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Puturc Trends in the bvolution of Nomadic Population 

By Xhosro Borhanian, Dept. of National Development, 

Pahlavi University - Shiraz 
It is almost an altruism that of all the factors 

relevant to Middle Eastern pastoral momadism the political 

factor has proved to be the fatal factor to zts existance. 
Letus take a country like Iran as our example. 

From the dawn of history and long before that 

Iranian society was composed of three main contingents of 

urban centers, rural population and tribes whose economic 
engagements were respectively trade, agriculture and live- 

stock-breeding by way of pastoral nomadism. 

In general, in a broader area which covered the 
plains of Centeral Asia, the entire Middle East and some parts 

of Africa, the three social and political elements oT towns, 

villages and tribes and their corresponding economic pur- 

suits of trade, agriculture and animal husbandry stood In 
such a strong interdependence on each other that the econoqc 

geography and human ecology of the region emerged as a sym- 

biosis of these three elements throughout its history. In 
contrast the political history of the region shows periodic 

dominance of one element over the others. 

At the turn of the present century Iran was ruled 

by tribal constitution. The towns were both trade centers 

and polltical residences of,tribal overlords. But the onset of 
nationalism put an end to tribal domrnance. The tribal con - 
tingent was declared an anachronism and served only to taint 

the integrity of national hlstory. As tribal constitution was 
thought to militate against national integration of people, 
the awareness of Iranians was dlverted toward the two-cate- 

gory society of urban and rural contingents. Thus the history 

of nationalism started with a policy of deliberate shpp$ession 

of tribes. The silent movements of nomads were not felt and 

the black tents which were observed -ocwslon&ly=by townspeople 
were thought to be a few wai?deraing gypsies. But the suppression 
of tribes implied systematic destruction of the country's 

livestock breeding. 

Nobody has ever been able tq assess the magnitude 

of Zlvestock breeding at the beginning of this century or the 

meaning of its destruction In economic history of post-cons- 
titutlonal Iran. B u t  from 1'emnant;s or pastoral nomadism still 

existing, it coult safely be deduced that livestock breeding 
was the more important factor of pre-oil economy, tnat is, even 



IIIOLT 1111pol.L~lr1 l L l i m  a~;r*l~uL L U I  r: u11t1 c o ~ r ~ m u r c c ,  tl~ough the 
nationalistic emotions had always a way to undermine the popu- 

lation of tribes and thcir animal stocks. 

This is not to repudlate the merits of Iranian nationalism. 

Perhaps the destruction of native animal husbandry, like many 

other loss~s, was the toll Iranians had to pay to save their 

independence. Planning for economic development, however, for a 

society of which only a distorted picture is available, while 

we ignore one of its main economic components, would be equally 

unrealistic. We have never known the magnitude of pastoral noma- 
dism and its role in Iranian national economy. The figures which 

have been presented as population of tribes by different sources 

fluctuate between 500 thousand and 5 millions. ( I )  The same 

inconsistency holds true for tribal animal husbandry. The national 

indifference towards the tribal section of the society manifested 

itself in inducing the public consensus that bribes must change 

their way of life and become sedentary as agriculturalists. Set- 

tling down was considered to be the symbol of nationalism and 

agriculture a progressive stage of life. However, due to the 

exigencies of our time and the pressure of the settled population, 
becoming sedantary is no longer initiated by the government's 

encouragement or force. It is happening by itself in every corner 

of the country and on a very large scale. The only issue which 

must be of concern is the way it 1s happening and its consequences. 

The following paragraph contains a few points from proceed- 

ings of UNESCO symposium en arid zone research of Paris in 1962. 

This is intended to ren~ind our readers of some of the obstacles 

and liabilities incurred by sedentrization of pastoral nomads. 

Usually the pastoral land left by settling nomads are refi- 
led with other nomads and o n l y  the encroachment of agriculturalists 

on the total lands o f  the pastor8al people can break the cycle. 

However, pastoral areas are normally uneconomical for agricultural 

develoopment and as a Eesult of this a chronic poverty would 

develop among-the peep&? set;tl-ed on pastoral lands. The process 

of abandoning former occupation of animal husbandry and learn- 

ing to become farmers needs more than a certain amount of courage 

and effort. Given the difficult task of becoming assimilated 
into a new community, the adjust me.^^ to a farmers' life becomes 
more cumbersome when encountering problems of acquiring land, 

WRbsF or1 apr*Lcll 1 ~ , u I ~ R J  t 1 1 u  I nc l t l  nc: I , l ~c  capital, t40 become 
landowners, or the skill to becornc cr.aftsmen, or ~ther specialists, 
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t h e  w h o l e s a l e  assimilation of  nomads I n t o  a s e d e n t a r y  p o p u l a t i o n  

c a n  o n l y  be ach ieved  a t  ~ h c  expense  of economic and s o c i a l  down- 

grading; t h e  nomads c a n  f i n d  a p l a c e  o n l y  n e a r  t h e  bot tom o f  

s e d e n t a r y  s o c l e t y .  Moreover,  as mentioned b e f o r e ,  i n  areas w i t h  

a n  e s t a b l i s h e d  nomadic m i n o r l t y  a s i t u a t i o n  o f  economic i n t e r  - 
dependence  t e n d s  t o  deve lop  between t h e  v i l l a g e  communit ies  and 

t h e  nomads where t h e y  m u t a l l y  depend on e a c h  o t h e r s 1  p r o d u c t s  

and where che whole economy o f  t h e  a r e a  i s  based  on t h e  p r e s e n c e  

o f  boLh g r o u p s .  The removal  from s u c h  a sys tem o f  a l l  t h e  

s p e c i a l i z z d  p a s t o r &  p r o d u c t s  can  o n l y  r e s u l t  i n  economic d e c l i n e  

f o r  t h e  a r e a  es a whole I n  t h e  s o c i a l  s p h e r e  a l s o ,  a comparison 
of  nomadic and s e t t l e d  comrnunitles i n  t h e i r  p r e s e n t  forms r e v e a l s  

a c l e a r  d i f f e r e n c e  i n  t h e  nomad camp. I n  s p i t e  o f  r e c e n t  g r e a t  

advances  i n  p u b l l c  h e a l t h  i n  t h e  v i l l a g e s ,  t h e  d i e t ,  hyg iene  and 

h e a l t h  o f  a l l  b u t  t h e  p o o r e s t  nomad communit ies  i s  b e t t e r  t h a n  

t h a t  o f  most v l l l a g e s  

P a s t o p a l  nomadism i s  based on a p a r t i c u l a r  t y p e  of 

economy. F i r s t  p a s t u r e s  a r e  g r a z e d  by a n i m a l  h e r d s ,  t h e n  a n i m a l  

p r o d u c t s  a r e  c t i l ~ z e d  by man. The t r i a n g l e  o f  l a n d ,  an ima l ,  

and man i s  k e p t  i n  a  p r e c a r i o u s  b a l a n c e  by t h e  s e a s o n a l  o r b i t  

o f  man and a n i m a l s  o v e r  t h e  l a n d ,  o r  by s imply  f o l l o w i n g  t he  

r a i n E a l l  and gr? 7. Perhaps  some p e o p l e  a r g u e  t h a t  t h e  above 

p i c t u r e ,  which l n c l u d e s  a n  o b s o l e t e  t r i b a l  s t r u c t u r e  a l s o ,  

i s  something  o f  t h c  p a s t ,  b u t  t h e s e  p e o p l e  canno t  deny t h a t  

p a s t o r a l i s  I as c;ucll ,, tllc : tos t  e f f i c i e n t  v+ay of c a r r y i n g  on 

a n  l n d u s t r y  o f  sheep-b reed ing  i d  a r i d  c o u n t r i e s ,  where t h i s  

form of  l i f e  o c c u r s .  

I n  many c o ~ n t ? j e s  o f  t h e  Middle E a s t  s e d e n t a r i s a t i o n  

o f  t r i b e s  and t h o  l a c k  of  development  o f  any n a t i o n a l  l i n e  

of  meat and d a i r y  i n d u s t r y  would mean a n  approach  t o  an imal  
husbandry w l t h o u t  c o n s l d e r i l i g  t t c  t r l b e s .  T h i s  i s  doomed t o  

f a i l u r e  from t h e  v e r y  b c g ~ n n i n g .  s i n c e  f o r  t h e s e  c o u n t r i e s  

an an imal  p r o d u c i n g  i n d u o t r y  a p a r t  f rom t h e  t r i b e s  would 

r e q u i r e  t h e  foui lding c f  a c o m p l e t e l y  new and r e v o l u t i o n a r y  

i n d u s t r y .  Th3s-is s l % @ - d u e - t o  a n  l n c r i c a t e  sys tem of  d i v i s i o n  

o f  work, i n  r c s y e c t  of d i f f e r e n t  a s p c c t s  of  l i v e s t o c k  

p r o d u c t i o n  i n  which r u r a l  and u r b a r  p r o d u c e r s  are a l s o  dependent  

upon t r i b a l  p r o d u c t i o n .  I n  a d d i t i o t i ,  t h e  p a t t e r n  o f  t r i b a l  

p a s t o r a l  nomadl~m 1 s  more d e e p l y  Proven i n t o  t h e  c u l t u r e  o f  t h e s e  
c o u n t r i e s  t h a n  any p l a n n r r  c o u l d  e n v i s a g e ,  and c o u l d  n o t  b e  

rhrrn~-rnecI w t t , l )  l l?  t l ~ o  p c  ~~1 ocl 111' O I I O  oig I w o  I I : I ~  Lor~~t L 11l:lna. 

The I r a n i a n  NaLioncrl C ~ i ~ s u s  of 1956 shows a n  i n c r e a s e  

of 11 thousand v l l l a g e s  ( 2 ) .  Though t h e r e  have  been d i f f e r e n c e s  

i n  methodology i n  c o l l e c t i ~ g  d a t a  i n  t h e  two c e n s u s e s ,  
n e v e r t h e l e s s  alL t h e  I l , o a o  v ~ l i a g c s  cannot  be  a t t r i b u t e d  t o  
t h e ~ d i f f e r e n c o s  o f  me tho do log:^. and t h e  I - a n l a n  C e n t r a l  



Organization of Statistics cannot deny that because of self- 

settling  tribe^ new ~rillagcs a r c  flourishing at an astonishing 

rate (3). If we take into consideraiion the fact that the 
phenomenon of incL2easing vlllages is happening at the same time 

as be are experiencing an i..crease In the urban-rural 

population ratio of 13%, (11) then the significance of tribal. 

self-settlement becomes morc pronounced. 

This trend, that is the self-settlement of tribes 

would qontinue in the future and with much probability the 

number of nomads would continue to decrease even though the 
improvements In their health conditions might cause a rise 

in their fertility rate. 

Thus the tv7entieth century's attitude, which has 
considered nomadism as 2n snomaly against tqe development of 

nationalism has caused it to become the mosb undesireable 

form of socio-political aggregation of human beings, (with the 

exception of some positi~i attitude prevailing among nomads 

themselves). Such famous dlctums as that of Sir Arnold Toynbeels 

~ h o  considered nomadism as a form of "arrested civilizationw 
have only aggravated tne situatlon. 

Outdated pre-occupation of so many governments with 
inducing settlement among already settling nomadg is a waste of 
time and funds, Iz indirectly causes reaction, drawbacks, and 
consequent prolongation of narnad~sm on a negative basis ard 

among those who have redchad the verge of giving up a wandering 

way of life for good. 

Besldeg,as it has been,mentione, before, inducing settle- 
ment among tribes 1s no 1~nger the real iseV:f, but how to pPevent 

unplanned wholesale seitleinent, or how to catch up with helping 

self-setkling trlbec with g~idance plans or such plans as to make 

the process less paznfu? or nore fruitful to the population 

and the country ~nvolved, Is of more importance. 

There is of course a conflicting aspect to the same 
problem. Whereas the liberal approacll has always resisted thir 
idea of having nomads aha~don their way of life in favour of 

nationalistic in-itegratiolr& -has neither-dorne-out-with any solutian 
to Grlow now a convcntiol:s! moaern society coula aeal w i t h  ~ t s  

eventuai nomadic minority. 

It is also t-ue t m t  r~obody seems to find it acceptable 

(with the exception of cpncral national authorities) to follow 

an open policy of' przscrjb'ng sc3enterizatior: -97 I:U: -:L.l.c 

populations. Neither n n s  anybody comr  out to s11~gest the contifiu- 
aLiart 01' (~cliiiai~fcl l j  Y e  l'ar l t  ~ V I I  ,.,JIC< ari~l 1 1 l e ~ i t s  

More revealing L S  the fact t n a t  among even the most 

stubborn opposltl~n io ti li:al sedentarlzatlon none has ever suggested 

the exploration of p ~ s s i b i l ~ t l ~ ~  for lmprcvlng or developing 



postoral nomadism as a positive contribution to the economic 
and social life of national or regional societies. 

Perhaps time has come for people like social 

scientists, planners, politicians and policy makers to change 
their own attitude with respect to nomads and to examine the 
strange posibility that this might be the solution to nomads' 
problems. Indeed the old notion of "nomadism versus nationa- 
lism" should be abandoned in favor of more positive and 

productive approach by those who are responsible for the future 
course of development. 

Notes. 

(1) Haraldson S.S.R. "Health Problems of Nomads" 
W.H.O. Pub. Aprll 1973 p. 52. 

(2) Iranian National Census 1966 Plan Organization, Tehran. 

( 3 )  An estimated increase of two village per day is 
calculated by the writer. 

(4) Fifth Development Plan, sector on the development of 
the Agricultural sector. Plan Organization, Tehran 

October 1972. 


