Ibn Khaldun: selections from three modern scholars

Ernest Gellner, Plough, Sword and Book: The Structure of Human History, Collins Harvill, 1988.

“Ibn Khaldun’s definition of government probably remains the best: it is an institution which prevents injustice other than such as it commits itself.” p.239

“…. the problem formulated by Thrasymachus at the start of The Republic. It arises from the disadvantage, for any one individual, of observing the rules of “justice”. Most agrarian societies in effect followed the solution implied by Thrasymachus’ position: political conflict escalated till one power centre monopolized all control. Thereafter, in Ibn Khaldun’s words, the surviving unique centre could prevent injustice other than such as it committed itself. This at least made obedience to it rational for all. It became co-extensive with the maintenance of some order at least, as Hobbes insisted.” Pp252-3.

Philip Carl Salzman, Culture and Conflict in the Middle East, Humanity Books, 2008.

“Ibn Khaldun … who described and took part in North African political life, described the tribal system and its relations with the state in detail. Ibn Khaldun … stressed the importance of social solidarity, unity and mutual support among tribesmen, which is based on what he called asabiyya, group feeling. It lies behind and is reinforced by blood feud. Group feeling and solidarity give tribesmen the capacity to withstand attack and to conquer. Asabiyya gives tribes the advantage over the premodern state, which is weakened by sedentary life, hierarchical stratification, and the suppression of aggression.” P.52.

“Ibn Khaldun sees Middle Eastern society as fundamentally mal-integrated. On one hand, there is the state apparatus: the ruler, his court, his regional representatives, his army, and his dependent regional populations are the main elements. On the other hand, there are the tribes: located in the deserts and mountain peripheries, they consist of solidary groups of kinsmen who value independence and are disinclined to take orders or to pay taxes.

The state and the tribes are unstable mix. Sovereignty and suzerainty are contested among them. State leaders are often on the defensive, trying to hold together their realm in spite of the weak solidarity among them. Tribes, in contrast, watch and wait for their opportunity, not only to assert their full independence, but to step in and capture the state for themselves. Here is ibn Khaldun’s political cycle: Hardy, bellicose tribesmen from the periphery, enjoying strong kin solidarity among themselves, conquer a weak state and its sedentary urbanites and villagers, and set themselves up as the rulers. They divide up the country among themselves but, in doing so divide themselves among the country. Acting as rulers and members of court, and as regional governors and officials, they enjoy the fruits of the rich urban and agricultural environment, and into this environment their children are born. The tribal hardiness and kin solidarity dissipate over generations, if not sooner. Now they have become the weak state. And they are watched from the periphery by hardy, bellicose tribesmen waiting for their chance to snatch the prize for themselves.” Pp197-8.

“Ibn Khaldun stresses, as we have described, the asabiyya, or solidarity, ascribed to kin groups among the tribes. Anthropological research on tribal structure suggests that this kin solidarity is rooted not only in the concept of descent, as ibn Khaldun suggests, but also in balanced opposition provided by structurally equivalent kin groups of parallel descent. That outside opposition stimulates internal cohesion in groups has long been discussed in sociology … That opposition is not only instrumental and opportunistic, but also structural and continuous, guarantees a high level of solidarity and mutual support.” P.204.

Peter Turchin, War and Peace and War: The Life Cycle of Imperial Nations, Pi Press, 2006.

"The best authority to ask regarding nomadic pastoralist life is Ibn Khaldun, a practical politician and a theoretical sociologist, the author of a remarkable theory of group solidarity that explained the rise and fall of states.  

The concept of collective solidarity, or asabiya in Arabic, was Ibn Khaldun’s most important contribution to our understanding of human history. The theory is described in his monumental The Muqaddimah: An Introduction to History. Asabiya of a group is the ability of its members to stick together, to cooperate; it allows a group to protect itself against the enemies, and to impose its will on others. A group with high asabiya will generally win when pitched against a group with lesser asabiya. Moreover, "royal authority and general dynastic power are attained only through a group and asabiya. This is because aggressive and defensive strength is obtained only through ... mutual affection and willingness to fight and die for each other." In other words, a state can only be organized around a core group with high asabiya. By acting in a solidary fashion, the members of the core group impose their collective will on other constituents of the state and thus prevent the state from falling apart.

But it is not enough to identify group solidarity as the main factor responsible for the strength of the state. Why do some groups have it in abundance, whereas others do not? Ibn Khaldun's theory provides an explanation. It focuses specifically on the situation in the Maghreb, but its genius lies in how well it translates across time and space." p.91.

"As a result of the distribution of rainfall ... the Maghreb is divided by an environmental frontier into two zones. In the north, there is a band of territory, running along the Mediterranean shore, where rain is sufficient for agriculture. This zone (which was part of the Roman Empire) is where all the cities and towns of North Africa are found. It was also where all states and empires were located. Ibn Khaldun referred to it as "civilization." South of the civilization zone lies the semi-desert and desert inhabited by Bedouin tribes. This distinction between the "civilized" (we would now say urbanized) and Bedouin societies is absolutely crucial for the theory of Ibn Khaldun.

In the desert, each tribe can rely only on itself for survival against the harsh environment and the depredations of other tribes. Ibn Khaldun stressed that "only tribes held together by asabiya can live in the desert." A kind of natural-selection mechanism operates in the desert that eliminates any tribe that lacks internal solidarity. By contrast, cities are defended by walls against the external enemies, and internal peace is imposed by the state. As a result, unlike the desert, no constant struggle occurs for survival within the civilization zone that would nurture and maintain high asabiya.

Furthermore ... the life of a nomadic pastoralist provides a much better martial training. A shoe maker in the city who spends hours every day hunched over his work will make a lousy warrior—weak, clumsy and nearsighted. Therefore, any Bedouin is a better warrior than your average city slicker. When you add to this individual superiority the high group solidarity of the desert dwellers, their military advantage becomes overwhelming. 

The civilization zone is divided into states and empires, which are, in any case, normally quite good at defending themselves against nonstate societies.   For one thing, the civilization supports much greater population densities than the desert, so the civilized armies tend to be larger than the "barbarian" ones. Civilizations also have technological advantages, such as fortifications, catapults, better arms and armour. As long as the state keeps its internal cohesion, it is capable of defending itself against the nomads ... When the state loses unity and falls into civil strife, it immediately becomes easy prey for the Bedouins." p.92

"Ibn Khaldun noticed that the political dynamics of the Maghreb tend to move in cycles. When a state in the civilization zone falls into internal strife, it becomes vulnerable to conquest from the desert. Sooner or later, a coalition of Bedouin tribes is organized around one group with particularly high asabiya. When this coalition conquers the civilization, it founds a new state there. The leading group establishes the new ruling dynasty, while other Bedouins become the ruling class—the new aristocracy.

The members of the conquering generation and even their children preserve their desert ways. They keep their military skills honed and, most importantly, their group solidarity high. As generations succeed generations, however, the conditions of the civilized life begin to erode the high asabiya of former Bedouins. Generally speaking, by the fourth generation the descendants of the founders become indistinguishable from their city-dweller subjects. At this point, the dynasty goes into permanent decline. It can persist in the "degenerate" state for a few more generations, but sooner or later another Bedouin coalition arises in the desert, and the cycle repeats itself. The members of the degenerated dynasty are dispossessed of their wealth, some killed, and others driven into exile." p.93

"An important element of Ibn Khaldun's theory is the corrosive effect of "luxury" on group solidarity. He argues that as the former tribesmen forget the rude ways of the desert, and become accustomed to the new luxurious life, they somehow become "enervated". This aspect is actually the weakest component of the theory ... Interestingly, Ibn Khaldun, who also devotes a lot of space to this theme, nevertheless hedges his message. He says, "luxury will at first give additional strength to a dynasty. The reason for this is that a tribe that acquired royal authority and luxury is prolific and produces many children, so the community grows. Thus, the group grows. Furthermore, a great number of clients and followers is acquired. The new generation grows up in a climate of prosperity and luxury." Luxury begins to play a negative role only "when the first and second generations are gone, and the dynasty begins to become senile." Ibn Khaldun's explanation of how the ruling dynasty loses its asabiya is weak because he relies too much on inappropriate biological analogies: "Dynasties have a natural life span like individuals."  

“The last element of Ibn Khaldun’s theory that will be useful to us is that of the role of religion. Ibn Khaldun points out that religion gives another power in addition to that of asabiya. It “does away with mutual jealousy and envy among people who share in an asabiya.” When people are united by religion, “nothing can withstand them, because their outlook is one and their object is of common accord. They are willing to die for their objective.” Although Ibn Khaldun does not say it directly, it seems that religious feeling is a sort of asabiya, but one that can unite broader groups than tribal-level asabiya. This is very important insight, especially for the Bedouin societies of North Africa and Arabia, where religion played a particularly important role in empire building. 

The insights from Ibn Khaldun’s theory can help us to understand better the history of societies on Rome’s desert frontier during the first millennium A.D.” p.94.

 “On the other hand, the Western pressure on the Islamic societies of the Middle East dates back to at least the occupation of Egypt by the British troops in 1882. The establishment of Israel in 1948 merely elevated it to new heights, and the second Iraq war increased the pressure to what might be an unbearable pitch for the Arabs. It is possible that the world has changed so much from the days of Ibn Khaldun that his law of asabiya does not operate any longer. But is it wise to bet on it?” p.350.
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