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Five articles have been prepared as a special issue of the Sophia Journal of Asian, 
African, and Middle Eastern Studies. The authors are of different disciplines majoring in 
history, archaeology, remote-sensing, and socio-economy. What these five authors have in 
common is that they are all very interested in the Buhayra province of Egypt. 

Buhayra is located in the northern part of Nile Delta in Egypt. Buhayra, originally 
meaning “lake”, is the name of area and governorate surrounding Lake Idku and that has 
been a lagoon area of the Mediterranean seashore.

Why Buhayra? As will be explained in detail in the first article by Kato and Iwasaki, 
Egyptian society has often been viewed by scholars as a hydrological and therefore 
centralized and homogeneous society from the very beginnings of Egyptian civilization 
down to the nineteenth century. This distorted image of Egyptian social, political, and 
material life has diverted scholarly attention away from other issues that we argue are of 
much greater importance. One of these would be the that of the inherent and historical 
diversity that is to be found in the substantial differences between the geographic sub-
regions of Egypt – i.e. between two different parts of the Nile Delta for example, where one 
would – upon detailed analysis, find striking difference between a province like Buhayra 
studied in this journal issue – and another Delta province, such as Minufiya. From our 
perspective then, our challenge is to make a concerted attempt to analyze and understand 
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the unique and structurally specific local history of the province of Buhayra, and to do so by 
a reconstruction of the dynamic process of long-term transformations within this local 
Egyptian society. 

It seems clear that Buhayra is a particularly interesting region for our focus, and that is 
at least in part due to the fact that it is a peripheral area within the Nile Delta. (Peripheral 
areas would include the modern province of Buhayra, Sharqiya, and Kafr al-Shaykh in the 
north, while core areas of the Delta would include Minufiya and Qalyubiya for example.) 
We believe that these peripheral areas offer special insights to scholars of Egypt engaged, as 
we are, in in-depth regional study. Broadly speaking, these peripheral areas are ones in 
which we can glimpse with particularly lucid clarity the historical dynamics of humanity, 
nature, and their joint interaction. 

Another good reason for focusing on Buhayra would be its particular and even 
idiosyncratic nature and identity as an ecological zone of its own kind. For example, the 
region of the lagoon of Idku lake is a fertile and indeed very special terrain for the analysis 
of humanity’s relationship with the natural world. Due to the fragility of its ecological 
setting, the people of this region have historically relied upon a diversity of natural 
resources, a diversity which includes their engagement with and use of lakes, ponds, 
wasteland, koms and tells. By delving into the historical layers of this region, as we do in 
the five articles of this volume, we have been able to discern with clarity the lineaments of a 
rich – and altogether particular - human material life over time that cannot be realistically 
be discerned in either macro-regional studies of the Nile Delta over time (e.g., those that 
attempt to cover the whole of the Nile Delta) or studies that seek to draw conclusion from 
the modern period of Egyptian history only. 

The opening article is by Kato and Iwasaki, which deals with the development of this 
area in the modern period. After overviewing the region’s landscape and geographical 
setting, this article discusses the transformation of this area that was effected by the 
development and expansion of its irrigation system and by the intensive (especially for 
Buhayra) process of land reclamation in the modern period from the nineteenth century 
onward. From this perspective, we have it useful and enlightening to focus upon at 
particular village, Sidi Oqba which was part of the area where a large land reclamation 
project was done. The article traces the transformation of this area using GIS and statistical 
sources, i.e. population and agricultural censuses - though it should be noted that the drastic 
land development projects for the area surrounding Lake Idku (at least until the 1930’s) was 
based upon this area’s ecological complexity. This particular issue will be taken up in the 
third part of the article.

The second article by Bastawesy, Shalaby, Gad, and Gebremichael analyzes the 
interaction of hydrology, landforms, and anthropogenic activities, using remote sensing 
data. Detailed topographic data and digital elevation models are integrated to map the 
landforms to analyze the impact on land cover and land use changes. The lake area was 
approximately 152 km2 in 1946, then it became 114 km2 in 1984 and recently it has been 
reduced to only 57 km2 due to the anthropogenic encroachment mainly through dumping 
earth fill into the shallow coastal areas. The land reclamation until 1946 has mainly been 
carried out on expense of surrounding sabkhas of the lake, and the remaining areas of these 
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sabkhas (49 km2) were greatly diminished during the past few decades.  Due to the 
problems of waterlogging, increase of soil salinity and land subsidence, the reclaimed 
sabkha as well as the marginal areas of the lake Idku have been converted into aquaculture, 
which covers approximately 74 km2 in 2017. Understanding the dominant interaction of 
such processes, even if these occur at very slow rates, is vital if one hopes to understand and 
see with clarity the evolution of different historical aspects of material life and human 
history in this region.  The relationship between these historical processes and contemporary 
human interactions with the natural world, can then be analyzed and understood in a manner 
which allows for the prediction of the expected future trends in regional land use and land 
cover.

The third article by Hasegawa studies the area around Lake Idku – a region that has 
been largely overlooked by classical archaeology because of the general impression that it 
was a marginal area of little influence – in a sense little more low-production wetland made 
swampy by the annual inundation. Deriving his results from his research in the Idku area, 
Hasegawa’s study examines a reconstructed plan of a “temple precinct” village at the 
Ghiṭṭās Bay - with plausible scale and dating. The existence of a group of similar village 
sites at the top of the sand dune deposits was also suggested by these research results – and 
these may have played an important role in the evolution of this region leading role at the 
area, while a standard village distribution has always been related to the Nile sediment. As 
intensive agriculture was considered to be too difficult, daily life may have been based on a 
“composite livelihood” dependent on part-time farming, fishing, hunting and small scale of 
production and transportation. 

The geographical observation and analysis of the target area, which approximates – 
along a N–S axis included environmental features such as the sea, coastal sand dunes, 
brackish lakeside, inland sand dunes, freshwater lakeside, and a green belt – all of which 
were considered to have been the background of this supposed type of economic activity 
(composite livelihood). The ancient Canopic branch connecting the Rashid tributary 
(Rosetta branch) with the Mediterranean Sea ran west of Lake Idku and the area has always 
been described as a “transitional point” of people, commodities, and information, and 
therefore, the article promises to encourage further discussion of the historical role of the 
West Nile Delta hinterland as a whole – an innovative discussion that goes beyond the sole 
focus on circulation.

The fourth article by Wakako Kumakura discusses Buheira’s irrigation and agriculture 
in medieval times. Egyptian society as a whole is generally considered to have started to 
decline in the 14th century. The Buhayra province, the western area of the Delta that 
connects the Rosetta branch and Alexandria, seems to have been no exception. However, 
“decline” is an imperfect term for describing the actual situation because it is a merely 
relative evaluation. This article aims to describe irrigation and agricultural production with 
reference to the Mamluk cadastral survey records and Ottoman registers.

The final article by Stuart Borsch concerns the matter of water law, a subject that – for 
the Islamic period at least (and aside from the Fayyum) has received essentially no attention 
from scholars until very recent times. As Borsch concludes at the end of his article, “Islamic 
Egypt had no water law. This was the verdict of the colonial engineers and other experts 
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who maintained that Egypt may have once had a water law, but it is only to be found far 
back in Greco-Roman antiquity. Islamic Egypt, they maintained, had produced nothing but 
chaos. As this study will show, water law was a fundamental and even vital part of Islamic 
Egypt’s Nile irrigation system. It was created to control and regulate demand so that the 
overuse of this common resource, during low Nile years, would not lead to the kind of 
situation that we have modeled in computer simulation, i.e. a kind of “Tragedy of the 
Commons.” The two surviving texts of water law, as provided by al-Makhzūmī in the latter 
1100s, and Ibn Mammātī after him, detail the logic, ingenuity and hydraulic sophistication 
of Buhayra’s water law as it was applied to the Alexandria canal, which had a system of 
rotation that we know was actively applied  – and indeed avidly enforced via the authority 
of the provincial governor (the wālī) and his staff – not only for this canal but also 
throughout the Nile Delta in the Fatimid, Ayyubid, and Mamluk periods. Through the use of 
water law, the Muslims of Islamic Egypt were able expand flood basin terrain in the Nile 
Delta (969-1348 CE) and bring unprecedented prosperity to the inhabitants of Egypt’s 
floodplain. It was a long interval of hydraulic sophistication, but this period of some 400 
years has been little recognized by scholarship – even to this day.

This special issue is a fruit of the exchanges and discussion between the researchers 
from Japan, USA, and Egypt. The plan started when one of the authors, Prof. Stuart Borsch 
(Associate Professor at Assumption College, MA, USA), visited Tokyo in January 2017. 
We held a research workshop at Sophia University entitled “Environment and Regional 
Society in Egypt - Focus on Buhayra Region”, in which Kato and Iwasaki discussed 
Buhayra from the modern perspective, Wakako Kumakura from the medieval perspective, 
So Hasegawa from the pre-Islamic perspective. Finally, Stuart Borsch spoke at length on 
the issue of water law in his talk entitled  “The Environment and the Commons in the Nile 
Delta Province of Buhayra, 641-1517 CE”. By focusing on the Buhayra region, we hoped 
to better understand the interaction between environment and ’regional society’, how the 
environments can affect the society at the regional level, and how the peasants in the 
’regional society’ cope with the environment, how was the ’regional society’ in the 
Medieval Mamluk period in order to research for new approaches for the study of Egyptian 
society.

One technical point to mention is that there are many ways of transliterating Arabic 
words, and the methods employed differs between the articles in this issue. This disparity 
between author practice is due in part to the variations in the Arabic pronunciation – for 
example in the way in which colloquial and written Arabic, and because of the many 
different modes of transliteration employed in certain particular areas, especially 
geographical names including Buhayra (Buheira, Buhaira, Al-Buḥayra). Thus it is to be 
noted that the transliteration style differs between the authors in this journal.

In conclusion, the editor would like to extend her sincere gratitude to all who kindly 
contributed to this special issue.


