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Filaha measures to deal with the famines in Medieval Islam
Sadegh Hojjati’

Abstract

Residents of medieval Islamic societies, whose livelihoods were largely based on
agricultural economics and plant-based nutrition, have repeatedly experienced
drought and famine as one of the most devastating natural disasters. The general
perception of how to deal with these threats is one of passivity and tolerance of
hunger and food shortages, whether in short or long periods of famine. But, the
study of historical texts and agromony heritage of the Islamic period in the form of "
Filaha" shows that the scholars of the Islamic period, beyond the practical guidance
and education of agriculture, have sought and offered various solutions to deal with
this natural phenomenon. So that the attention to the famine and ways to deal with it
is reflected in most of the Falahati texts, and several examples of it can be found.
The measures presented in these works can be categorised in the form of two
axes of preparation and forecasting of shortages and other practical measures in the
face of difficulties in times of famine. Crop procurement guidelines, even from poor
and desert areas, storage methods, and long-term storage of grain and pest control
fall into the first category. Also, strategies such as identifying grain alternative foods
and correcting or reducing the side effects of nutrition with these alternatives,
introducing suitable additives to flour and bread as the dominant food and some
more detailed prescriptions in feeding methods and hunger tolerance of the main
axes of the second part; It is a practical confrontation with famines. The importance
of this is made clearer by considering a plant-based nutrition system rather than, for

example, one in medieval Europe based on meat and animal husbandry.
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Introduction

The study of the history of the middle periods of the Islamic world, and especially
the history of Iran, with a focus on agriculture and agronomy is a virgin research
field that has always been neglected by researchers, while the most important and
central characteristic of pre-modern societies is the agricultural lifestyle, and Islamic

societies were also among the "societies relying on advanced agriculture."

Materials & Methods

This article is based on information from texts known as Books of “Filaha" and is
written in a descriptive manner. Between the 10th and 17th centuries, during the
Islamic period, at least 50 Books of Filaha were written by Muslim agronomists.
These authors were all too aware of being the inheritors and transmitters of a long
tradition of agricultural knowledge whose literature reached back to the Byzantines,
Romans, and Persians. They cited these earlier works meticulously and copiously.
However, the Arabic Books of Filaha are not mere compilations of ancient
knowledge and theories, for many of their writers were practitioners working in the
field, and avid experimentalists too. This study employs a descriptive-analytical
approach to this texts. The primary issue of the research is: What is the main
solution in agricultural texts to address famines as a major problem in Islamic
societies of the Middle East?

Discussion & Result

The subject matter of the Books of Filaha is extensive and inclusive, concerned not
only with agriculture and the cultivation of field crops such as wheat, barley, the
pulses, cotton, flax, olives, vines and so on, but also with the growing of all manner
of fruits, vegetables, herbs, garden flowers and shrubs, as well as trees for ornament,
and, in many cases, bee-keeping, animal husbandry and veterinary medicine. The
frequent and periodic encounter with the phenomenon of famine and food shortages
has led the authors of the agricultural treatises of the Islamic world to take the first
step towards prevention and providing sustainable crops to counter it. Famine is
primarily caused by a decrease in food production. Signs of this can be seen in the
major attention paid by the Falahatnamehs to arrangements that would provide the
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basis for the basic food supply of society, grains, in a more abundant manner or, at
least, in emergencies, more reliably, and would provide a basis for more complex
activities of society. They often address the post-harvest storage and processing of
crops. After maximum crop production, storing grain for a long time, at least one
crop year, was naturally the first and most important solution to deal with possible
food shortages. Also, these books have matters of domestic economy, such as bread-
making. Therefore, agronomy texts have introduced additives (vegetables,
Alternative flours, and suitable additives) that could be mixed and used with flour

and bread in relatively impressive detail.

Conclusion

Given this major contribution, it is essential to review and historically examine the
scientific texts in this field, as one of the few available sources for understanding
agricultural relations and the organization of life based on it. The study of the
agricultural heritage of the Islamic period reveals an important part of the material
life of the people of the Middle Ages: their daily life and food, and the special place
of cereals in their nutritional system. In addition to general principles, the
prescriptions for dealing with famines also explain in some cases the precise way of
dealing with one of the most difficult natural (or man-made) disasters. Based on the
data reviewed, it seems that the initial idea of how to deal with the scourge of
famines, namely passivity and adaptation, should be reconsidered. What diverse
reports of measures such as prevention and ensuring relatively stable crop
production, alternative foods, and the invention of new methods for the edible use of

new plants can be found.
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