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Session II Ibn Khaldûn    Al Muqaddimah (con’t) 

The Life Cycles of Bled al-Makhzen and Bled es-Siba   In motion… 

Bled el Makhzen—"Royal Authority” 
 

-Centralization of power 

-Urban works / building 

-Palatial /2nd gen wealth & luxury 

-Crafts, Arts, Delicacies, Business 

-Architectural works 

-Knowledge 

-Law / govt bureaucracy 

-Diversity and Specialization 

-Stratification / Incr taxation 

-Sole ‘legitimate’ military force  

-Increasing debility by 3rd/4th gen 

-Overreaching taxation & warfare 

-Attacked by Bled es-Siba…  

 

Characteristics of the Bled al-Makhzan   Dynastic “Royal Authority”  

Forms of Authority —‘Assabiya? Baraka? Both? (with a nod to Max Weber) 

—Traditional kin-based ‘assabiya (heredity as in acephalous Bled es Siba) 

—Charismatic ‘assabiya  (personal or religious power / Baraka—divine grace 

—Legal-rational authority  (bureaucratic, not necessarily democratic)  

—Ibn Khaldûn’s Theory of Oscillating Elites  

—First Gen—ascension by conquest, rule through charisma, economic stability 

—Second— legitimacy through father’s charisma /raised in palace / 

—Third / Fourth— corruption / bankrupt / overreaching taxation into Siba 

—Bled es Siba response—inaccessibility / attack the Makhzen / —> rule 

—Rulers die or flee to marginal environs / Siba heroes become next Makhzen 

—New dynastic power emerges / cycle repeats with variations 

 

This leads us to: 
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Session II Karl Wittfogel: The role of the Great Rivers 

Mesopotamia 
The Tigris and the Euphrates at 

the birth of ‘civilizaiton’  

(see History begins in Sumer by 

Samuel Noah Kramer). These two 

great rivers flow south-east and 

join at Basra, forming the Shatt 

el-Arab and flowing as one into 

the ‘Persian’ / ‘Arabian’ Gulf. 
 

Egypt 
The Nile runs from Upper Egypt 

in the south to Lower Egypt in 

the north at the Mediterranean. 
 

The Land Between:  

The Jordan River, runs south 

from Lake Kineret to the Dead 

Sea (too small for this map) 
 

  

Session II  — Karl Wittfogel—Oriental Despotism:  

       A Comparative Study of Total Power (1957) 

Karl Wittfogel (1896-1988) Primarily a sinologist, his studies brought him to examine the 

role of big rivers and large-scale irrigation systems in the creation of the state. This led him to 

the study of Mesopotamia and Egypt as prototypes for ‘asiatic’ systems of total power. He 

compares ‘hydraulic empire’ with rain culture’s feudal organization, and the relatively 

acephalous peoples of the arid zones. 

 

Hydraulic [Big River] Culture—Centralized Authority  

——Unlimited control over all labor / skilled and specialized labor 

        within specific ecological boundaries. Intensive not extensive 

——Corvée labor (attachment of the peasant to his land or village) 

——Large-scale irrigation of entire river system 

——Writing and mathematics, water apportionment, storage, distribution 
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——Centralized authority prevails over entire system 

——Theocratic stratification of deities and society 

——Calendrics: precise time-keeping of agricultural cycles 

——Specialized sciences: astronomy, geometry, math,  

——Engineering: planners, skilled labor, hydraulic society: irrigation, roads 

——Military enforcement of authority and supernatural sanctions 

——Rewards and Punishments (mostly the latter) 
————“The whole world is kept in order by punishment… punishment alone protects them,  

               punishment watches over them while they sleep… Punishment is …the king!” (1958:138) 

——The rise of civilization, flourishing of arts & sciences 

——The fall of the managerial system = the ruler/s have lost divine favor.  

——New dynasty is favored by gods if they can reset managerial system. 

——Population growth, expansion of production, distribution, trade  

——Priests and rulers use surplus to build cities, temples, ziggurats 

 

—Mesopotamia, the roots of Oriental Despotism—Gods of Brutality and Management 

——Enki—Lord of Earth, Sumerian god of waters—the two rivers— (Ea in Akkadian) 

——Enlil—"The rulers of ancient Mesopotamia claimed that they received their power from the great  

                  Enlil. This terrifying god symbolizes the power of force, of compulsion. Opposing wills are  

                  crushed and beaten into submission… “ …"Although he is supposed to use his cruel might 

                  judiciously, man can never be fully at ease with Enlil or deities descended from him” (KW)  

—————The Sumerian kings identified with Enlil directly.”[Ditto Babylonians and Marduk]  

—————Mesopotamian rulers stressed the terroristic quality of their deities.  

—————Hammurabi pictured himself ‘called’ by Enlil and sons-and thus Law was established. 

——Marduk—conquest over grandmother Tiamat, symbol of chaos when the rivers are out of control 

                  Tiamat fell asleep on the job and the rivers silted up. Marduk shoved the 4 winds down her  

                  throat, and got the rivers moving again. He was then made head of the Assembly of Gods,  

                  and the other deities gave all authority over to him. From her remains he created the  

                  universe, and humans to serve himself, and to build and maintain his city, Babylon 
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—Early Hydraulic Civilization in Egypt (see Karl W Butzer’s Study in Cultural Ecology)  

—a calmer, more predictable river system, with regular flooding 

—complex dynastic history 

—milder deities 

—highly developed hieroglyphic and demotic writing systems 

—predictable calendar (Egypt uses 5 different calendars) 

—Legitimacy of Pharaonic despotism is symbolized by the Two Ladies (3 really): 

———Uraeus—poisonous serpent goddess (cobra coiled on pharoah’s crown). Patroness of the Nile 

———Nekhbet, the hovering white vulture, Goddess of Upper Egypt and 

———Sekhmet, lion-goddess, daughter of Ra, breathing fire and hot winds across the desert. 

Hydraulic Civilizations: alternations between total control / total breakdown 

 

Rain Culture—Decentralized Authority   

——extensive agriculture, unskilled labor, feudal organization 

——expansion of agric requires more land —> expansionist / colonizing 

——corvée labor (the attachment of the peasant to his land or village)  

 

Arid zone Culture —Decentralized Authority,  

——population cannot ‘fit’ into sedentary communities at any one time 

——requires nomadic, migration, overseas, urban portion of population 

——labor micro-localized oases, well water, date palms 

——nomadic/transhumant pastoralism routes not habitable all year round 

——knowledge of resources far from central authority  

——transcend borders, trade, smuggling, weapons, gems, contraband 
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Mesopotamia: Wittfogel’s Prototype of Oriental Despotism  

 The Tigris and Euphrates Rivers and Shatt el-Arab 

 

Enki (Ea), god of the two Rivers, with Inanna (Ishtar) and Shamash, the Sun 

 

Revival of Ancient Identity: “We are all Mesopotamian”— not Sunni/Shi’i/Christian etc 

The Use of the Gods: Saddam Hussein as Marduk defeating Tiamat and rewarded 

with control over the Assembly of the Gods in ancient Babylonian lore. Thus his 

rebuilding of Marduk’s city of Babylon—with aim to restore the Tower of Babel. 

Saddam as “the good mother” compared to Tiamat, the disastrous one whose 

inattention led to the silting up of the rivers, and the ruin of agriculture and trade. 

The Use of Magic and Will:  “If a man has full conviction and faith he can do 

whatever may seem impossible… We can thus imagine how great a man’s power is 

when [his will] is seriously used. Such a power has no limits except where the Almighty’s 

will starts. It is very much so in all spiritual and scientific considerations.”  

                                                                                 —Saddam Hussein Thus We Should Fight the Persians (1983) 
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Saddam Hussein as successor to the ancient rulers of Mesopotamia 

“if it weren’t for the British… there would still be a Babylonian Empire” —Saddam Hussein 
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Saddam Hussein, roles of women Enki (Ea) / Baghdad University cafe 
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Saddam Hussein leading Sumerian troops against the Persians 
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The ancient and the new—roles of women in nation building 
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Kahramana Fountain (sculpture on the wisdom of Iraqi women) Al Rashid Hotel Baghdad 

Sculpture by Mohammed Ghani Hikmat (1971) from the Tales of Scheherazade: Ali Baba and the 40 Thieves. Based partly on the 

Genie and the Fisherman, partly on the slave girl Morgiana who outwitted the thieves, telling them to hide in jars, and then 

pouring boiling oil on them. She was granted her freedom for her wit, bravery and wisdom. 
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The Women’s Union and control of women’s labor in Iraq under Saddam 
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Restoring/Rebuilding the Architectural Grandeur of the State 
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Rebuilding the (Neo-Neo) Babylonian Empire including The Tower of Babel 
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Rebuilding Babylon and telling the story to the next generation 
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Collapse of the Hydraulic State and the Iran-Iraq War 1980-1988 
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Shifting metaphors from Sumerian to Islamic devotion and redefining 

enemies as allies, “Now you are the enemy” —Iraqi head of Protocol (1990) 

 
 

The 99 Statues in Basra pointing at Iran across the Shatt el-Arab (1990)  

 


