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Introduction

Throughout the arid zone of the Old World (North Africa, the Middle East, and Central Asia), until recently there were a number of pastoral nomadic tribes that had a consistent advantage in military encounters with more sedentary groups. As a result of this military advantage states based in sedentary societies were often unable to control them. States at times dealt with these groups as if they were dealing with other states making what amounted to treaties. At other time, the state had a greater advantage and the negotiation was not between equals, but nevertheless there was negotiation and the tribes were in a position to use military force against the state to back up some of their demands in negotiating with the state. At other time, pastoral nomads, or more commonly large alliance of different group including pastoral nomads along with other groups, would conquer states and establish new dynasties of nomad origin or partial nomad origin. The Mongol Empire was the most dramatic example.

This paper asks why this military advantage existed. The first to note in writing for posterity the military advantage of the nomads was Ibn Khaldun who suggested as a social law that whenever two armies met in combat, other things equal, the more nomadic of the two armies would triumph. He attributed this advantage to the fact that pastoral nomads were united on the basis of kinship, while the armies of sedentary societies were based on citizenship in a state where citizenship was granted to all the inhabitants of the state's territory. Ibn Khaldun believed that kinship was more powerful as a 
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tool for creating solidary groups than was citizenship in a territorial state. I believe that Ibn Khaldun's social law is correct, but I think the causes of this phenomenon are a little more complex than simple being a matter of kinship versus citizenship.

In this paper, I will explore other bases of the military advantage in addition to kinship. My thinking is actually fairly close to that of Owen Lattimore in Inner Asian Frontiers of Central Asia I see several reasons why pastoral nomads had a military advantage over sedentary agriculturalists. I have discussed several of these reasons in earlier publications (Irons 1971, 1974, 1975, 1979, 1994). The specific argument I wish to make here is that pastoral nomads have a form of cultural capital that gives them a military advantage. This is only one source of their military advantage and it combines with other factors to confer an overall military advantage. The other factors consist primarily of (1) residential mobility which makes it possible for an entire society to retreat from an advancing army, (2) a good supply of horses and/or camels as mounts for military purposes combined with extensive knowledge of how to care for and use these animals, (3) residences in a region where it is difficult for the armies of sedentary states to travel or maneuver (usually arid regions where scarcity of water makes travel difficult for sedentary armies, but sometime rugged mountains), (4) a form of organization such as a segmentary lineage system and/or a hierarchy of chiefs that can organize large-scale military operations, (5) a belief in common descent (Ibn Khaldun's kinship) as a rationalization of their unity for military purposes.

Cultural Capital:

The Concept and an Example

Thomas Sowell introduced this concept to me in his book, Race and Culture. Cultural capital consists of values, skills, and knowledge that a person acquires as part of growing up in a particular culture that can be used to economic advantage in the original culture, but also in a new setting. Sowell is interested in the fate of immigrants and having studies a large number of immigrant groups that have migrated from and to various parts of the world, he has conclude that the role an immigrant group plays in their new environment is shaped extensively by the cultural capital they bring with them from their original environment.

I can illustrate the concept briefly with an example that is familiar to me, but far removed from the pastoralists of the Old World. In 1996 in collaboration with Lee Cronk (Department of Anthropology, Rutgers University), I did a brief stint of ethnographic field research on the Island of Utila, Bay Islands of Honduras. In preparation of this field research, I read earlier an earlier ethnography of the Island by David Lord (1975) which described the recent history of the Island. The Utilians were part of an English speaking population that moved west from Jamaica and the Cayman Islands in the early 1800s and settled in the Bay Islands, Belize, and other areas along the coast of Central America. The Utilians originally made their living by growing bananas and coconuts for export.

During the depression, their economy sank to a very low state, but during World War II things turned around because of their cultural capital. The American merchant marine had a shortage of able-bodied seaman during the war. Most able-bodied men in the U. S. were serving in the military.

Around 1941 some American merchant marines happened to visit Utila and discovered that the Utilians made good seaman. They had several ‘skills’ that qualified them. They spoke English the language of the American merchant marines. Because the lived on an island and had extensive experience with boats, they did not get seasick, and they knew basic seamanship. Immediately the American merchant marines began hiring Utilians as seaman for what the Utilians thought were fantastic wages. This led to the development of an island economy based on men leaving the island to work as merchant marines for 9 to 10 months each year while sending money back to their families in Utila. This tradition continued after the war and Utilians continue, up to the present, to travel up to the U. S. to work as merchant marines. Eventually they expanded into other lines of work, but always one's that drew on their familiarity with the sea and seamanship. During the time of my visit many still worked periodically as merchant marines. Other worked on oilrigs in the sea, or on tugboats on the Mississippi, or in the various port facilities of various Honduran fruit companies. The work they found always drew on their special skill as seamen.

The Cultural Capital of Pastoral Nomads

The concept of cultural capital can also be applied to the pastoral nomads of the arid zone of the Old World as well. Here the situation is the following. Among pastoralists, the primarily form of wealth consist of livestock. Wealth in this form is especially easy to steal. A consequence is that in societies that are pastoral and have no central authority to enforce law and order, livestock theft and livestock raiding are especially common. Pastoralists spend a large amount of effort protecting their own herds and, at the same time, raiding their neighbor's herds.

Livestock raiding was almost a secondary economy in much of the Middle East before the establishment of effective government control in pastoral areas (Irons 1965). Young men in the age range of 18 to 28 have been observed to be especially drawn to violent and risky activities (Daly and Wilson 1988) and most probably young men in traditional pastoral societies found livestock raiding an especially attractive activity. Such raiding could be a way to raise bridewealth, to overcome the problem of a limited inheritance, or to make up for livestock losses owing to disease of bad weather. It also could be a means of enrichment for those who had enough but would like to have more.

Typically livestock raids were conducted against neighboring groups who were defined as socially distinct from the raiders. This makes good sense. Stealing from members of ones own community would leave one with enemies on one's home territory. Also many members of one's own community would be close kin. It was much better to travel some distance and rob people to whom one was not related and whom one would not encounter on one's home territory. The Yomut Turkmen whom I studied in Iran in the 1960s and 1970s can serve as an ethnographic example of how this worked.

The Yomut had a segmentary lineage system (Irons 1975: 39–65) that defined a nested hierarchy of named groups based on genealogy ranging from small lineages of a few household to larger descent groups of thousands, and on up to the Yomut as a whole. The smallest subgroups of the Yomut that were consistently internally peaceful were groups in the size range (before recent population growth) of about 5,000 individuals (Irons 1975: 61–65). There were eleven of these groups and they occupied strips of territory about 10 to 30 kilometers across from east to west and about eighty or more kilometers long from north to south. Most of these territories included land suitable for agriculture in the southern part of Yomut country were rainfall was high and land suitable for livestock production in the northern part of Yomut country were conditions were more arid. Typically these groups were internally peaceful, but their relations with their neighbors were hostile and included frequent raiding for livestock. More serious forms of hostile interaction however were usually avoided with these neighboring groups. Wars aimed at taking territory away from neighboring groups were rare, and they did not raid one another for slaves. Slave raiding was conducted further away south of the Elburz Mountains on the Iranian Plateau. Thus the level of violence was keep at a level that the local people felt they could live with. At the same time using their segmentary lineage system as a charter, the eleven distinct tribes would make peace and unite so that the Yomut as a whole could when necessary deal with a large external threat such as an attempt by the Iranian Army to impose a degree of control on the Yomut. As is typical of segmentary lineages, the Yomut were able to unite groups of various sizes for military purposes. Thus between the level of the eleven tribes of the Gorgan Yomut, and the Yomut as a whole there were two groups of intermediate size (the Choni and the Sherep) who could also unite for military purposes. These groups of intermediate size were likely to be activated when warfare over territory erupted among smaller groups.

Patterns of raiding neighbors for livestock similar to those described above for the Yomut were common throughout the arid zone of the Old World before modern governments were able to take effective control of pastoral populations. This pattern of raiding had the effect of giving the young men of each tribe military training. They all became skilled a planning and executing small-scale military activities. The basic skills of cavalrymen were thus part of growing up among politically independent tribal groups in the arid zone of the Old World. This made it possible for tribal leaders to call on skilled cavalry for military operations for time to time. Yomut who were basically acephalous usually elected temporary leaders during times of war. In addition to raiding neighbors for livestock, they could use their military skills to collect tribute from caravans crossing their territory or from sedentary village near their territory. They could also negotiation with state organizations to desist from raiding in return for a payment from the state to a leader of some tribal unit. These payments were often described within the state as payment to a militia that would maintain peace. Also tribal groups on occasion would agree with the state authorities to supply military unites to be place under state command in return for recognition of the tribes independence within its own territory. Often tribal groups occupied border areas and they would be paid by one state not to raid that state's territory and to concentrate their raiding instead on an enemy state. Various Turkmen groups were at times allied with the Khans of Khiva or Bukhara in this way against Persia to their south. There were many permutations on what these tribal groups could do with their military prowess. The could maintain their independence from state control and thus avoid taxation and conscription, raid neighbors, collect tribute and serve in effect as mercenaries. Most of these permutations could be found in one place or another in the arid zone of the Old World. More important, these groups use their military power to maintain their political independence from the state.

Also at times, these tribal groups could unite large enough confederacies to over power states and establish their own leaders as the dynasty of a sedentary state. A very high portion of the dynasties in the Middle East were of nomad origin, or traced their origin to a confederacy of groups that include a large pastoral nomadic contingent.

However, such dynasties of nomadic origin were usually not able to indefinitely control the tribal groups from which they sprang (Lattimore 1940 documents this phenomenon for the inner Asian frontiers of China). Once a dynasty was well situated in sedentary and urban society they tended to lose contact with their tribal allies and these allies preferred to maintain their own independence from the dynasties they gave rise to. They were also in a position to prevent state control because of the inherent military advantage.

The cultural capital that developed among pastoral nomads as a result of their constant involvement in raiding each other for livestock was not something planned. Rather it was a side effect of the fact that livestock are easy to steal and the strong temptation to steal animals from those that are not socially close in a social environment lacking centralized authority to maintain law and order. Among pastoral nomads in thinly inhabited arid regions often the authority of the state was not able to prevent livestock raiding even if in theory is controlled the area in question. Once the pattern became well established other institutions, I suggest were built around it. The formation of tribes of a size that allowed self-defense and the defining of a social and geographic border with neighboring groups whom one could raid was a natural outcome.

Conventions that limited the cost of such raiding also tended to develop in many areas. Among the Turkmen the special role of the Ewlad, small tribes that were putative descendants of the first four Khalifs and who had a special holy status that made them neutral in all inter-tribal hostilities and immune from livestock raiding. These groups could travel safely between hostile groups and often did following raids that were especially successful. In these cases they would plead on behalf the victims of the raid that a portion of the livestock taken be return since the victims had been impoverished. The Ewlad were especially numerous near the no-man's land between the Yomut and the Goklan, where the social distance between the two very large genealogical distant descent groups made raiding especially common and in fact caused the development of a strip of uninhabited territory – a no man's land – between the two groups.

Military Power among Pastoral Nomads

While I am suggesting that pastoral nomads derived a special set of skills from the fact that their main form of wealth was easily stolen, there other factors as well that contributed to their ability to prevent states from controlling them. These were enumerated and in an earlier paper I elaborate on residential mobility as another source of military power (Irons 1974). In this same article, I also emphasized the significance for the Yomut of being situated on the edge of a large desert into which they could retreat and not be easily pursued by the armies of the sedentary, urban Persian state, and the segmentary lineage system as a means of organizing their military activities including their resistance to state control.

The actual extent to which any particular pastoral population was able to maintain independence from state control depended on the exact extent to which it enjoyed the various features above that aided in maintaining independence. Some groups were unable to maintain independence from state control at all and were, in effect, what Salzman call peasant nomads. They were completely controlled by a sedentary state and usually as a result eventually ended up as shepherds for sedentary herd owners. Other groups like the Yomut, and the Teke Turkmen were able at time to maintain complete freedom from state control.

Modernization

A number of recent historic changes have eliminated the military advantage of pastoral nomads. These are mostly technological innovations that have conferred advantages on the armies of states at the expense of nomads. The first was artillery which nomads could not for the most part maintain. The second was aircraft which again were available to the military organizations of states but not of smaller nomadic pastoral populations. In more recent time, innovations in military technology have changed the balance overwhelmingly to the favor of sedentary states. The full effect of these innovations has only been felt during the last century.

For a long period of history, pastoral nomads were able to enjoy a military advantage over sedentary populations and to maintain a more alternate to state organization in their own territories. Some times this alternative organization was hierarchic as were states, but in other case the organization of large pastoral nomadic populations was much more egalitarian that state organization.

When these groups did have hierarchies of chiefs, they still differed from states in that they lacked bureaucracies, and usually the chief was not seen as having a right to monopolize the legitimate use of force.

Ibn Khaldun's Social Law

The social law postulated by Ibn Khaldun in the fourteenth century is largely correct. It is clearly the case, that, throughout the arid zone of the Old World before certain technological changes, whenever two armies met in combat, other things equal, the more nomadic groups would prevail. Ibn Khaldun attributed their superiority to the reliance on kinship rather that citizenship in a territorial state as the basis of their solidarity. No doubt their kinship in the form of a theory of common descent and their cultural homogeneity together were an effective source of solidarity. However, on the basis of the considerations discussed above I think we can identify a number of other factors that contributed to the superiority of nomadic pastoralists in the military sphere. Other factors, such a residential mobility and the other features of nomadic societies mentioned above, have been discussed in earlier publication (Irons 1974; Lattimore 1940). The one that is new in this paper is the suggestion that livestock raiding provided a kind of military training for the young men of nomadic societies. The skills acquired in such raids can be seen as example of what Thomas Sowell describes as cultural capital.

This process of constant raiding was an almost inevitable outcome of the fact that livestock are easily stolen and that in thinly inhabited areas state restriction of this activity is not easily made effective.

Notes

* First publised in Kradin, N. N., Bondarenko, D. M., and Barfield, T. J. (eds.), Nomadic Pathways in Social Evolution, Moscow: Center for Civilization and Regional Studies RAS, 2003, pp. 63–72.

1 I use the word ‘tribe’ for groups of this type as a straight-forward translation of the words I learned for these groups in Iran. For me, ‘tribe’ is a named group with a political organization separate from the state that allows the group to maintain internal peace and to organize for military purposes separate from the state. Actually the word ‘tribe’ is an especially appropriate word for groups of this sort because the various groups describe in the English translations of the Old Testament as tribes were groups of this type (cf. the description of ancient Hebrew ‘tribes’ in Friedman 1987). This is a usage of the word ‘tribe’ that is familiar to most speakers of English. A part of the history recorded in the Old Testament is a struggle by the various monarchies that arose among the ancient Hebrews to supplant the tribes with a state organization (Friedman 1987). This is a process that was acted out many times over in the later history of the arid zone of the Old World. Until recent developments in military technology, pastoral nomadic tribes were especially effective in resisting the efforts of states to supplant their tribal organization.

2 Theory from evolutionary biology maintains many species of organisms (including human beings) have an evolved propensity to be more helpful to, and less competitive toward, close genetic kin (Hamilton 1963, 1964). However, the kinship Ibn Khaldun was appealing to was not the same thing. Tribes of pastoral nomads are too large to consist mostly of close kin. Distant kinship should not be itself be a strong basis for solidarity. What is more likely is that the belief in common descent and the cultural homogeneity of these groups created a sense of solidarity that they described in the idiom of kinship. However, I would suggest that the real basis of their solidarity was a form of reciprocity enhance by what game theorists describe a hard-to-fake signs of commitment (Frank 1988). Sedentary states with more cultural heterogeneity and greater differences of wealth were less able to build solidarity in a similar way.

3 The political organization of tribes in the arid zone of the Old World commonly combines a hierarchy of chiefs and a segmentary lineage system. Tribes differ in the extent to which they emphasize a hierarchy of chiefs versus a system of segmentary lineages. Some groups are organized mostly around the chiefly hierarchy while others are organized almost exclusively by lineages (Salzman 1999).

4 Knowing exactly how to count the tribes of the Gorgan Yomut is a little difficult. Residence groups and descent groups correspond only imperfectly. Eleven corresponds to the named groups shown on the map on page 64 of Irons 1979. Some of the eleven named residence groups are however composites of two descent groups that are not closely related but have been allied for a long time; others correspond to a single large descent group. Whether to refer to such composite groups as a single ‘il’ of two ‘ils’ is a matter of context. One hears them describe both way on different occasions. Fuller details are to be found in Irons 1979: 39‑65.

5 See endnote 1. This ‘kinship’ is not the same as that discussed in Hamilton (1963, 1964).
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