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Abstract

The Sasanian emperors heavily relied on a steady stream of financial
resources to effectively govern their vast overseas territories. One of the
ways they achieved this was through the construction of hydraulic structures
and the promotion of agricultural development. The region of Asoristan,
situated along the Tigris and Euphrates rivers, proved to be a strategic area
for the Sasanian expansionist plans. The rulers of the Sasanian Empire
referred to the southern part of Asoristan as the heart of Iranshahr due to its
fertile land and high population density. The state’s abundant arable lands,
coupled with the implementation of effective irrigation policies by the
Sasanian rulers, led to a prosperous agricultural sector in the region. The
establishment of new cities and the improvement of hydraulic structures
further contributed to the growth of the population and the development of
arable land, consequently resulting in increased tax revenues for the state.
However, man-made water structures necessitated specialized oversight
and upkeep by labor. Despite significant investments by the government
in irrigation projects, these structures tended to deteriorate without proper
maintenance, and the absence of enough workers due to chronic wars and
failure to rebuild led to the development of the wetlands. The economic
prosperity and military might of the Sasanian Empire were interconnected,
and the collapse of either could spell doom for the imperial system. This
study aims to explore the relationship between the Asoristan hydraulic
structures and the Arab conquest using library resources and a descriptive-
analytical approach. According to historical records, the research findings
indicate that following the rule of Khosrow Parviz, the participation of
Iranians in internal conflicts, coupled with the neglect and failure to repair
hydraulic systems, led to the expansion of wetlands in Asoristan and
the devastation of crucial agricultural areas due to massive floods. The
Asoristan region, which used to generate the highest tax revenue for the
Sasanian Empire, experienced a decline. The economic prosperity of the
empire was closely tied to its military might, which contributed to the
downfall of one aspect that was interconnected with the collapse of another
aspect.

Keywords: The Sasanian Empire, Assyria,
Constructions, Tigris River, The Arabs.

Ctesiphon, Hydraulic



/

.4
ua’% 4a
Khosravi NejadEt al.; An Examination of the Significance of... ,/,U " df ‘;/'
L. . .:

AN

Introduction

The Sassanid aimed to establish a strong centralized government to
assert their political control over the diverse regions of Great Iran, which
possessed a wide range of climates and geological features. This ambitious
goal necessitated a well-organized and stable army supported by crucial
financial resources. The economy of the Sassanid state heavily relied on
agriculture, and the government’s focus on agricultural initiatives and
the utilization of excess crops emphasized the importance of hydraulic
infrastructure such as bridges, dams, waterways, and aqueducts (Gyselen
1997). Numerous scholars have highlighted the significant density and
abundance of population found in major settlements, along with indications
of sophisticated hydraulic systems in Mesopotamia. They have also
noted that the surplus agricultural output and food resources in this area
led to increased financial gains for the state through taxation, ultimately
impacting the Sassanid economy (Simpson 2016: 34-35). The economic
prosperity, military power, and legal system of the Sassanid Empire were
interrelated, with the decline of each result in the downfall of the imperial
system (Morony 1984: 28). Special maintenance and surveillance were
necessary for the hydraulic plans, and regular dredging of streams was
essential to prevent them from filling up (Bruner 2014: 175). Occasionally,
these structures themselves caused damage, such as a dam in the lower
Kaskar that broke during the reign of Qobad (Kavad), resulting in the
submerge of many arable lands (Blazari 1988: 414). Water conservation
measures were put in place in water-tethered civilizations such as the
Assyria state to prevent river flooding and ensure provisions (Wittfogel
2012: 50. The study aimed to assess the impact of water structures in the
Sassanid Assyrian state and their connection to the Muslim Arab conquest,
considering the disrupted maintenance of the irrigation system during the
invasion.

Questions and Research Methods: The study question is that what are
the effects of both water structures in Assyrian state capitalized in Ctesiphon
and the consequent requirement to maintenance services on the conquest
there by Arabs? Data collection for this study involved extensive use of

library resources and followed a descriptive-analytical research approach.

Importance of Research
The analysis of the Sassanid Assyrian region is of utmost importance
as it served as the Iranian imperial capital for a considerable time,

encompassing the Mesopotamian floodplain and the cities of Ctesiphon
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and Seleucia. However, there is a dearth of recorded information regarding
the Arab conquest of Assyria, particularly in relation to irrigation systems
and their connection to this event. Therefore, researchers from the fields
of archacology and history can explore the use of archaeological data to
elucidate the unexplored aspects of this historical period.

Economic and Social Conditions in Assyria

The southern region of Assyria was referred to as the heart of Iranshahr
by the Sassanid rulers due to its land fertility and high population density
(Christensen 2016: 47). According to Adams, there is no doubt that Assyria
had the highest population during that period (Adams 1981: 209). The
state’s fertile lands, coupled with ample water resources and effective
irrigation policies implemented by the Sassanids, contributed to the
prosperity of agriculture in the region (Daryaee and Rezakhani 2018: 79).
Despite the significant investment made by the state in irrigation projects,
these infrastructures tended to deteriorate due to lack of maintenance. The
participation of Iranians in wars, coupled with the failure to reconstruct
these structures, led to the development of wetlands (Simpson 2016:
43). Additionally, the short reign of Shirviyeh (Kavad II) was marked by
political and economic turmoil, and the cities of Assyria were devastated
by the plague, causing the disappearance of more than half or one third
of the population, as per another historical account (Masoudi 2003, vol.
1: 274). Thus, the association of environment and humans for water
structures and agriculture was rendered futile (Christensen 2016: 81-83).
The region’s economy, previously centered around agriculture, suffered
significant setbacks prior to the Arab invasions (Adams 1981: 252). When
the first Islamic armies arrived in 633 AD, the Sassanid Empire was already
financially weakened due to prolonged wars and the destruction of key
agricultural regions by Byzantine forces and flooding (Donner 1981:172).
Indeed, the Sassanid’s economic prosperity, military might, and legal
system were intricately linked and hende, any disruption or weakening of
one element within this triad had the potential to lead to the downfall of the
entire imperial system (Morony, 1984: 28).

Conclusions

Following the reign of Khosrow Parviz, the involvement of Iranians in
internal conflicts and the neglect of maintaining and reconstructing water
structures resulted in the development of wetlands in Assyria and a decline
in agricultural production. The once prosperous Assyrian state, which used
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to generate the highest tax revenue for the Sassanid Empire, experienced a
decline. The Arab invasion of Ctesiphon coincided with this decline, and
subsequent events such as wars, floods, and plagues further weakened the
Iranian resistance. Many settlers, particularly peasants, were compelled to
collaborate with the Arabs to improve their living conditions or safeguard
their privileges. As a result, the defense forces became integrated within
the cities. When these regions could no longer provide the necessary
supplies to confront the Arabs, Yazdgerd I1I and his commanders retreated
to the Iranian Plateau to mount a comprehensive defense in Nahavand.
Unfortunately, their resistance was ultimately defeated, as it had been in
the past.
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Fig. 1: Khurbaran or one-quarter of the
Sasanian western realm including Asoristan
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2012).
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Fig. 3: Mada’en city (Keall, 1987).
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