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Water is one of the most important and basic resources for human survival. Its gathering, distribution,
and control have been a continuous process, in more or
less intensity, in all civilizations. However, its past management rarely has been considered as something useful
for the present. As Steven Mithen highlights, the study
of past water systems has focused on learning about ancient practices in hydraulic engineering with the aim of
framing current methods or establishing the relationship
between water and power. One of the best examples of
this tendency is Karl A. Wittfogel’s Oriental Despotism:
A Comparative Study of Total Power (1957). However,
past water systems have never been approached as a way
of analyzing the long-term effects and impact of diverse
forms of hydraulic engineering. This is one of the main
goals and most original aspects of Mithen’s work.

Mithen takes us on a tour through several civilizations of different ages and areas. After a short introduction, he begins his review in the Middle East, with
chapters 2 and 3 focusing, respectively, on the Levant and
Sumer. Then in chapter 4 he proceeds to Greece, covering
mostly the Minoan civilization. In chapter 5, he returns
to the Middle East, analyzing the measures taken by the
Nabataean civilization. Chapter 6 focuses on the Roman
and Byzantine cases. From these chapters, Mithen jumps
to less common areas: China (chapter 7); Angkor (chapter 8); and the Hohokam civilization (chapter 9). Finally,
he moves to pre-Columbian civilizations: the Mayan culture in chapter 10 and the Inca in chapter 11. The book
closes with a concluding chapter.

As with any scholar whose work covers such diverse
regions, Mithen, as he admits and explains, can be critKeeping this goal in mind, Mithen aims to present icized for his selections. His choices, however, offer a
the water problem of the ancient world to a broad audi- wide overview and avoid an overly Eurocentric perspecence from a diachronic perspective. Thus we find a nar- tive, introducing Western readers to lesser-known cases,
rative with plenty of fragments in which the author re- such as China. Another problem acknowledged by the
lates details of his journey from one place to another or author is the fact that most of his cases focus on privhis personal impressions. This approach does not affect ileged classes, due to the inherent bias in the available
the book’s exactitude; on the contrary, the author under- sources. Nevertheless, the book offers a remarkable distands the problems firsthand through his direction of a versity of situations and problems, enriching the final reresearch project in the Jordan Valley, “Water, Life and sult.
Civilization,” with the University of Reading. He also
The main problem with this work relates to its apedited a monograph that has received high praises.[1]
proach. The enormous chronology presented, as well
The book under review includes a series of illustrations,
as the structure of the text, makes it difficult to anamaps, and photographs of the featured places, adding a
visual component to the work. The excellent maps are lyze other aspects of water, such as its commercial and
especially useful, considering the representations of the military roles. While we find many examples throughhydraulic works, whose description is often difficult to out the book, as highlighted in the case of China or
Mesopotamia, the role of water is inexplicably neglected
understand and locate correctly.
in the study of the Roman and Byzantine ages, during
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which water was used in a variety of ways; rivers, for example, served as transport axes or frontiers.[2] Another
example is the presence of buildings, such as the thermae (a facility for bathing), which was often used by the
military, showing that the water problem was not solely
associated with elites. It is also surprising that Mithen
does not make references to water problems that could
arise with the presence of an army and a water supply.

gration, an impossible solution today. However, Mithen
believes that all of the civilizations that he analyzes are
examples of resilience, even in such “failed” cases as the
Hohokam, because they lasted for centuries or even millennia. His reflections and conclusions point to lessons
from which we can learn in terms of experience and ability to adapt or overcome periods of climatic uncertainty?
Notes

These omissions are understandable considering the
broad subject that Mithen tackles. Mithen presents an
overview of diverse hydraulic methods and practices in
different social, political, and geographical cases, offering a general view along with various scenarios and problems for each case. This book provides a reflection on the
importance of water, and specifically examines how the
problem of water shortage has been addressed in diverse
societies
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in The Roman Army in the East, ed. David L. Kennedy
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