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Chapter Two

Sedentarization and Nomadization

Introduction

In this chapter an overview is presented, based
on a survey of pertinent secondary sources, of cer-
tain of the salient features of Middle Eastern food
systems. In particular, this review will be concerned
with the temporal dynamics of food systems in this
region. Are long-term changes in patierns of hu-
man livelihoods such as have been documented in
Jordan phenomena which have been documented
in other parts of the Middie East? What are the
physical features of the Middle Eastern environ-
ment which must be reckoned with in accounting
for such long-term changes? What are some of the
social structural features of Middle Eastern socie-
tics which must be reckoned with in accounting for
them?

It will be suggested in this chapter that the
phenomena of food system intensification and
abatement are ubiquitous throughouwt the Middle
Fast and that they are manifest in the processes of
scedentarization and nomadization which have oc-
curred since antiquity in this region. Although a
preat deal more will be said about these processes
further on, it may briefly be stated here that sed-
cnlarization is the process whereby a group of
people gradually adopts a sedentary mode of exis-
tenee. And nomadization is the process whereby a
proup of people gradually adopts a nomadic mode
ol existence. Whereas sedentarization usually in-
volves food system intensification, nomadization
usually involves food system abatement. In order to
explain how these processes operale, this chapter
bepins by examining the infiuence of various physi-
tal factors on the quest for food in the Middie
Bast, This is followed by a discussion of certain
structural mechanisms whereby people in this re-
pion have adapted to continuously changing config-
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urations of settlement and livelihood. Finally, par-
ticular regions of the Middle East are examined
where long-term shifts in food system intensities
have been documented.

As indicated, the geopolitical region with which
this chapter deals is the Middle East as a whole.
Leaving the discussion of precisely how to define
this region to others (Coon 1958: 1-3; Fisher 1971:
1-3; Beaumont, Blake, and Wagstaff 1976: 1-3;
English 1977: 164-173; Eickelman 1981: 1-6), the
concern here is primarily with the territory which
traditionally has been referred to as the Ancient
Near East and which today is sometimes called the
Central Middle East. Today, this territory includes
the countrics of Egypt, Cyprus, Isracl, Lebanon,
Syria, Jordan, Iraq, Saudi Arabia, the two Yemens,
Bahrain, Qatar, Oman, the United Arab Emirates,
Kuwait, Iran, and Turkey (see fig. 2.1).

The Central Middle East has coherence as a
unit of analysis for scveral reasons noted by Bates
and Rassam (1983: x). First, this is the cradie of
civilization where urban life and state forms of po-
litical organization arose along the great river
banks of the Nile in Egypt, and the Tigris and Eu-
phrates in Mesopotamia. Second, for at least 4,000
years, the peoples and cultures of this region have
been politically and economically integrated in
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constantly changing configurations of power, influ-
ence, and economic exchange. Third, this is where
the three great monotheistic faiths of Judaism,
Christianity, and Islam were born. And fourth,
more recently, it is within this region that the great
cities and centers of power of the Islamic empires
were Jocated (Bates and Rassam 1983: xi).

Fig. 21 The Central Middle BEast (after Bates
and Rassam 1983)

Physical Influences on Middle East Food Systems

The Influence of Climate and Geology

According to Fisher (1971: 3), the single most
characteristic feature of the Middle East as a nat-
ural region is its summer droughts. Not only docs
this feature set it apart from its neighbors, it also
“induces highly distinctive and particular human
responses and activities." Because the Middle East
is located between two of the hottest regions in the
world, namely the Sahara and northwest India, yet
at the same time it is a part of the continent of
Asia where some of the coldest temperatures on
carth may develop, it is a region which experiences
extremes in climatic conditions. Thus, while west-
crly winds originating in Siberia and Europe bring
rain between October and May and sometimes
freezing temporatures in Janvary and February,
winds originating on the African continent and in
India bring hot, dry weather and water loss through
evaporation in the summer months of June
through Scpiember. Furthermore, since the winter
westerlies arc extremely capricious, annual rainfall

varies greatly from year to year. If low amounts of
rainfall are brought in two or more successive
years, water shortages may continue through the
winter months. In most rain-fed regions of the
Middle East, such successive years of drought
occur at least once in a period of ten years,

Coping with the annual summer droughts and
with periodic successive years of water shortages is
the fundamental challenge to which Middle East-
ern food systems have had to respond. To a great
extent, this challenge is modified by topography
and proximity to rivers and coastal areas. To begin
with, the geology of the Middle East consists of
two contrasting landform systems (Bates and Ras-
sam 1983: 4). On the one hand, there are the vast,
arid, lowland arcas of Mesopotamia, the Arabian
Peninsula, and Egypt which are geologically stable,
On the other hand, there are the geologically ac-
tive mountain regions of Anatolia, Iran, Lebanon,
and Palestine which receive and are capable of
storing, by means of subterranean reservoirs and
stream flows, comparatively greater quantities of
rainfall. Except for along the well-watered banks of
the Tigris and Euphrates in Mesopotamia and the
Nile in Egypt, both of which are located in arid,
lowland arcas, human scitlement and cultivation of
food crops in the Middie East has been concen-
trated on the coastal plains, along the piedmonts,
and in the valleys of these geologically active
mountain and coastal regions. In the arid, desert
regions, such as the Arabian Peninsula, human
livelihood has traditionally been very sparse and
ticd to the husbandry of animals adapted to dry
regions, such as the camel and to a lesser extent
sheep, goats, and donkeys.

Another important characteristic of the Middle
East is that the desert and the sown are usually not
far apart. This is particularly true in the Fertile
Crescent, the famous grassland steppe which in-
cludes the Mesopotamian lowland, mountains, val-
leys, and plains of the eastern Mediterranean, and
Egypt. An important consequence of this situation
is that food procurement strategies which empha-
size mobility by means of drought-resistant herds
of animals have traditionally existed side-by-side in
this region with those cmphasizing varying degrees
of stationary existence by means of either irrigation
or dryland cultivation tcchniques (Kates, Johnson,
and Haring 1977). Particularly prone to oscillations
due to alternating movements in the direction of
either stationary cultivation or migratory herding of
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animals are the fringes of the cultivated areas
which border on the desert. In regions where the
risk of droughts is less severe, such oscillations
tend to be less pronounced (Gulick 1971: 99).

The Influence of Topography and Hydrology

To account for the location and nature of meth-
ods of food procurement in the Middle East, close
attention must be paid to the influence of topo-
graphical and hydrological factors. In this regard,
an examination of the relationship between these
factors and the occurrence of irrigation agriculture,
dry-farming techniques, and pastoralism is useful.

Irrigation along Riverine Lowlands and Piedmonts

Irrigation agriculture which relies on annual
flooding cycles of rivers can be found in the major
riverine lowlands of the Middle East (Beaumont ¢t
al. 1976: 168-171; Kates et al. 1977: 273). Refer-
ence has already been made to the famous hydrau-
lic civilizations of Egypt and Mesopotamia. While
both of these stream regimes relied on the annual
flooding of their rivers for water and silt-rich allu-
vium, in the Mesopotamian case an claborate sys-
tem of canals was maintained to smooth out flood-
ing irregularities and to bring water to outlying
areas beyond the streams’ normal flooding area.
Because of the regularity of the flooding cycle of
the Nile in both time and quantity, such canal
networks were much less important in Egyptian
agriculture. In the case of the Orontes River in
Syria, which has cut its course deep below the
plain, containers set in enormous wooden wheels
which are turned by the force of the stream have
been in use since Roman times for lifting water to
the surface. Horizontal transportation of the water
to outlying fields is provided for by canals (Gulick
1971: 90).

In many locations throughout the Middle East
the sloping water table which cxists in picdmont
rcgions has been intersected by gently sloping
tunnels which transport groundwater to the arid
alluvial plains below (Beaumont et al. 1976: 170;
English 1977: 177). Such horizontal well systems
are particularly well known in Iran where nearly
half of the irrigated land is watered by this method.
The Arabic term for this type of irrigation is ganat.
Qanals can also be found along the dry, ailuvial
plains of the piedmont regions of Mesopotamia,
the Levant, and Saudi Arabia (English 1977: 177).

Dry Farming in Mountain Valleys and Highlands

The most prevalent method of food production
in the Middle East is dry farming, a technique weli
suited to the high degree of rainfall variability in
the mountains and highlands (Beaumont et al
1976: 165-167). Kates et al (1977: 271-272)
distinguish between two principal types of dry-
farming techniques: moisture maximization within
field systems and mixed agropastoralism. In the
case of moisture-maximizing dry farming, an array
of diverse techniques are used, including careful
seasonal plantings of fast-maturing varieties,
scattered plantings of drought-resistant crops,
careful weeding and mulching practices, the use of
moist bottomlands, and the construction of ter-
races, bunds, and dams to impound run-off water.

Such techniques were particularly highly devel-
oped among the Nabataean Arabs of southern Pal-
cstine (Glueck 1959; Morris 1961; Mayerson 1962,
Evenari, Shanan, and Tadmor 1971; Beaumont et
al. 1976: 168-169). A succinct account of their
moisture maximizing methods has been offered by
Morris (1961: 51-52):

Nabatean constructions started on the slopes
of the hills where rainwater flowed down by way
ol (ributary wadis (dry stream beds) into the
broad main wadi in the vailey. The watercourses
of those of the fecder wadis which were not too
narrow or sleep were terraced by the construc-
tion of a series of stone shetves. Instead of rush-
ing violently down, the floodwater became rain-
water gently cascading down the step-like shelves,
part of it sinking into the ground at each shelf,
depositing in the process some of its soil and or-
ganic debris. Shrubs were often left 1o grow on
these shelves to help slow the rush of water and
hold plant debris to enrich the soil. The shrubs
were of inedible varieties, so that caitle would
not cat them. Each of these terraces in the tribu-
tary wadis, accumulating soil year afier year, be-
came a farming plot, primarily for growing field
crops.

And what of the broad wadi in the valley
below? It was converled into a series of terraces,
but in a morc claborale manner. Its area was di-
vided into level plots by stone walls and the walls
of {he central plots served to divert some water
to higher plots along the sides. During a rain-
storm, all of them became smali ponds, so that
the water was distributed uniformly. In wadis
where erosion had cut channels so deep that con-
trol of water flow by these means was too diffi-
cult, the Nabatean engineer-farmers built a series
of stout dams to raise its flow so that part of the
water would spill over to terraces along the sides.
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To divert water to still higher ground, they built

stone conduits upstream from the dams.

Realizing that the slightest change in the
dimensions or direction of the watercourse would
throw the entire system out of gear, they buili
strong masonry walls along its entire length to fix
its boundaries permanently. Among the other re-
finements in the system was a low stone wall
along the higher slopes which acted as an "in-
clined collector," diverting runoff water from
plots already well watered and conducling it to
otherwise unreachable plots.

Less labor intensive -than moisture-maximizing
dry farming is mixed-agropastoral dry farming.
Found throughout the semiarid plains and highland
regions of the Middle East, this technique involves
raising field crops such as wheat, barley, and lentils
on the arable plains and raising sheep and goats on
the stubble fields and on nearby mountain slopes
and desert pastures, Mixed agropastoral farmers
may further diversify their production strategy by
raising peas, tomatoes, cucumbers, and melons in
garden plots in the vicinity of their villages.
Sometimes orchards are also found near setile-
ments in which primarily olives and grapes, but al-
so other fruits, such as apricots and figs, are pro-
duced. The many different ways in which these var-
ious enterprises are combined vary not only in ac-
cordance with local topographic and hydrologic
conditions, but also in accordance with sociopoliti-
cal and economic circumstances (Gulick 1971: 89),

Transhumance

One way to summarize the diversity of animal-
based food production strategies which prevail in
the Middle East is to distinguish between two prin-
cipal patterns of migration, namely, transhumance
or vertical migration and plains or horizonial mi-
gration (Beaumont et al. 1976: 152-158; Bates and
Rassam 1983: 110-112). Transhumance, which in-
volves the seasonal movement of people and ani-
mals from lowland to highland environments in
scarch of pasture, is an ancient phenomenon in the
mountainous regions of the Middle East. Typically,
transhumants specialize in sheep and goats which
they move belween winter pastures in the lowlands
amd summer pastures in the cooler highlands. Cat-
fle are also sometimes herded, especially in some

paris of the Taurus and Zagros mountains where
the supply of water and pastures is more plentiful
tham in the mountainous regions further to the

south. In many cases, transhumants occupy perma-

nent homes and villages in the winter season, mov-
ing into tents only in the spring and summer in
order to follow their flocks. Transhumants may
also engage in the production of wheat and barley
on the highlands and in the vicinity of springs and
wadis on the mountain slopes. Examples of this
kind of agropastoral transhumance existed in
Transjordan in the beginning of the present cen-
tury and throughout certain historical periods
(Tristram 1873; Glubb 1938).

Horizontal Nomadism

In comparison with transhumants, pastoralists
engaged in horizontal migrations typically have to
move longer distances in search of water and pas-
ture for their animals. Because of the longer dis-
tances involved, such groups tend to rely more
heavily on the dromedary or the single-humped
camel, To the camel nomads of the Arabian Penin-
sula and the Sahara, this animal serves as the prin-
cipal provider of food, as a means of freight trans-
port, and as a source of leather and wool (English
1977: 181). Because the camel can exist for almost
a month in the wintertime without water, and can
go for three to four days without food in the sum-
mer, it is admirably suited to life in the desert
regions traversed by horizontal pastoralists, As in
the case of transhumant pastoralists, the migration
routes and patterns of livelihood of plains pastoral-
ists vary from place to place depending on the pre-
vailing hydrological and sociopolitical conditions.

Hunting, Gathering, and Fishing

Throughout the Middle East hunting of wild
animals and birds and gathering of wild herbs,
roots, and fruits is carried out by both cultivators
and pastoralists as a complementary activity. Be-
cause of their wider movements, which enhance
access, and the greater seasonal scarcity with which
they have to cope, transhumants and particularly
camel nomads have traditionally been more depen-
dent on hunting and gathering as a source of food
than have stationary farmers (Musil 1907). The
latter, on the other hand, have traditionally been
more likely to eat fish caught in nearby streams or
along the coasts of the Mediterranean, the Red
Sea, the Persian Gulf, or the Indian Ocean. Typi-
cally, fishing is a specialty of certain members of
otherwise agricultural villages located along the
coasts or nearby inland bodies of water such as the
Sea of Galilee (Gulick 1971: 89).
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Interdependence of Stratcgies

As will be explained in further detail below,
none of these various types of food production
strategies are carried out independently of each
other. They occur in various associations through-
out the region, and various configurations of symbi-
otic relationships can be found, particularly be-
tween pastoralists and cultivators. Furthermore, as
a result of the side-by-side occurrence of seden-
tarization and nomadization, individual households
gradually become more nomadic or more seden-
tary. Thus, as we shall see in Chapter Three, in the
course of a century, tribes formerly engaged in hor-
izontal camel pastoralism gradually shifted their
emphasis to agropastoral transhumance, then (o
mixed agropastoralism, and finally, today, to com-
mercial agribusiness. The structural conditions
which make possible such transitions in mode of
livelihood throughout the Middle East will be ex-
amined in closer detail below.

The Influence of Plants and Animals
on Human Mobility

The effect which the type of plants and animals
produced by a given producer unit has upon the
degree of mobility of the people involved has been
noted by several researchers concerned with the
Middle East. Least free to migrate, for example,
are those farmers who specialize in the production
of perennial crops such as frait trees. Not only do
such enterprises require year-round protection,
they also require a great deal of tending, Further-
more, in order for farmers to even consider mak-
ing the investment necessary to grow large quan-
tities of fruit trees, they must be able to count on
having continuous cultivation rights on the land
they desire to develop. Thus, production of peren-
nial crops is possible only when certain prerequisite
social and political conditions exists which assure
the farmer that continuous rights to a parlicular
plot of land are likely in the foreseeable future.

Because vegetables were difficult to transport
uver long distances and almost impossible to pre-
serve for any length of time during antiquity, they
were grown in small quantities primarily for focal
consumption in season (Beaumont et al 1976: 160-
162). Production of field crops such as wheat and
burley, therefore, had, and still have, many advan-
fapes over fruits and vegetables. To begin with,
praing can readily be transported over long dis-

tances and can last for several years under appro-
priate conditions of storage. Furthermore, once a
field has been sown, it requires very little tending
under dry-farming conditions, and a crop usually
matures within a period of four to five months.
Field crops, therefore, can be grown even when no
long-term guarantees of continuous cultivation
rights are possible, Once a crop has been har-
vested, the field can either be planted again in a
system of rotation, or the stubble fields may be
used for grazing by pasture animals. Indeed, in the
Middle East, field crops are usually always linked
to livestock production of one kind or another
(Gulick 1971: 89; Grigg 1974: 123).

Much less tied to a stationary mode of existence
than are cuitivators are those households which
specialize in the production of pasture animals. Al-
though pigs and cattle are sometimes herded in
comparatively well-watered regions, the vast major-
ity of migratory houscholds specialize in cither
sheep and goats or camels. While sheep need to
drink every two days when the vegetation is dry
and desiccated, they can sometimes go without
drinking for up to ten days when the vegetation is
fresh and green (Beaumont ef al. 1976: 154). Goats
arc hardier than sheep because of their ability to
go without water for longer periods than sheep and
because of their omnivorous diets. Goats are also
much better climbers, which means that they can
graze where other pasture animals cannot go. Also,
goats "have a higher rate of reproduction than
sheep and a lactation period which is 50 to 100 per
cent greater than that of sheep" (Beaumont et al.
1976: 154).

The camel's ability to go without water for up
to thirty days in the wintertime and for three to
four days in the hot summer has alrcady been
noted. Able to subsist on parched grass and desic-
cated shrubs, it is able to survive under the [east
favorable of watering and pasturage conditions.
While the donkey can subsist on a similarly deteri-
orated pasture, it nceds to be watered at least
cvery (wo days, which makes it much more restrict-
ing in tcrms of migration in desert regions
(Beaumont ¢t al 1976: 154). The distance which a
common baggage camel can cover in a day is about
15 to 20 miles (English 1977: 181).

In order to provide a minimal supply of food
for a household or tent, it is estimated that its
members would have to raise "between 25 and 60
sheep and goats and from 10 to 25 dromedaries”
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(Beaumont et al. 1976: 154). In good years, herders
tend to build up the numbers of animals in their
herds as a hedge against bad years, when their
numbers sometimes reach a critical low. Because
the reproduction rate of dromedaries is rather
slow, formalized raiding by one tribe of the camels
of anothér was traditionally a widespread practice
among the inhabitants of the desert regions of the
Middle East (Sweet 1960).

The composition of herds is seldom made up of
one single species, but is instead variously con-
stituted, depending on the particular landscape and
social conditions to which herding households must
adapt. Indeed, herders may over time adjust their
numbers of camels, donkeys, sheep, and goats in
accordance with whether their migration routes are
being expanded or constricted. Glubb (1938)
noted, for example, with regards to the Beni Sakhr
of Transjordan, that as thcy became more seden-
tary, they gradually reduced their nembers of cam-
els in favor ol more sheep and goats. Furthermore,
as they beccame more stationary, they began to
grow limited quantities of cereals on the grasslands
which formerly had served as pastures for their
camels. This led eventually to the addition of cattle
to their livestock in order to provide traction
power for their plows.

The Structural Foundations of
Sedentarization and Nomadization

The Fluidity of Social Units in the Middle East

We have seen in the previous section that the
annual summer drought is an environmental haz-
ard in the countries of the Middle East 1o which a
range of different adaptive responses have tradi-
tionally been possible, depending, in part, on re-
gional variation in topographical and hydrological
conditions. Despite the range of methods by which
food has been produced in different regions, a
certain underlying unity should be noted, however.
To begin with, the quest for food—whether by
means of raising crops or livestock or both, or
whether by means of stationary or migratory pat-
terns or both—bhas furnished a common goal and
has structured the daily and yearly routines of the
vast majority of the rural population since ancient
times. To a considerable degree, the end result of
this quest has been the production of certain
widely consumed foodstulls, the most important of

which are cereals, specifically wheat or barley, the
staple items grown or acquired by nearly every
household in the Middle East (May 1961: 345).
The preference for sheep and goats’ meat is also
widespread throughout the region, although the
supply in different regions varies to a greater ex-
tent than does the supply of cereals.

It was also suggested in the previous section
that a certain amount of flexibility in regards to
how these staple items are acquired by a particular
household or community is not only possible, but
often necessary. It was noted, for example, that
producers may adjust their strategies of production
either in the direction of increased cultivation or
increased pastoralism. Thus, despite the frequently
stated conception of the Middle East as a region
occupied by distinct groups of nomadic, semi-
nomadic or transhumant, and settled peoples, the
point which nceds to be emphasized is that when
the livelihood patterns of the various groups in this
region are considered over time, they will be found
to be much morc fuid than has been generally ac-
knowledged by investigators whose temporal frame
of refercnce has primarily been the present (Patai
1951; Awad 1970). In other words, rather than
viewing these groups, who because of their
different modes of production at a given point in
time appear to be somehow distinct from each
othcr, as having always been either nomads,
seminomads, or scttled villagers, the view advanced
here is that nomad, seminomad, and seitled are
stations on a temporal continuum along which
successive generations of households have moved
back and forth over the centuries.

While the rate at which shifts along this contin-
uwum occurred in the past probably involved
periods extending over several centuries (Glubb
1938), during the past one hundred years shifts in
the direction of stationary existence in either vil-
lages, towns, or citics have been greatly accelerated
throughout the Middle East. To a large degree,
this is due to the rise of modern national states,
which have encouraged, and in some cases forced,
the process of sedentarization of nomadic and
seminomadic groups (Marx 1967; Awad 1970,
Bates and Rassam 1983).

In the following paragraphs several proposals
are advanced regarding the structural foundations
of Middle Eastern socicty. Specifically, attention
will be focuscd on the mechanisms whereby the
fluidity of social groups in this region is facilitated,
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namely tribal organization, political allegiance, and
shared ideals.

Tribal Organization

Perhaps one of the best examples of mecha-
nisms which make possible the fluidity of social
units in the Middle East is that of tribal organiza-
tion. Over the past two decades research has been
accumulating which shows that tribal identity in the
Middle East is a complex phenomenon involving
ethnopolitical ideologies such as notions of
patrilineal descent and segmentary lineage; admin-
istrative assumptions regarding corporate identity
and fixed territorial boundaries; practical notions
invoked in the settlement of disputes over pasturcs
and other political claims, marriage strategies, and
patronage; and finally, analytical conceptions held
by anthropologists (Bickelman 1981: 88).

As a mechanism facilitative of social fluidity,
native notions of tribal identity are important (o
consider. First, the notion of common descent
through patrilineal blood lines must be understood
for what it is, namely a metaphor for signifying
notions of closeness (Bates and Rassam 1983: 261).
Closeness "can develop through cooperation with
nearby houscholds, mutual herding arrangements,
kinship and patronage relations, and other bonds
of mutual intercst" (Eickelman 1981: 93). In other
words, while blood lines may be involved in many
cases of tribal identity and closeness, they are by
no means always involved, Thus, considerable
flexibility exists when it comes to who may belong
to a given tribe. "What counts,” wrote Eickelman
(1981: 93) "is who acts together in a sustained way
on various ritual and political occasions.”

The linkage between notions of tribal identity
and the quest for food has been emphasized by
Marx (1977). Given the ecology of the nomad’s
habitat, it is necessary for the survival of individ-
uals and households that they maintain networks of
institutionalized relationships. To belong o a par-
ticular tribe, therefore, is to belong to a social
cnlity which has control over particular natural
resources or areas of subsistence. These areas may
or may not be used exclusively by members of the
tribe, and certain parts of their territory may even
e controlled by other tribes. By means of "multi-
ple close-knit networks of relationships that are
cocxlensive with the territory controlled by the
(ribesmen,” households of a given tribe are pro-

vided with access to watering places and pastures
and afforded security in the face of natural hazards
and dangers presented by outsiders (Marx 1977
343-344).

It is in their relationship with outsiders that
members of a tribe tend to emphasize their corpo-
rateness as a single political unit. It is in such con-
texts, as well, that the role and function of the
tribal chief or headman comes into focus (Barth
1961; Marx 1967, 1977; Bickelman 1981; Bates and
Rassam 1983). Indeed, as Bates and Rassam (1983:
258) have emphasized, "what most distinguishes the
Middle East politically is the persistence of tribal-
ism coexisting with the state." One major reason
for this coexistence is that the tribal form of politi-
cal organization has traditionally represented more
closely the local and regional interests of rural
subsistence units against the exploitative designs
and undertakings of urban populations and city
clites (Bates and Rassam 1983: 266). Thus, by
claiming common descent and rallying behind a
paramount chief, tribesmen are able to enter into
negotiations with representatives of the state as a
singular corporate entity. Alternatively, they may
join together in alliances structured by means of
the principle of scgmentary Jineage, and go to war
against the state. Such alliances are impermanent
and ever-shifting, however, depending on the pur-
poses to be achieved at a given point in time and
spacc. Whether for purposes of negotiations with
outside powers or outright war, tribal entities are,
as Bates and Rassam (1983: 267) have noted, "al-
most naturally competitive with the state form of
political organization."

Given the importance of tribes as, among other
things, a type of lobbying group representing the
interests of various rural subsistence units through-
out the Middle East, it stands to reason that tribal
forms of organization may be found among settled
villagers as well as among transhumants and more
nomadic groups, In other words, the presence of
this form of orpanization among settled villagers
may not nccessarily be taken as a sign of their
nomadic descent, as has been suggested by Patai
(1970: 191). Instead, as Gulick (1971) has empha-
sized, farming and herding are symbiotically related
ceologics between whom exist certain  common
forms of organization and beliefs, such as ad-
herence to the practice of patrilineal descent, With
specific reference to the Arab Levant Gulick
(1971: 99-100) writes as follows:
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Farming and herding are both very ancient in
the area. They appear to have developed to-
gether symbiotically. In the well-watered hills,
farming has tended always to predominate, with
herding as a technical adjunct; whereas east of
the Arab Levant, where farming is impossible be-
cause of the aridity, herding predominates. In the
very irregularly bordered intermediate zone, so-
cial groups specializing in one or the other ecol-
ogy have always interpenetrated each other, and,
in additien, there has always been a tendency for
individuals or groups to be "converted" from one
ecology to the other. This conversion has been
made possible by the fact that despite the nega-
tive stereotypes in terms of which farmers and
herders view each other at any given time, their
techniques are symbiotically related and further-
more they share certain non-ecological patterns,
such as patrilineal kinship. Owing to the latter,
farmers and erstwhile herders setiling together in
a new village—as has happened very frequently
since 1800 in the desert frinpe area—have few
conceptual problems to overcome, at least in the
matter of basic kinship organization and reiated
phenomena. Knowing that given a unilineal prin-
ciple of kinship organization a people can rela-
tively easily organize kinship groups which range
greatly in extensiveness depending on their needs,
we do not need to rely on imputed nomadic ori-
gins to account for the presence of widely rami-
fied kin groups or on imputed sedentary origins
to account for more restricted ones. In the desert
fringe arca there are groups of villages, each of
which is inhabited by a section of a recently no-
rnadic tribe, so that the whole can indeed be re-
garded as a “tribal" group consisting of localized
sedentary sections. But not all herders become
sedentarized in this fashion, and similar "tribai"
localizations occur in other arcas, the Jabal
Ansariyah, for example, whose people have been
farmers for a very long time.

The flexibility of the unilineal principle of kin-
ship organization in facilitating the conversion from
herder to cultivator or vice versa has been noted
by other investigators as weil. For example, Swidler
has noted that the conversion of nomads into culti-
vators gives rise to the localized descent group and
the extended family in order 1o "provide stabilized
access to cuitivatable tracis through tenancy con-
tracts." Such agnatic lineages do not arise to the
same cxlenl in the nomad camp structure because,
as was noled above, greater flexibility is required in
order (o extend the network of relationships neces-
sary to survive as a migratory subsistence unit, The
stationary villager, by contrast, does not require, {0
the same extent, the "structural capacity to expand

and contract in response to nomadic requirements”
(Swidler 1973: 36).

The importance of tribal organizations among
settled cultivators as a means 10 organize access to
tracts of land and protect against predation by
hostile villagers or nomads has been reported in
several accounts of village life in the Middle East
in the previous century. For example, Antoun
(1972) discusses the existence, in the Ajlun district
of Transjordan, of cooperative arrangements be-
tween several villages for the purposes of mutual
defense against predation. Under the leadership of
a headman or sheikh from the largest village a
local army could be constituted which was made up
of males drawn from the various agnatic lincages
living in the region. Reports of the existence of
similarly organized villages and district sheikhs
elsewhere in Palestine during the Late Ottoman
Period have also been discussed by Reilly (1981)
and Zenner (1972).

In a study dealing with the rural population of
Saudi Arabia, Cole (1973) has proposed that,
rather than thinking of the nomadic groups of this
region being somehow discrete and well-bounded
units, they should be thought of as being enmeshed
in a single system with the sedentary population.
This enmeshment or integration is evident at three
levels: at the village level where villagers interact
mainly with nomads at the subiribal grouping of
the lincage; at the tribal level where a nomadic
tribe, as a grouping in itself, is involved in dealings
with rcgional urban centers; and at the national
level where the nomadic tribes provide the major
military support of the nation-state.

Finally, Barth’s (1961) observations concerning
the conversion of certain nomadic members of the
Basseri tribe to settled villagers and vice versa
offers a further example of the fluidity of social
units in the rural regions of the Middle East. On
the one hand, when the wealth accumulated by a
nomadic houschoid through the sale of animals
and other enterprises reaches a certain level, it
becomes economically advantageous for them to
settle and invest in other resources, such as land,
rather than risk sudden loss and impoverishment
by continuing to migrate. But when drought or
other adverse conditions result in the failure of a
herd to grow, certain of the nomadic households
are sometimes forced out of necessity to settle. In
either case, when it becomes economically feasible
for them to do so, such households may again elect
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10 convert back into being nomads. Indeed, in the
case of some Basseri households this process of
sedentarization and nomadization may be repeated
several times in the course of a century.

Political Allegiance

While tribalism furnishes an organizational
context for the conversion of nomads into seden-
taries and vice versa, patterns of political aliegiance
structure obligations between various social units
and the flow of material exchanges between them.
To the extent that such patterns of political alle-
giance structure the options available to individual
households with regard to opportunities and incen-
tives for becoming more sedcntary Or more noma-
dic in their quest for food, they can be regarded as
mechanisms which make possible the fluidity of
social units in the Middle East.

Differing views have been offered regarding the
extent to which nomadic populations have tradi-
tionally dominated sedentary agriculturalists in the
Middle East. One side of this debate is advanced
by Barth (1973) who has argued that the inherent
tendency of pastoral production systems to grow at
a greater natural rate than agricuitural ones has
given the nomad the advantage. Because saving
and investment are "necessary under all circum-
stances," given the nature of the pastoralist enter-
prise, and furthermore, given that such investment
is possible without the benefit of economic institu-
tions that facilitate the conversion of herd capital
into food, pure pastoral systems lead more quickly
to the accumulation of surpluses and give risc
faster to military superiority. According to ‘Barth,
then, the basic pattern of nomad-sedentary rela-
tions in the Middle East is the result of the seesaw
of power between pastoralists on the one side, and
urban elites on the other, in their competition over
cultivators’ loyalties and surpluses. Writes Barth:

On the domestic level, within local areas, an
income flow tends to be set up from agricultural
units to pastoral units, sustaining & local domi-
nance by the pastoralists. However, cities with
their urban elites, controlling the state apparatus,
also prey on the cultivating households, and they
do so by very effective and stable force and con-
trol, making peasants of the cultivators and draw-
ing a substantial tax flow from them. Through
this there is a tendency for the peasant house-
holds to be ground down even further by debt
burdens to middieman entrepreneurs.

These state systems, however, have great
difficulties controliing and dominating nomadic
pastoralists, who may choose among several stra-
tegies in their accommodation to the state: sub-
mitting to it in return for peace, withdrawing and
defending themseives from it to avoid the tax
drain, or seeking control by attempting conquest
of the whole state apparatus, But any rising local
elitc of pastoralists, no matter what policy they
choose vis-a-vis the siate, tends to be drawn into
the wider system of stratification obtaining in the
rcgion as a whole, and therefore to embroil
themselves in competition with urban elites—per-
haps reversing income flows and dissipating ad-
vantages thal have been won (1973: 17-18).

On the other side of the debate over the nature
of patterns of domination and allegiance in the
Middle East is Asad (1973), who argues, on the
basis of historical material, that the pastoralists’
advantages are not what they are purported to be
by Barth, and that, in fact, sedentary domination of
pastoralists is more the rule than the exception
historically in the Middle East. Like Barth (1973),
Cole (1973), and Swidler (1973), Asad starts with
the assumption that in the Middle East, pastoralists
and cultivators belong to a single economic system,
but rather than isolating conceptually systems of
production from systems of power, as docs Barth
(1973), Asad notes "the intrinsic connection be-
tween the exercise of coercive power and modes of
generating surpluses’ (Asad 1973: 72).

The important distinction to note in this regard
is that between exploiters and exploited. Since, in
general, agricultural populations are more easily
exploitable than are pastoralists, the point which
historical materials dealing with nomad-sedentary
relations bear out, according to Asad, is that first,
“pastoralists have been more successful at resisting
than imposing structures of domination," and sec-
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ond, that whenever pastoralists have actually suc-
ceeded in capturing the state apparatus by means
of which cultivators have been controlled, they did
so by abandoning their power base in pastoralism,
becoming instead town-based rulers themselves
with their own regular armies, In other words, over
the millennia of competition between urban elites
and pastoralists for the surpluses produced by
cultivators, power has been shifted back and forth
between sedentary urban elites and sedentary
tribesmen. Never, according to Asad, has the
power base shifted from cultivators to migratory
pastoralist tribesmen (Asad 1973: 72). This is be-
cause migratory tribesmen "cannot constitute a reg-
ular state army and remain pastoralists,” Thus, he
concludes, "it makes little sense to generalize about
the military advantage of nomadic mobility over
sedentary immobility as such" (Asad 1973: 71).

The difference between Barth’s and Asad’s
views on patterns of political allegiance is clearly
one of emphasis. While Barth emphasizes the op-
portunities for domination which come to pastoral-
ists because of the inherent tendency of their
enterprises to expand more rapidly than those of
cultivators, Asad is more concerned about the
capacities for exploitation and the exercise of coer-
cive power of nomadic pastoralists vis-a-vis seden-
tary elites (cf. Rosenfeld 1965). By keeping in mind
Asad’s point, we are helped to see that the rela-
tions between nomadic and sedentary populations
are generally less antagonistic and oppressive than
is often suggested. However, there is no fundamen-
tal difference between these two views over the
basic fact that cultivators are generally more casily
exploited than are pastoralists,

Given the greater capacity of state systems for
the exercise of coercive power, it stands to reason
that the process of sedentarization of rural house-
holds is one which tends to be directly promoted
by the policies and actions of the state apparatus,
In order to feed the growing numbers of bureau-
crats, craftsmen, and other specialists tending to
congregate in towns and at the urban centers of
power, policies are formulated and actions are
taken by members of the ruling elite which grad-
ually induce cultivators to produce and turn over
grealer guantities of food surpluses. In contrast to
this, the process of nomadization of rural house-
holds is best understood as a form of resistance, a
sort of natvral response by the rural population to
the exploitative undertakings of urban elites.

Rather than being a process that is deliberately in-
stituted by pastoralists, it represents instead a form
of escape, a return to greater independence, and a
distancing on the part of some members of the
rural population from the cultural and economic
domination of urban elites.

Shared Ideals

To the mechanisms of tribal organization and
political allegiance may be added a third mechan-
ismn facilitative of social fluidity in the Middle East,
namely shared ideals. To begin with, it was noted
already that the ideal of tribal or kin-based social
organization is one which is shared by cultivators
and pastoralists alike throughout the Middle East.
Related to this ideal are a number of others, in-
cluding, as Patai (1970: 192) has noted, "the princi-
ple of collective responsibility, which is expressed
in such institutions as the blood feud and raiding,
the inviolate laws of hospitality and sanctuary, and
the concepts of honor, name, and nobility." Signifi-
cantly, while all of these ideals appear in their most
intensive form among the true nomads . . . they
successively lose their significance as one proceeds
across the range from the true nomads, through
the seminomads, to the semisedentary and the
completely sedentary cultivators.

In light of what was stated above regarding pat-
terns of political domination in the Middle East, it
is significant that the tendency to idealize the no-
madic way of life is one which can be found among
cultivators and nomads alike throughout the Mid-
dle East. This tendency stems not only from the
fact that among nomads, the ideals of egalitari-
anism, collective responsibility, hospitality, honor,
and nobility are more intense, as noted above, but
also from the traditional perception of the nomadic
way of life as being independent of and less af-
fected by the cultural and economic domination of
urban elites. Thus, despite their collection of trib-
ute and their raiding of agricultural villagers, a per-
ception of them as brothers has traditionally pre-
vailed in the rural regions of the Middle East
(Eickelman 1981: 68).

Finally, the extent to which shared religious be-
liefs and pracliccs may have facilitated social fluid-
ity in the Middle East is a matter that should be
further investigated. While it is beyond the scope
of this research (0 do so, it might be noted that
after the rise of Isfam, a "commonality of practice
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and ritual" emerged throughout the Middle East
which served to integrate and bind together the
peoples of this region in a manner which may have
previously never existed (Eickelman 1981: 204).
Whether a similar integrative influence was exerted
by earlier monotheisms of the region, Judaism and
Christianity, is a question which no doubt others
have asked, although perhaps not specifically with
reference to the role of these religions in
facilitating social fluidity as discussed here.

Documented Cases of Sedentarization
and Nomadization

Rationale Behind Selection of Cases

Given what has been said above about the exis-
tence of mechanisms in Middle Eastern societics
which facilitate, over the course of successive gen-
erations of households, transitions between noma-
dic and sedentary modes of livelihood, is there any
evidence that such long-term shifts have actually
occurred? In reply to this question, we shall focus
attention on two well-documented accounts of
long-term changes in settlement and landuse from
two separate regions in the Middle East, namely
the Mesopotamian floodplain (Adams 1978) and
Cyrenaica in eastern Libya (Johnson 1973). The se-
lection of these two cases provides us with exam-
ples of the processes of sedentarization and no-
madization in a riverine lowland environment and
a mountainous environment (Cyrenaica). In each
instance, a variety of literary, environmental, and
archaeological data have been utilized in order to
provide a reconstruction of food system transitions
which have occurred since prehistoric times in
these respective regions. The disciplinary back-
grounds of the authors are anthropology (Adams)
and geography (Johnson).

While other works have been published which
include examples of long-term transitions in Middle
Fastern food systems, such as for example Hunt-
ington (1907), Reifenberg (1955), Sweet (1960),
McNeill (1963), Hole, Flannery, and Neely (1969},
Butzer (1976), Redman (1978), and Naveh and
Dan (1973), the two works examined here are of
patticular interest because both regard the pro-
cesses of sedentarization and nomadijzation as
heing ceatral to understanding the cyclic rise and
{t] of high-intensity food systems within their res-
pective regional contexts, Furthermore, the tempo-

ral frame of reference of both overlaps with that of
the present study, namely the period of time be-
tween 1200 B.C. and the present.

The Mesopotamian Floodplain, Iraq

On the basis of archaeological surface recon-
naissance along a section of the Euphrates flood-
plain in Iraq more than 175 km in length and more
than 75 km in width, Robert Adams and colleagues
{Adams 1965, 1974, 1978, 1981; Adams and Nissen
1972) have sought to document and undersiand the
relationship between changing configurations of
canal irrigation and social institutions. Their
surveys have enabled them to conclude that flood-
water management along the banks of the Euphra-
tes became increasingly intensive after 4000 B.C.
This gradual process of intensification was
repeatedly interrupted by periods of abatement,
however, To understand why this occurred, it is
first necessary to take a closer look at the hydro-
logical and topographical conditions which existed
along this floodplain in antiquity.

Unlike the Tigris River, which flows with great
force 10 the east of the Euphrates in a single en-
trenched bed, the Euphrates River is a slow-
moving strcam which flows in a meandering pat-
tern forming multiple channels that separate and
rejoin. As thesc streams overtop their banks during
flooding season, sediments are deposited on the
back slope of the banks, thus forming natural
levees which are used for cultivation, To these nat-
ural canals, the ancients gradually added artificial
ones which also overtopped their banks, thus pro-
ducing additional levees and extending the cultivat-
able arca. Between these levees, and in the back
swamps which are formed as the floodwaters find
their way to depressions located along both sides
of the parent stream, are lands providing pasturage
for large herds of sheep and goals in the spring.

Sedentarization and urbanization along the
Euphrates during the 4th and 3rd millennia B.C.
(the Uruk through Early Dynastic periods) began
with the gradual cstablishment of farmsteads and
villages along the Euphrates floodplain. As the
number of such rural settlements increased, region-
ally differentiated hierarchies of towns, urban cen-
ters, and cities began to appear which gradually be-
gan 1o assume importance as centers of economic,
political, and religious administration and control
(Adams 1981: 60, 90). Toward the end of the 4th




44 SEDENTARIZATION AND NOMADIZATION

millennium (during the Early Dynastic 1 Period),
however, a process of progressive abandonment of
rural settlements occurred which involved drastic
reductions in the number of farmsteads, villages,
and towns, and a concentration of the population
in an increasing number of larger urban centers,
Along with this shift came increased concentration
of settlements along a small number of major
Euphrates channels at the expense of the earlier
pattern which had involved cultivation along
multiple, often meandering and isolated channels
not clearly related to one another in a continuous
network (Adams and Nissen 1972: 12).

This pattern of sedentarization, whereby "iso-
lated pockets of landuse coalesced into larger ag-
glomerations" around cities and military strong
points is contrary to "the entire historic record of
Mesopotamian settlement” which "makes clear that
stable, centralized regimes promote dispersion of
the agricultural population into the countryside,
closer to the fields" (Adams 1981; 88). Why, then,
did it happen in this manner in this period of ur-
ban origins? In Adams’ (1981: 88) view, this pat-
tern is attributable to the existence during this
period of a "discontinuous fabric of administration.”
Instead of a centralized, region-wide, political re-
gime having been established, and "in spite of con-
siderable intercommunication and cultural homoge-
neity,” the political structure "remained a patch-
work of constituencies” (Adams 1981: 90). Not ex-
plicitly discussed with reference to this period of
urban beginnings is the process of nomadization
which undoubtedly occurred simultaneously with
the flight of rural farmers to the cities during the
Late Uruk through Early Dynastic I periods. That
such a process occurred during these millennia can
safely be assumed, for as Adams has pointed out,
"pastoralism was intimately linked in many ways
with sedentary and even urban pursuits" through-
out "all periods" along the Mesopotamian flood-
plain. Indeed, "it repeatedly served as the indispen-
sable source of ecological flexibility and resilience
in the aftermath of natural or socially induced
disasters" (Adams 1981: 11). _

In contrast to the Uruk through Early Dynastic
I periods, which had been an epoch of steady
growth leading to an urban climax, the next two
millennia, namely the 2nd and 1st which included
the Early Dynastic II through Middle Babylonian
periods, experienced no similar accumulative
trends. Instead, what is revealed by the settlement

pattern maps is an "ebb and flow of population
into and away from outlying regions, expanding
and contracting the nuclei of settlement and cul-
tivation in response to fairly transitory political
stimuli" (Adams 1981: 130). The political coroliary
of this situation was a cyclic process involving alter-
nating tendencies in the direction of political cen-
tralization and fragmentation (Adams 1981: 133).

During this same period, the inhabitants of the
floodplain undertook to dike, straighten, and
deepen the major watercourses in order to "assure
the passage into the cities of barges with bulk
foodstuffs and other riverine commerce" (Adams
1981: 245). Widencd was the area under cultivation
along each of the major channels, especially in the
vicinity of the major cities, while the smaller chan-
nels located in more outlying areas decreased in
number, In harmony with the impressions provided
by the setticment data and the political picture, the
watercourse configuration which emerged during
these millcnnia "was not for the most part a pro-
duct of planned, systematic construction, but was
instead an oulgrowth of small-scale modifications
and improvements” (Adams 1981: 245),

To account for the expanding and contracting
of sctilements during these millennia, Adams
(1981: 136) draws aticntion, among other factors,
to Rowton’s (1976: 24-27) research which has pos-
ited the cxistence of a pastoral corridor to the
north and cast of the Mesopotamian floodplain,
This corridor is believed to have served "repeatedly
to channel new groupings of nomads and semino-
mads into close proximity and hostile interaction
with the great urban centers." Given the "structural
and ethnic continuum® which Adams (1981: 136)
belicves existed across the frontiers of cultivation, a
process occurred during these millennia involving
the "acculturation of particular groups proceeding
backward and forward between nomadization and
sedentarization according to circumstances”
(Adams 1981: 136).

The process of nomadization which occurred
during these millennia is further illuminated when
attention is focused on the textile trade. Since
textiles enabled "commercial relations with regions
whose natural resources Mesopotamia altogether
lacked," the pastoral sector of the regional econ-
omy may at certain times have been encouraged by
urban elites connected with the central state lead-
ership. But as the powers of the ruling dynasties
would erode,
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the attachment of outlying semisedentary ele-
ments would have been the first to loosen. Their
largely pastoral basis conferred mobility, and mo-
bility in turn conferred a greater opportunity
either to shift loyalties to rival powers or to with-
hold support and tend toward greater degrees of
independence and aularchy.
Thus, the formation of "impressive royal herds car-
ried within it the seeds of a far-reaching dissolution
of the web of political and economic interrelation-
ships, once the initial organizing impulse had run
its course” (Adams 1981: 149},

Beginning in the [atter half of the 1st millen-
nium B.C,, in the Neo-Babylonian Period, the cy-
clic pattern of ebb and flow which had prevailed
for over two millennia gave way to a millennium of
steady intensification of the food system and a
pumping up of the urban superstructure to an un-
precedented climax during the Sassanian Period in
the middle of the 1st millennium A.D. (ca, AD.
226-637). During this period of growth, "the
peoples of the lower Mesopotamian plain werc
more or less firmly incorporated in larger, longer-
lived, more heterogencous empires than had ex-
isted previously" (Adams 1981: 175). Simulta-
neously, an "immense expansion of the cultivated
area” took place "so that the total population of
the alluvium was significantly larger." Indeed, at its
peak, the Sassanian intensification effort led to
"three to four times as large an area” being de-
voted to irrigation agriculture as during the earlier
agrarian climax during the Third Dynasty of Ur in

the 3rd millennium B.C. (Adams 1978: 332).
To support this build-up of population and ur-

ban superstructure, dramatic advances in flood-
waler management were required and successfully
carried out. Not only was the network of artificial
canals greatly expanded, but more effective water-
lifting machinery to supplement gravity-flow canals
was introduced on a large scale so that cultivation
could be extended to the outermost limits of the
floodplain (Adams 1981: 246). Furthermore, for
the first time in history, the turbulent and deep-
{flowing waters of the Tigris were harnessed so that
{is flow couid be channeled into the network of
canals which by this time had expanded southward
to its banks. Unlike, therefore, the small-scale
modifications implemented during the earlier mil-
lonnia, the "ambitiousness and complexity” of the
HBussanian scheme "strongly sugpgests that compo-
nonts of the irrigation system were planned and
- tonstructed according to uniform standards by full-

time specialized, technically very competent cadres”
(Adams 1981: 246).

The collapse of the Sassanian maximization
drive appears to have been caused by "an array of
political, economic, and ecological factors.” To
begin with, the system of intersecting grids of canal
levees tended to disrupt the natural surface drain-
age channels, thus hastening the rise of saline
water, Additionally, the high degree of managerial
competency and bureaucracy, which was needed in
order to manage the flooding cycles of both the
Tigris and the Euphrates rivers, served fo increase
the vulnerability of the entire system to potential
destabilization due to managerial incompetence
and power rivalries. This vulnerability was further
heightened by the emphasis given to cereal cultiva-
tion at the expense of a more diversified, mixed
agropastoral economy. Not only did this lead to an
increased sense of futility and frustration for the
peasants who were forced to cultivate lands which
were at best marginally productive, it also led to
diminished supplies of meat and dairy products
duc (o insufficient quantities of pasture animals
being produced. The culmination of these general
conditions led to mainourishment of the peasant
producers, weakened resistance to disease, and
evenually, to massive dic-ofls from famine and
plaguc at the end of the Sassanian Period (Adams
1978: 333; 1981: 200-214).

That nomadization remained an option for
many of the rural households during this millen-
nium of build-up and coliapse is certain, although
Adams is short on specifics. This he implicitly ac-
knowledges, noting that the two-way street between
nomads and sedentaries is one which has been
"systematically underrepresented,” not only by his
own methods, but also generally by most other
"spokesmen for urban institutions" {Adams 1978:
334). The picture which emerges from his discus-
sion, nevertheless, is one of a gradual process of
accumulative failurcs on the part of urban elites
resuiting in a continual loosing of the web of inter-
dependencics whercupon the Sassanian urban su-
perstructure had come to rest. Rather than having
actively contributed to this failure, the process of
nomadization must have occurred as a natural sur-
vival response by the tribally organized elements of
the rural popuiation to the increasingly intolerable
conditions which accumulated in the hinterlands of
the once powerful urban centers. Over the follow-
ing centuries, this response became the prevailing
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one in the Mesopotamian floodplain until the
advent of the modern era (Adams 1981: 175-228).

The popular tendency in the literature about
the Middle East to represent the relationship be-
tween nomads and sedentaries as inevitably antag-
onistic does not receive support in Adams’ work.
Instead, throughout his analysis, Adams repeatedly
reminds of the fluidity of social life in the rural
hinterlands, emphasizing the back-and-forth move-
ment of individuals and houscholds between noma-
dic and sedentary pursuits. Indeed, as was noted
earlier, during certain periods of agricultural inten-
sification, the pastoral sector of the economy was
actually encouraged because of what it could offer
in the way of long-distance transportation and
animai products.

The Green Mountain of Cyrenaica, Libya

From Adams’ research, which, as we have seen,
dealt with food system alierations in a lowland,
riverine environment, we shall next turn to another
investigation which also offers evidence for long-
term shifts in patterns of settlement and landuse
involving the processes of sedentarization and
nomadization. In this case, however, a mountain-
ous highland region furnishes the ecological back-
drop. Specifically, the region dealt with in this
piece of historical geographic research is to be
found along the North African shoreline of the
Mediterranean in eastern Libya, It is known locally
as Jabal al-Akhdar, the Green Mountain of Cyre-
naica. According to Johnson (1973: iii), the pur-
pose of his inquiries in this region was to accom-
plish two goals: first, to study the changes which
have occurred over the past two centurics in the
livelihoods of the Bedouin of Cyrenaica; and se-
cond, to analyze the settlement history of the same
area in the light of insights gained from learning
about the contemporary population’s experience.

Jutting northward into the Mediterranean, the
Jabal al-Akhdar region consists of a series of
ascending platforms or terraces running from the
western coastline toward the east and rising to
about 800 m above sea level. As a natural
resource, this mountainous landscape stands out as
being relatively well endowed for the purposes of
both pastoral and agricultural pursuits when com-
pared with the marginality of areas to the ecast,
west and south, This is because, although rainfall is
both seasonal and extremely variable from year to

year, a variety of different ecological zones exists
along the ascending platforms and escarpments,
which provide a wide range of options when it
comes to alternative strategies for obtaining food
and managing the risks of drought and famine.

Traditionally, that for which every tribal proup
has striven in Jabal al-Akhdar is control over a
north-south strip of territory assuring access to the
full range of ecological zones available between the
coast and "across the agricultural areas of the high
plateau into the steppe and semi-desert grazing
areas on the Saharan fringes” (Johnson 1973: 34).
Because control over this entire range of resources
is beyond what is possible for any one family or
lineage segment, attachment to one of nine noble
tribes is claimed by all families in order to justify
"the practical realitics of ownership of land and
water resources.” In the case of each of these tribal
entitics, common descent is claimed by its mem-
bers from a fictitious legendary ancestor said to be
the progenitor of each tribe. Furthermore, to each
of these ninc noble lineages belongs a genealogi-
cally inferior tribe whose members stand in a client
relationship to their noble lineage mastets.

Until about four decades ago, nearly all Cyre-
naicans were nomads in the sense that

they derived most of their livelihood from

animals, shifted their animals about in response

to scasopal variations in the location of pasture

and waler, and participated in a shared value

system, myths, and tribal social structure

(Johnson 1973: 40),
Yet, "with few exceptions,” all practiced agriculture

as well. The extent is a function of the types of ani-
mals they herded. For example, along the coast,
where plant life is unsuitable for large herds of
caltle, sheep, and camels, goats were raised in
large numbers by the genealogically inferior client
tribesmen, In the alluvial fans of wadis and in wadi
bottoms where the soil was sufficiently moist and
fertile, these tribesmen also planted barley after
the first rains in the fall. A few cattle were also
kept for milk and plowing purposes, thanks to the
spring water available at the foot of the mountains,
Further inland, along the terraces, sheep, goats,
and cattle were raised by members of both inferior
and noble tribes. The better soils and rainfall con-
ditions which are in this region permitted culti-
vation of relatively large quantities of wheat and
barley, especially on the upper terraces. In Decem-
ber, following the planting of cereals on the moun-
tain terraces, houscholds would typically split up,
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with some of the young men migrating southward
into the desert fringes with their flocks of sheep
and goals after the winter rains had brought fresh
supplies of water and pasture. In the wadi beds
along the border of the desert, many of these her-
ders would engage in speculative sowing in hopes
that they might reap a rich harvest of grains. Such
speculative sowing was deemed worthy of the risk,
for if rainfall was sufficient, a harvest five times
more plentiful than on the terraces was sometimes
obtained. In late spring, when the desert fringe be-
came too dry, the herds would be brought back to
the mountain terraces where, as summer pro-
gressed, they would become concentrated around
the springs and cisterns upon which they depended
for water. Following the harvest of grains on the
terraces, the stubble ficlds became pastures for
flocks (Johnson 1973: 50-59).

To the south of the mountain slopes, along the
dip-slope which leads into the southern descry,
houscholds specializing in camel breeding could be
found. Unlike their northern kinsmen, who pro-
duced camels mainly for the sake of baggage trans-
port, these tribesmen raised them in order to live
by their mitk on their seasonal treks into the desert
oasis in the interior of the desert. Sheep and goats
were also produced by these households, but these
animals were herded separately from the camels.
While the goats were kept close by the tents so
that they could furnish milk to the family house-
holds, the sheep were herded to wherever suffi-
cient pasture and water could be found. Near the
principal watering points, in the broad flat wadi
beds, these same herders would sow grain in lim-
ited quantities as well. Thus, a rather complex pat-
tern of oscillating movements out from and back to
the Tamily households was the typical patiern in
this more arid region at the cdge of the desert,

Finally, a small number of tribesmen lived ex-
clusively by the camel and raised no grain of their
own. With these nomads, while their families would
camp near desert oases and other watering places,
their camels, herded by young men, would migrate
out into the arid steppe and desert fringes during
the rainy season. In the dry season, the animals
were herded on pastures closer 1o the wells and
the lamily tents,

Despite this range of different herding lifestyles
inong the nomads of Jabal al-Akhdar, a great de-
“pree of sameness existed as well. No "absolute sep-
‘Artion between the man who herds and the man

who farms” prevailed. Instead, the combination of
herding practices "blended imperceptibly intd one
another" and differences were "of degree rather
than of kind" (Johnson 1973: 39). Unlike nomadic
groups in other regions of the Middie East, depen-
dence on a sedentary population was minimal in
Cyrenaica, because nearly all families engaged in
both cultivation and pastoralism, albeit the relative
importance of one over the other varied considera-
bly as we have seen.

In order to obitain access to certain specialized
goods required by their lifestyle, such as teapots,
sugar, salt, tea, weapons, etc.,, the nomads of Jabal
al-Akhdar would rely on periodic markets which
appeared in the nearby larger villages and towns in
the summer months, when the nomads were pre-
vented from making their desert excursions. These
markets were invariably controlled by urban mer-
chants or rural shopkeepers (Johnson 1973: 78).
Operating outside the network of periodic markets,
furthermore, were complex patterns of trade and
debt relationships between tribesmen living in
dilferent ecological zones, who were tied to each
other by means of kinship or tribal affiliation.

The fluctuating frontiers of settled agriculture,
which historically have characterized Cyrenaica, are
understandable in light of the preceding ecological
model. Since the upland terraces are resources ca-
pable of supporting cither scdentlary larming or
pastoralism, farmers and herders have, over the
centuries, lived in varying degrees of competition
with each other. Periodically, hostile interactions
between these two competing elements have occur-
red. This has been due largely to the fact that dur-
ing certain centuries, the areas of high agricultural
potential, which the pastoralists neced access (o in
order for their economies to function smoothly,
have been denied them by sedentary rulers bent on
intensifying sedentary exploitation of the land.

In his monograph, Johnson (1973) has utilized
historical and archaeological sources in order (o
reconstruct the repetitive pattern of advance and
retreat of the agricultural frontier since pre-Roman
times. The process he describes begins with the
gradual alicnation by colonizers of the fertile agri-
cultural arcas of Cyrenaica from its native nomadic
population, namely the Libyan Berbers, who prac-
ticed a type of mixed agropastoral way of life in-
volving cereals and herds of sheep and goats. This
process was set in motion first, by the colonization
of Cyrenaica by Hellenistic and Greek settlers (be-
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tween ca. 639 and 96 B.C.), then later by the Ro-
mans and the Byzantines (between ca. 96 B.C. and
A.D. 642). The process reached its climax during
the Roman Imperial Period, when large numbers
of military veterans were settled in fortified farm-
steads and villages; when an extensive road net-
work was built which facilitated the movement of
soldiers to rural destinations and foodstuffs to
urban arcas; and when a series of forts and gar-
risons (the Cyrenaican Limes) were constructed
along the borders of the cultivatable land to
protect it from nomadic incursions. Along with
these protective measures, the Imperial Romans
also greatly improved the supply of water by dig-
ging cisterns, wells, and aqueducts throughout the
rural areas, as well as by their construction of agri-
cultural terraces and check dams to capture more
effectively the limited wadi run-off.

As efforts to tighten the frontier limes in-
tensified throughout the 3rd century A.D., "the
level of nomadic raids rose correspondingly and
reached a crescendo of violence" around A.D. 400
(Johnson 1973: 135). These nomadic reactions co-
incided with internal decay of administrative and
military powers in the sedentary areas, resulting in
the growth throughout the 4th century of "a quasi-
feudal system of illegal patrons for villages," who in
return for village support assisted the local
inhabitants in escaping the payment of taxes and in
protecting against the depredations of the nomads
(Johnson 1973: 136). Throughout the remainder of
the Byzantine Period, arrangements such as these
prevailed, resulting in the decline of the targe
imperial cities, and a flourishing of castles and
fortified churches in the countryside (Johnson
1973: 141).

Crucial to the turn of fortune in favor of the
nomads was the camel, which in this region ap-
pears first to have been introduced by the seden-
tary population for transportation purposes. Its
gradual adoption by the nomads was inevitable,
however, and immensely strengthened their efforts
to regain control over the vital agricultural areas,
which the Imperial Romans had succeeded in
alicnating from them almost completely. As the
centralized government apparatus continued to
weaken throughout the 5th and 6th centuries, the
rate of nomadic incursions, aided by the camel,
became more sustained. Gradually, the settled pop-
ulation was forced to come to terms with "their
now militarily more powerful bedouin neighbors."

Writes Johnson (1973: 160-161) about the resulting
process of nomadization:

The relative richness of the Jabal al-Akhdar
for a pastoral people, coupled with the mixed
agricultural-animai economy of the local bedouin,
made them relatively independent of sedentary
and urban products. Finding little of profit to be
derived from the settled population, the bedouin
went their own way, graduaily incorporating the
rural farmers and the vast majority of the urban
population into the nomadic tribal structure ei-
ther as outright genealogical equals or as marab-
tin client lineages. For the sedentary population
the change was not an impossible one; animals
always had hcld an important place in their eco-
noniic system, now it increasingly superseded ag-
ricujture as the focus of attention ... An alter-
ation of style as much as of substance, this pro-
cess of gradual acculturation cuiminated in a
nearly complcie bedouinization of al-Jabal al-
Akhdar and a return to the same pattern of land
use in vogue when Battus led the first party of
Greek colonists to Cyrene in 631 B.C,

The period which intervened between the de-
cline of the Byzantine Empire and the Italian col-
onization of Libya in 1911 were centuries during
which the nomadic lifestyle prevailed, despite at-
tempts by the Ottoman Turks to assert control
over the region. Because of the low pressure which
they exerted on the agricultural lands during these
intervening years, the Bedouin helped to preserve
and, in some places, actually contributed to the
restoration of the arboreal vegetation of the Green
Mountain of Jabal al-Akhdar (Johnson 1973: 194),
In their own way, they also contributed to the con-
tinuity between the Greco-Roman civilization by
"retaining regularities that related intimately to the
pre-existing settlement scheme” (Johnson 1973:
194). Thus, agricultural fields, though reduced in
extent, continued to be utilized; classical road beds
continued to function as footpaths and donkey
trails; Roman cisterns and wells continued to be
used as sources of water; and tombs were turned
into sites for human habitation, animal shelters, or
storage depots. Continuity with the past, therefore,

was inescapable, but found its expression through

the medivm of a different culture. Shaped and
adapted to fit the predilections of a pastorai
mystique, firm ties to the area’s classical heri-
tage were  nonetheless maintained  (Johnson

1973: 197).

In the present century, large-scale nomadic
settlement has progressed at an unprecedented
rate. This process has involved several different
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configurations, including the spontaneous settle-
ment of nomads in small genealogical clusters in
the vicinity of water resources close to their tradi-
tional agricuitural fields; settiement within their
traditional tribal territories in abandoned farm-
houses left by the Italian colonizers; planned gov-
ernment housing projects and rural-urban migra-
tion. With these changes have come a rapid decline
in the dependence on camels, increased production
of cereals and cash crops, and nonagricultural em-
ployment in local government agencies or indus-
tries. Because of their traditional value as a source
of capital investment and formation in the nomadic
community, "sheep continue today as the primary
symbol of continuvity and stability in a socicty
undergoing massive change” (Johnson 1973: 212).

The Levant

That the processes of sedentarization and no-
madization, which have contributed to the repeti-

tive advance and retreat of the frontier of agricul-
tural settlements in Mesopotamia and Cyrenaica,
have also contributed to the rise and fali of agricul-
tural settlements in the countries of Israel, Jordan,
Lebanon, and Syria is certain, Indeed, numerous
scholars have noted the oscillating pattern of on-
again off-again sedentary life in many localities
throughout the Levant, especially along the eastern
desert borders. Among them are Rostovizeff
(1932}, Glueck (1939), Kirk (1944), Lewis (1954),
Reifenberg (1955), Parr (1975), Bowersock (1983),
Cohen and Dever (1981), and many others. For
various reasons, however, systematic research—
conceived in a diachronic frame—concerned with
the comparative study of the processes of seden-
tarization and nomadization in the Levant, has
barely been begun. Focusing on the country of
Jordan, the research which is reported in the sub-
scquent chapters is offered as a beginning con-
tribution to this neglected anthropological problem,




