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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

The rural landscape of the Sasanian Empire (224-651 CE) formed an intricate
matrix where water resources, land tenure, and political authority were
inextricably bound. Traditional historiography, captivated by the Ctesiphon
court's grand narratives, frequently projects the Sasanian state as a monolithic,
hyper-centralized bureaucratic behemoth. However, recent climatological data
and macroscopic archaeological surveys profoundly challenge this reductionist
paradigm. While imperial endurance undeniably relied on mastering
environmental resources, Ctesiphon’s administrative penetration across
Eranshahr was sharply asymmetrical. This research addresses a foundational
paradox in Late Antique Iranian history: how did the Sasanian state successfully
actualize a rigid, centralized agrarian extraction model in specific alluvial zones,
while simultaneously tolerating the enduring autonomy of hereditary local elites
in the central plateau and eastern frontiers? Transcending descriptive chronicles,
this study argues that severe ecological constraints compelled the administration
to operate a "dual-core™ structural model. In the resource-rich plains of
Khuzestan and Mesopotamia, the state engineered massive hydraulic networks to
maximize surplus extraction. Conversely, in arid expanses reliant on localized
water, operational control was ceded to local aristocracies. Consequently, this
dissertation redefines the Sasanian polity not as an absolute despotism, but as a
"Selective Hydraulic State™ whose extractive capacity was directly predicated
upon spatial water infrastructure and localized power negotiations.

Methodology

To untangle the anatomical complexity of Sasanian rural life, this research
abandons monocausal explanations, erecting instead a tripartite theoretical
geometry. First, Karl Wittfogel’s "Hydraulic State" hypothesis provides the
technical logic: massive irrigation systems inherently demand robust
centralization and sprawling bureaucracies. Yet, Wittfogel’s geographic
determinism fails to account for regions outside state control. Thus, the second
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layer incorporates Theda Skocpol’s theory of "Extractive Capacity" and state
autonomy. Skocpol’s framework explains that hydraulic centralization is
politically viable only when the state can absorb local intermediaries into its
bureaucracy or decisively weaken them through structural reform. Finally,
Parvaneh Pourshariati’s "Sasanian-Parthian Confederacy" model delineates the
geographical limits of this state capacity, illuminating how formidable dynastic
families maintained an unyielding grip over the northern and eastern peripheries.
Empirically, the methodology relies on a layered, critical exegesis of three
distinct data streams: Pahlavi legal and religious texts (Madayan i Hazar
Dadestan, Vendidad), early Islamic geographic accounts (Tabari, Miskawayh,
Ibn Hawgal), and macroscopic archaeological evidence mapping settlement
patterns. To resolve inherent contradictions between normative religious texts
and material evidence, the study operationalizes a “spatial-epistemological dual
prioritization™ rule. In macro-hydraulic zones, Wittfogelian logic takes
interpretive precedence; in the central plateau, evidence of political confederacy
overrides theoretical assumptions of state control. Furthermore, "eco-based
decentralization" is quantified through three variables: water infrastructure scale,
political economy (land tenure), and spatial morphology of settlements.

Findings
The synthesis of historical, legal, and material data yields four primary axes of
discovery regarding the Sasanian agrarian apparatus:

I. Spatial Bifurcation and Hydraulic Architecture

The empire functioned through two deeply distinct models of socio-ecological
intervention. In "hyper-centralized hydraulic zones" (e.g., Diyala, Khuzestan,
Mughan steppe), the state aggressively transformed nomadic pastures into
militarized, high-yield agricultural estates. The implementation of complex weir-
bridges and tower-drop watermills signaled the complete commercialization of
agriculture under direct royal monopoly. Conversely, in "decentralized
peripheral zones" (the Iranian plateau, Sistan, eastern frontiers), agriculture
relied on precarious, micro-scale Qanat systems and springs. Lacking the
material basis for centralized bureaucracy, power fractured. Legal records from
Bactria and Pahlavi jurisprudence indicate local nobles utilized complex
communal water rights and proxy-inheritance laws (Sturih) to consolidate wealth
and repel Ctesiphon’s administrative overreach.

I1. Bureaucratic Sophistication and Resilience

Managing the hydraulic core required a highly specialized administrative organ,
the Diwan-i Kast-Afzud, which meticulously audited water shares and exacted
taxes. Sigillographic evidence proves the existence of a highly organized cadre
of state accountants embedded across provinces. Strikingly, this bureaucratic
reliance on sub-surface water management (Qanats) allowed the Sasanian state
to endure the devastating Late Antique Little Ice Age (498-622 CE) with far
greater resilience than the contemporary Byzantine Empire, which suffered
catastrophic systemic failures due to rain-fed agricultural dependence.

I11. The Political Economy of Religion

The state ingeniously weaponized Zoroastrian theology to reduce the exorbitant
costs of physical surveillance over water networks. By framing water pollution
as a severe cosmic transgression (Vendidad), the state internalized infrastructural
discipline within the peasantry. Concurrently, fire temples functioned as
formidable economic institutions. Through the legal mechanism of Ruwangan
(pious endowments), aristocrats shielded agricultural estates from the central
taxation apparatus. These estates, worked by institutional slaves, created a
decentralized welfare and food-security network that absorbed famine shocks,
effectively preventing peasant uprisings.



IV. Fiscal Restructuring and the Genesis of the Dehgan

The most profound structural shift occurred under Kavadh | and Khusro I. To
fund perpetual wars and bypass the extortionate Parthian nobility, the state
abolished the volatile crop-sharing tax (Mugasama) and instituted a rigid, fixed
land tax based on precise cadastral surveys (Misaha). To execute this, the
government engineered a loyal intermediary class: the Dehgans. Possessing
bureaucratic literacy, military obligations, and ownership of large socio-
agricultural complexes (Dastgirds), the Dehgans shattered old aristocratic
monopolies, becoming the primary vectors of state extractive capacity.

Discussion and Conclusion

The longevity of the Sasanian Empire—spanning four centuries of volatile
geopolitical and climatic shifts—cannot be attributed to a uniform, omnipresent
autocracy. Rather, Sasanian endurance was the product of a highly pragmatic,
"dual-core" equilibrium. The state functioned as a "Selective Hydraulic Empire,"
strictly centralizing revenue extraction in the fertile lowlands while sustaining a
delicate, confederal symbiosis with hereditary elites in the arid highlands.
However, the very mechanisms engineered to maximize the state's extractive
capacity ultimately contained the seeds of its systemic transition. The sixth-
century cadastral reforms shifted the existential burden of climate vulnerability
directly onto agricultural producers, while simultaneously elevating the Dehgans
to unprecedented heights of local power. By the eve of the Arab-Islamic
conquests, these rural magnates had evolved into quasi-independent actors.
Recognizing the terminal weakness of the Sasanian center, the Dehgans
calculated that their class interests—the preservation of their Dastgirds and local
hegemony—were best served by negotiating tax continuity with the new Islamic
conquerors rather than fighting for a collapsing royal house. Therefore, the
Islamic conquest did not obliterate the Sasanian rural landscape; it inherited it.
The Dehgans acted as critical transmission belts of administrative memory,
carrying the Sasanian bureaucratic and ecological architecture directly into the
heart of the early Islamic Caliphate, thereby ensuring the profound institutional
continuity that would define Iranian rural life for centuries to come.

Keywords
Selective Hydraulic State. Rural Life. Aristocratic Clans. Water Management.
Extractive Capacity.
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