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Water, as a fundamental element of the natural environment, played a role far
beyond its biological and subsistence functions in pre modern civilizations. In
the Iranian lands of the Islamic period—where most economic production and
livelihood depended on agriculture and water management—water stood at the
intersection of politics, economy, society, and power, becoming a decisive
factor in the organization of both state and community. This study, covering the
period from the early Islamic centuries to the end of the sixth century AH,
examines how water shaped economic policies and governmental structures in
dynasties such as the Buyids, Samanids, Seljuks, and Khwarazmshahs. It
argues that water management functioned not merely as a technical necessity
but as a political-economic instrument central to the configuration of power.

Findings show that water served not only as the primary infrastructure of
agricultural development, commercial prosperity, and economic production, but
also as a tool of political governance, legitimacy building, social control, and
state—society regulation. Through practices such as digging and repairing
ganats, constructing irrigation networks, assigning water rights, and supporting
the institution of wagf, rulers actively shaped the economic foundations of
society. Controlling water meant controlling production—and controlling
production meant securing political authority. This direct link between water,
agricultural output, taxation, and the ruler—subject relationship placed water at
the core of governmental decision making.
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Introduction

Water, as a fundamental element of the natural environment, played a role far beyond its biological and
subsistence functions in pre modern civilizations. In the Iranian lands of the Islamic period—where most
economic production and livelihood depended on agriculture and water management—water stood at the
intersection of politics, economy, society, and power, becoming a decisive factor in the organization of
both state and community. This study, covering the period from the early Islamic centuries to the end of
the sixth century AH, examines how water shaped economic policies and governmental structures in
dynasties such as the Buyids, Samanids, Seljuks, and Khwarazmshahs. It argues that water management
functioned not merely as a technical necessity but as a political-economic instrument central to the
configuration of power.

Findings show that water served not only as the primary infrastructure of agricultural development,
commercial prosperity, and economic production, but also as a tool of political governance, legitimacy
building, social control, and state—society regulation. Through practices such as digging and repairing
ganats, constructing irrigation networks, assigning water rights, and supporting the institution of waqgf,
rulers actively shaped the economic foundations of society. Controlling water meant controlling
production—and controlling production meant securing political authority. This direct link between
water, agricultural output, taxation, and the ruler—subject relationship placed water at the core of
governmental decision making.

State involvement in water management typically occurred through two channels: expanding
administrative mechanisms to oversee rivers, canals, and ganats, and delegating water rights or irrigated
lands tommilitary and bureaucratic elites in the form of iqta® and tiyul. These grants significantly
influenced social stratification, especially under the Buyids and Seljuks, as those who controlled irrigated
land and water access gained substantial economic and political power. Thus, water became a determinant
of elite formation and of the balance between local notables and central authority.

Socially, the need for cooperative water management led to the formation of institutions such as
mirab, farraki, and local water distribution codes. These mechanisms not only improved the efficiency of
irrigation systems but also fostered collective responsibility and local cohesion. At the same time, state
supervision over these bodies allowed rulers to indirectly impose social discipline and political oversight.
Scheduling water turns, resolving disputes, and regulating usage became arenas where authority could be
exercised or legitimacy enhanced.

The institution of waqf also played a critical role. Many ganats, canals, dams, and springs were
endowed as charitable foundations, with their revenues allocated to public, religious, or educational
purposes. Beyond their economic value, such endowments provided rulers with opportunities to
strengthen their social legitimacy and extend influence over local communities.

Economically, water was the central determinant of agricultural production in this period. Regions
with advanced irrigation systems—such as Khorasan, Rayy, Fars, and Transoxiana—emerged as major
centers of grain cultivation, cotton production, horticulture, and organized pastoralism, forming vital
nodes in domestic and transregional trade. Control over water in these regions meant control over
production, trade routes, security, and tax revenues. Consequently, governments invested heavily in
irrigation infrastructure, dam maintenance, canal clearing, and support for water management specialists.

Water related conflicts, whether between rural communities or rival polities, also shaped political
and economic structures. In regions such as Khorasan and Rayy, disputes over dams and canals
repeatedly triggered changes in political control. Droughts, ganat collapse, or administrative
mismanagement often led to reduced production, famine, migration, fiscal decline, and even state
weakening or collapse.

Taxation systems were likewise deeply tied to water availability. Fiscal assessments were commonly
based on the quantity of water and the quality of irrigated land. Any significant change in irrigation
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systems thus directly affected state revenues, illustrating that water underpinned not only subsistence but
also the financial foundations of government.

In response to the broader research question—how water influenced the formation of economic
policies and governmental structures in Iran between the early Islamic centuries and the sixth century
AH—this study concludes that water functioned as the vital artery of political and economic life. Through
infrastructural investment, administrative oversight, allocation of water rights, and strategic manipulation
of local institutions, rulers used water as an instrument for consolidating authority, ensuring stability, and
shaping socioeconomic order. Moreover, historical accounts by Juvayni, Ibn al Athir, and al Maqdisi
clearly illustrate that water was not merely an economic asset but a mechanism of policy making, social
regulation, and power negotiation. Understanding water’s centrality thus provides a crucial lens for
interpreting the interplay between natural resources, economic policy, social structure, and political
authority in medieval Islamic Iran.

The study employs a descriptive analytical method based on historical chronicles, geographical texts,
and documentary evidence related to irrigation systems and economic structures of the period.
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