality through the logic of European scientific classification.
The study concludes that the Levantine economy in the eighteenth century was not
merely stagnant or dependent. Rather, it possessed a notable degree of vitality and
flexibility, evident in the activity of markets, the networks of local merchants, the

organization of crafts, and the ability of local actors to adapt to commercial and fiscal
transformations.
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