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Miscellanea

Under the heading Miscellanea, essays will be published dealing with topics considered to be of general interest to
the readers. All contributions will be refereed for their compatibility with this criterion.

The Socio-Economic Census of Nomadic Tribes in
Iran in July 1987

Bahram Amirahmadi’

Abstract: In many African and Asian coun-
tries, including the Islamic Republic of
Iran, a population of tribes has been
living a nomadic life along side of the seden-
tary population. Statistical organizations
usually experience difficulty in including
the nomadic populations in sample surveys

1. Introduction

In Iran, in addition to the urban and rural
communities, there is another community
distinct from the other two; the nomadic
tribes who rarely participate in statistical
surveys because of their perpetual migra-
tion and inaccessibility. From 1935 to
1941, the nomads were compelled by the
government to practice a sedentary life.
After the Second World War broke out,
government control lessened and the tribes
again began to migrate. Nationalization of
pasture lands in 1962 was the last means
for the central government to deprive the
nomads of their political and economic
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Tehran, Iran.

and censuses. After studying nomadic popu-
lations, the Statistical Centre of Iran con-
ducted its first socio-economic census of the
nomadic tribes in Iran in 1366 (1987 A.D.).

Key words: Nomadic tribes; clans and tribes;
tribal migration; nomadic tribal household.

independence. Before the victory of the
Islamic Revolution, the nomads lived
either in the arduous, mountainous areas
or in the vast barren plains. After the
victory of the Islamic Revolution, it was
strongly felt that the nomadic population
should be taken into consideration and be
a part of the country’s planning. For this
purpose, the Statistical Centre of Iran
designed and conducted the Socio-
Economic Census of Nomadic Tribes.

The nomadic tribes have occasionally
been enumerated. For example, during the
population censuses of 1966 and 1976 enu-
merators en route to populations scattered
in the mountains and plains accidentally
met nomads who were temporarily residing
in their summer and winter villages.



692

Another example is the Agricultural Census
of 1973 when a part of nomadic tribe dwell-
ing in temporary residences were counted as
rural households. The part of the tribe that
was dwelling in tents distant from the rural
area was not enumerated.

The Statistical Centre of Iran (SCI) con-
ducted its first census of nomadic tribes in
the winter of 1974: the Agricultural Census
of Nomadic Tribes. This census was, how-
ever, meant to complete the 1973 census
which was able to enumerate only those
tribes who had rural dwellings and were
then present at these dwellings. The non-
rural tribes had been completely omitted.
In the meantime, both Iranian and foreign
researchers had studied the tribal societies
scattered throughout the country, and pro-
duced a number of books on the lifestyle
of the tribes and clans. Nevertheless, cer-
tain aspects of the nomadic tribes remained
elusive and statistical enumeration of the
tribes remained unsolved.

Since late 1982, the SCI wanted a com-
plete coverage of agricultural statistics
with the intention of completing the agri-
cultural surveys already taken in rural
areas with surveys of urban and tribal
(mainly animal husbandry) agriculture.
This is important because tribes are respon-
sible for a large part of the animal husban-
dry practiced in the country. The fact that
the nomadic tribes had not been completely
identified complicated the problem and the
SCI drew up plans for conducting a socio-
economic census of the nomadic tribes,
before any other agency or organization
had requested it. The point of enumerating
the nomads was two-fold: to achieve a com-
plete agricultural census and to identify the
problems and issues surrounding the
nomads, and thus create an incentive for
the allocation of funds and manpower for
development programs.

Once the design of the census was provi-
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sionally decided upon, representatives of
interested organizations as well as other
researchers and experts were invited to com-
ment in consultative sessions at the SCI.
Topics discussed were: the definition of
nomadic tribes and discriminating them
from sedentary tribes and villagers, the
choice of the smallest socio-economic unit
as the statistical unit, choice of frame,
choice of time and place, and the best
method of interviewing.

The initial design, entitled “Proposed
Socio-Economic Survey of Nomadic Tribes
in Iran” was brought to the attention of the
ministries, and institutions dealing with
tribal issues, and experts on tribal affairs.

In August 1984, a pilot study of the first
part of the census was conducted for two
clans: the Babadi clan from the Bakhti-
yari tribe and the Negin Taji, a sub-clan
from the Boyer Ahmadi tribe. The results
were used to revise the first stage of the cen-
sus, thus making the overall design ready
for execution.

2. Method for the Statistical Identification
of Tribes

In the rural and urban surveys and censuses,
villages and urban blocks are selected as
frames, within which households are listed
and individual questionnaires are com-
pleted for each household. Enumeration
districts are outlined on maps prepared for
the census.

But, the above method used to enumerate
the rural and urban populations could not
be used to enumerate the tribes. Because
the tribes do not have a permanent settle-
ment, it was not possible to delineate enu-
meration districts on a map. Even if one
visited the tribes at their winter or summer
dwellings, a great portion of them were
settled outside the hamlets and could not
be visited. Moreover, synchronizing the
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enumeration work so that it would coincide
with the nomads either at their temporary
dwellings or at points where they were due
to pass while en route to these dwellings
was not feasible for a host of reasons.
Even after studying the social structure
and organization of the tribes, it was deter-
mined that the social structure and organ-

Distribution of nomadic population in summer quarters by provinces (1987)

ization of all the tribes and clans were not
known. The time of migration to the winter
and summer dwellings were not known, and
the routes of migration were not clear. To
accommodate for the lack of basic informa-
tion, measures would have to be taken to
identify the clans. This information would
then be used to design the census. In this
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way, the census was divided into two
phases.

3. Phasel: Idgntiﬁcation

The objective of this phase was to gain
knowledge about the following characteris-
tics of nomadic tribes:

1. The social structure and organization
of tribes or independent clans down
to the “nomadic camps,” and prepare
lists of and diagrams depicting these
hierarchical levels.

2. Estimate the number of households in
each nomadic camp.

3. Estimate the number of livestock in
each nomadic camp.

4. Chart the migration time-table of the
nomadic camps, i.e., the dates of
departure from the winter dwellings
and the dates of arrival at the summer
dwellings and the period of their resi-
dence at the summer dwellings and
the time of their return to the winter
dwellings.

5. Identifying (on a map) the exact loca-
tions of the summer and winter dwell-
ings.

6. The type of dwelling (stationary or
portable shelter) for each household.

7. The best time and place to visit each
clan and the names of well-informed
persons (potential household respond-
ents) in each clan.

3.1. Information items

In phase I, the following information was
collected about each nomadic clan:

* the names of the tribes, clans, and the
other sub-divisions,

* the name of the head of the clan, and
his father’s name,

* the number of households,

* the approximate number of sheep,
goats, cows, buffaloes, and camels,
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*

date when migration to summer dwell-

ings begins,

* date of arrival at and settling in the
summer dwellings,

* duration of stay at the summer dwell-
ings,

* the name and the “address” of the sum-
mer dwellings according to the local
administrative authorities,

* the number of households living in

stationary dwellings.

4. Concepts and Definitions

4.1. Nomadic tribes

The social structure of the Iranian tribal
population is patriarchal in which each per-
son, for identification purposes, knows his
father, grandfather, and successively up to
five generations back. After the fifth and
sometimes seventh generation, it is the
clan, grand clan, or tribe that completes
the identification. This system is as hierar-
chical as a military organization.

People having the three following charac-
teristics are by definition a nomadic tribe.

1. Tribal relationship: Every person in
this community considers his family
and himself associated with a bigger
social group whose members are
usually relatives. The name of the
group is, in the broad sense, a clan
and all the members take pride in
their affiliation to the clan. Several
clans comprise a tribe.

2. Livelihood dependent on animal hus-
bandry: Other means of livelihood, if
any, are of only secondary significance.
Secondary sources of livelihood would
be: the cultivation of crops such as
wheat and barley, such handcrafts as
carpets, tent covers, and saddle bags.

3. Seasonal migration patterns: Since the
livelihood of nomadic tribes.depends
on finding fresh pasture land on
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Table 2. The number of households and population sizes of nomadic tribes of provinces by

summer and winter quarters — 1987

Provinces Summer quarter Winter quarter
households population households population

Total 180,223 1,152,099 180,223 1,152,099
East Azerbdijan 11,419 85,835 11,031 82,673
West Azerbdijan 7,599 61,645 7,964 64,721
Isfahén 7,884 53,042 861 5,109
Ildm 8,572 62,982 10,029 73,294
Kerménshdhdn 7,674 51,992 7,016 47,491
Bushehr 0 0 2,837 18,601
Tehrédn 1,260 8,479 938 7,035
Chihar Mahil and Bakhtiyari 21,045 136,691 6,623 41,115
Khorisin 9,077 50,643 6,713 35,927
Khuzistan 6,277 40,523 28,051 184,885
Zanjin 1,093 7,650 1,035 7,204
Semnan 1,688 10,447 2,409 14,689
Sistidn and Bluchestén 16,533 80,704 17,509 86,148
Fiars 23,708 155,315 27,232 179,014
Kermén . 19,097 106,430 18,108 100,605
Boyer Ahmad and Kohkiluyeh 17,383 111,768 15,616 100,680
Gildn 378 2,660 457 3,175
Lorestdn 17,186 109,136 12,461 78,299
Markazi 354 2,682 357 2,717
Maéizandarin 557 3,714 1,601 10,648
Hormozgin 277 1,567 1,236 7,179
Hamadén 1,162 8,194 139 890

which the livestock can graze, the
tribes must move from place to place
with the change of the season.

4.2. The nomadic tribal household

The nomadic tribal household is defined as
any household that belongs to a tribe and
migrates between summer and winter dwell-
ings.

4.3. Tribal migration

Tribal migration is the moving of tribal
households from one place to another,
usually with all members of the household,
luggage, house equipment, and portable
shelters (tents) with the objective of exploit-
ing pastures to graze their livestock. The
move is periodic and each tribe, clan, or
sub-clan moves en masse. The length of

the route does not affect the manner in
which the migration is undertaken. The dis-
tances can vary between a few kilometers to
more than 500 kilometers.

4.4. Route of migration

The route of the migration is defined as the
path the tribe or clan takes when moving
between summer and winter dwellings. The
migration canstartorend, or both, ata village.

4.5. Summer quarters

The geographical area in which the tribe
lives during part of or the entire summer is
referred to as the summer dwelling.

4.6. Winter dwelling

The geographical area in which the tribe
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lives during part of or the entire winter is
referred to as the winter dwelling. It should
be noted that the climatic conditions and
temperature do not determine which dwell-
ings are used during the summer and which
dwellings are used during the winter. In cer-
tain cases, the summer dwellings for some
clans are the same as the winter dwellings
for other clans.

4.7. Clans and tribes

A tribe consists of several clans who are
united through consanguinity, family ties,
social, or political reasons and reside in a
geographic area known to be the domain
of the tribe. The most common ties that
link the clans are marriage and consangui-
nity. A tribal member first identifies himself
with his clan and can trace his genealogy
many generations back. There are what
are known as “independent clans” which
have no tribal affiliation.

4.8. Statistical population

The statistical population of interest to
the census consists of all nomadic tribal
households throughout Iran. A unit or mem-
ber of this population is the nomadic tribal
household and its common attributes are: tri-
bal ties, pastoral livelihood, and migration
between summer and winter quarters.

It should be noted that sedentary tribes
were not covered by the census.

4.9. Statistical unit

In the census, the statistical unit is the
smallest sub-clan. On the one hand, the
sub-clan is a sub-population of the noma-
dic tribal population, and on the other
hand, consists of nomadic households.

4.10. Statistical frame

In sample surveys, the statistical frame con-

697

sists of a list of all statistical units of the
population from which some units are
selected and enumerated (the sample) and
the results are generalized to the entire
population. After the second stage of the
census, i.e., the full enumeration of nomadic
households in Iran, sample surveys may be
carried out for any future study on the life
of the nomadic camps gathered from the first
phase of the census and finalized during the
second phase. This process creates a statisti-
cal frame for a survey in the future.

5. Executive Organization and
Methodology

To prepare for the first phase, a preliminary
investigation was conducted throughout the
entire country between February and late
April 1985. This was in addition to the pilot
census of the Babadi clan of Bakhtiyari tribe
and Negin-Tdji sub-clan of the Boyer
Ahmadi tribe conducted during July-
August 1984. Every ostan (province) was
visited by a group consisting of an expert
and an assistant expert. Kurdistan, Yazd,
and Gilan ostans were excluded. The group
made use of available documents procured
through previous correspondence with
local authorities in the area.

Local experts estimated the numbers of
the various clans and these estimates were
recorded on four different forms. Form 1
was for tribes whose migration was limited
within the territory of a given province.
Form 2 was for tribes whose summer quar-
ters only were in the given province. Form 3
was completed for tribes whose winter quar-
ters were in the given area. The local experts
themselves were registered on form 4.

The information recorded in the forms
gave a general list of tribes, clans, and inde-
pendent tribes throughout the country,
separately for the 21 provinces without
any reference to their structure and other
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Fig. 2. Age pyramid of the population of nomadic tribes of Iran, 1987

characteristics. These forms were used for
dividing the country into separate tribal
enumeration districts (ED). These enumera-
tions were also used as the basis for the
application by the Statistical Centre’s staff.

Each ED might be a whole province or
an area larger than a province so as to cover
the entire region traversed by a particular
tribe so that both summer and winter quar-
ters were included, in full, in the ED. The
aggregated EDs encompassed the entire
country.

Depending on the workload, one, two, or
in some cases, three research groups were
assigned to each ED to execute the first
stage.

Each research group consisted of two
experts, an assistant expert, and a tribal
guide. The group was led by one of the
experts. One expert was from the SCI and
the other was from the local authority.
The tribal guide was also appointed by
local authorities.

Some groups had a specialist in nomad-
ism whose job was to determine the tribal

social structure. All members of the
research groups attended a training semi-
nar which was held at the SCI. Each group
received a file containing the following
documents:

* list of the names of tribes and related
clans,
* statistics and charts of relevant tribes
and clans,
* lists obtained from the 1353 (1974) cen-
“sus of nomadic households by the SCI,
* forms 1 through 4 completed by the
SCI teams during the preliminary
study of tribes from February-April
1984 in the 21 provinces,
* rural maps of the EDs in a scale of
1:100,000,
* books and reports available on tribes
of certain EDs.

In addition, each research group collected
and studied many publications from differ-
ent sources on tribes in their EDs (research
publications, etc.).
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Briefly, the objective of the execution of
the first stage of the census of tribes was
the preparation of three main documents:

i. A diagram of the social structure and
organization of tribes and indepen-
dent clans.

ii. Form 1, the clan questionnaire.

iii. Drawing the places of nomadic camps
in summer and winter quarters on the
rural map of the ED.

6. Diagram of Social Structure and
Organization of Tribes and Independent
Clans

The first step which was taken by the research
group for identification of nomadic tribes
was the preparation of the diagram of the
tribes’ social structure and organization.
Without this diagram, confusion could
result and tribes could be omitted. The
research group had to construct this diagram
by completing and using the documents men-
tioned earlier and establishing direct contact
with the members of the clans.

It was evident that this job had been done
during a reasonable span of time and
through sufficient interviews with clan
members, whose responses were com-
pared and coordinated. All the clans of a
tribe were recorded and included in the dia-
gram.

For every sub-clan which did not have
any nomadic households, it was sufficient
to mention their names and location, but
omitting their branches. On the other hand,
the branches of all the sub-clans that had
nomadic households were depicted down to
the lowest hierarchical level.

For example, the position of Babadi
grand clan in Bakhtiyari tribe and its divi-
sions are shown here. This diagram has
been supplied by the author from the local
research.

Journal of Official Statistics

7. Phase II: Enumeration

The preliminary arrangements for the socio-
economic enumeration of the nomadic
tribes in Iran were made after the comple-
tion of the first phase. The major activities
performed for the second phase in early
1987 are discussed below.

7.1.  Preparing the folder for the

enumeration crew

To conduct the census, the enumeration
crews are assigned within the district execu-
tive organization. Each enumeration crew is
composed of: one crew leader, two enumer-
ators, one verifier, and two drivers who
provide transportation in the field. The enu-
meration of 600 households is considered
the average workload for an enumeration
crew. The folder for the enumeration crew
was provided using the data obtained from
implementation of the first phase of the cen-
sus. In connection with the social organiza-
tion of sub-clans, the limitation within
which each enumeration crew operated
was determined with the use of a tribal map.

7.2. Preparing Form 142

Form 142 is the census folder for each
smallest sub-clan. Characteristics- of the
smallest sub-clans were printed on the
folder, using the data included in form 1
of the first phase. The data cover the names
of the tribe or independent clan, names and
characteristics of division prior to tribe,
name of tribe, names and characteristics of
divisions following tribe and characteristics
of divisions following tribe down to the
smallest nomadic sub-clans, name and
father’s name of the sub-clan head, number
of the smallest sub-clan households, name
and geographical address of the summer
and winter quarters according to the last
administrative  divisions  corresponding
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with the location of the sub-clans on the
map. In addition, names and addresses of
the clan knowledgeable persons (potential
respondents) have been written on form
142.

Considering the work load designed for
each enumeration crew, a certain number
of forms 142 together with the social organi-
zation chart of the relevant sub-clans were
given to the enumeration crew to conduct
the census.

The implementation of the census began
simultaneously in all tribal regions through-
out the country in July 1987. Each enumera-
tion crew worked in its own area to
enumerate the households of each sub-clan
within the specified period. Sub-clans that
were found but not earlier identified by the
first phase were enumerated and informa-
tion gathered on them so that their enu-
meration would be complete for both the
first phase and the later phases.

In this way, all nomadic sub-clans were
brought under the complete census cover-
age. Both summer and winter quarters
were enumerated to prevent the under cov-
erage of clans who, for some reason, had
not migrated to the summer quarters.

After the data collection, the data were
edited and processed by computer.

8. Census Results

Information on the following variables was
collected in the Census of the Nomadic
Tribes.

8.1. Population

The number of households and population of
each tribe and independent clan, the prov-
inces, in which the summer and winter quar-
ters of each independent clan and tribe are
located, population of the total country
tribes by single ages, age groups, literacy
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status, population under education by the
highest educational certificate received, activ-
ity status, marital status, number of house-
hold members, number of literate household
members, and number of household mem-
bers currently attending some form of school-
ing. All data are presented by sex and age
groups.

8.2. Agriculture

This includes types of livestock by tribe and
independent clan, changes in the number of
livestock of various types, the number
owned by each household, by duration of
settlement in summer and winter quarters,
average number of sheep and goats in the
last summer and winter quarters, payments
for use of pastures, grazing in harvested
lands, and manual feeding in the last sum-
mer and winter quarters, average annual
production of livestock products per head
of each type of livestock, distribution of
households by classified numbers of live-
stock and number of various types of live-
stock in holdings, by type of holding.

Data on area and type of agricultural
holdings in summer and winter quarters
were also included.

8.3. Facilities and trade

Included in this category is the number of
households that have access to and use vari-
ous facilities, such as, a vehicle, radio, lan-
tern, sewing machine, gas stove, oil burning
light and heater, and type of main fuel used
as well as the major media of trade between
the households.

8.4. Handcrafts

Included in this category is the handcrafts
made by the households. Since any house-
hold may produce handcrafts of one type
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or more, the same household might be
repeated several times with regard to the
types of handcrafts produced. Thus, there
is no point in adding up the figures in the
columns.

In addition to the information on types of
household handcrafts, data on the hand-
crafts produced, by purpose of production,
have also been presented.

9. Summary

In the 1366 (1987) census, 96 tribes, 547
independent clans, consisting of 180,223
households, giving a population of

Journal of Official Statistics

1,152,099 persons, were enumerated. The
sex ratio was about 108. Moreover, the
results of the tribal census indicate that
there were 186,604 agricultural holdings of
which 46.9% were engaged in animal hus-
bandry and farming 1.6% were engaged in
animal husbandry and horticulture, and
10.1% practiced animal husbandry, farm-
ing, and horticulture. Of the total nomadic
households, 93.6% lived in tents their
entire stay at the summer quarters, whereas
52% lived the whole period of their settle-
ment in winter quarters in buildings and

41.8% in tents.

Received January 1991
Revised April 1993
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