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ABSTRACT

This dissertation explores the application of
spatial organization models to medieval Islamic urbanism.
In particular, the systems of urban settlements in Meso
potamia and Persia during the ninth and tenth centuries
A.D. are investigated, depending primarily on medieval
indigenous sources.
The study of Islamic urbanism in general, and
medieval Islamic urbanism in particular, remained for a
long time obscured by an inadequate single perspective:
the "Islamic city" as an individual social entity occupying
a fixed geographical, area.

The conventional approach can

be criticized for its restricted focus on Islamic cultural
tradition as the only explanatory variable and for its
search for an ideal-type construct in the tradition of
Western urban-ecological writings of the first half of the
twentieth century.
The alternative approach put forward in the present
thesis examines the city as part of a larger urban network
extending over several regions.

It is argued that the

application of spatial organization models to medieval
Islamic urbanism will help to clarify the place and role of

xi

xii
cities in both the regional and national structures and
will provide a suitable framework for comparing the stages
of urban and regional development.
Following a historical perspective, the study
results indicate the sequence in the evolution of a dis
tinctive form of Islamic urbanism through the operation of
several spatial processes.

Such processes signify the

expansion, assimilation, and integration of urban settle
ments in former Sasanian lands.

Analysis of the road

network provides the necessary framework by which interurban contacts are examined on both the national and the
regional levels.

Hierarchical organization of space and

settlement interdependences are further demonstrated by
the analysis of long-distance kharaj (land tax) mobility.
This medieval fiscal system is used as a surrogate for
human spatial interaction and is supplemented by an evidence
for the existence of an urban hierarchy derived from the
actual methods and approaches used by the medieval Arab
geographers themselves.

The findings of the present study

demonstrate the evidence for the evolution first of a
nationally integrated urban system and second of several
regionally organized urban subsystems.

CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
The study of Islamic urbanism, whether medieval or
modern, has been characterized by two main foci:

the city

as an individual social entity occupying a fixed geograph
ical area and the city as part of a larger urban network
extending over several region's.
of the first approach.

The bias has been in favor

Most of the volumes and symposia on

Islamic urbanism which have appeared since the middle 1960's
may be characterized by two themes:

the traditional "Islamic

city" and its modern counterpart, the growing Arab metro
polis.

Both themes have been explored, and many medieval

and contemporary Arab cities have served as case studies.
However, a knowledge of the internal spatial
structure of a nation's or a region's cities conveys only
part of the picture of that nation's or region's urban
geography.

To gain a more complete picture an investigation

is needed of the external relations among cities and the
ties which bind them into networks.

Although the latter

spatial structure has been recognized by a few geographers
who have conducted central place studies in the contemporary
Middle East, urban networks of the medieval period have been
1

2
neglected.

It is the aim of the present thesis to contribute

to fulfilling this gap in the historical geography of the
medieval Islamic East, particularly the central region of
the 'Abbasids.

The application of spatial organization

models to medieval Islamic urbanism will help to clarify the
place and role of cities in both the regional and the
national structures, providing a suitable framework for com
paring the stages of urban and regional development.
Early in this century Guy Le Strange observed:

"If

Moslem history is ever to be interesting, and indeed to be
rightly understood, the historical geography of the nearer
East during the middle ages must be thoroughly worked out."'''
He was one of a few Orientalists who recognized the impor
tance of medieval Islamic geographic literature for recon
structing Islamic regions during the Middle Ages.

Embarking

on an ambitious endeavor to study the region through the
eyes of its contemporaries, he produced three important
volumes dealing with Palestine, Baghdad, and the Eastern
Caliphate during different periods.

2

Although Le Strange's

1. Guy Le Strange, The Lands of the Eastern Ca
liphate, London: Frank Cass, 1966, First edition 1905,
p. vi.
2. The three volumes are Palestine Under the Muslims, London: Alexander P. Watt, 1890; Baghdad During the
Abbasid Caliphate, New York: Curzon Press, 1972, first
published at Oxford in 1900; and The Lands of the Eastern
Caliphate.

3
work is basically descriptive, the great value of his works
is in the translating and exploring of what the Arab geo
graphers had to say about individual cities, as well as
their delimitation of regions and description of road net
works.

However, as he himself acknowledged, his was a

"first attempt," which needed to be followed by many others.
Other scholars also made extensive use of the abundant
medieval Islamic geographic and historiographic literature
in their quest to reconstruct the economic and socio
political aspects of Islamic urban society in the Middle
3
Ages.
In using the indigenous sources, scholars, mostly
urban and social historians, have focused mainly on the in
ternal social structure of the medieval "islamic city," a
term which has become a standard concept in the literature
over the past quarter century.

4

Of all the works which have

3. For a discussion of modern scholars who made ex
tensive use of indigenous manuscripts, see Michael E. Bonine,
"From Uruk to Casablanca: Perspectives on the Urban Experi
ence of the Middle East," Journal of Urban History, 3 (1977):
141-80.
4. One of the leaders of this school is G. E. von
Grunebaum. His "The Structure of the Muslim Town," (G. E.
von Grunebaum, ed., Islam, Essays in the Nature and Growth
of a Cultural Tradition, London: Routledge and Kegan Paul,
1955, pp. 141-159) is based on the notion that the spatial
organization of the Islamic city could only be explained in
terms of the cultural tradition of Islam. For a general
review of the theorists of the "Islamic city" concept, see
A. H. Hourani, "The Islamic City in the Light of Recent Re
search," in A. H. Hourani and S. M. Stern, eds., The Islamic
City: A Colloquium, Oxford: Bruno Cassirer, 1970, 9-24.

4
used indigenous sources, Ira M. Lapidus*s publications stand
out as perhaps the most comprehensive monographs available
in English which deal with the organization of the medieval
urban society.

5

However, medieval Arab geographers, par

ticularly those who wrote during the ninth and tenth
centuries A.D., recognized the significance of describing
both the internal spatial structure of their contemporary
urban places and the external relations of these urban
centers within the framework of their regional settings and
the greater Islamic empire.^

5. In several publications in the late 1960's and
early 1970's, Lapidus describes in detail the organization
of Middle Eastern cities by the three basic elements of
Islamic society: parochial groups, religious communities,
and imperial regimes and the interrelations among these
forces in late medieval times. See Ira M. Lapidus, Muslim
Cities in the Later Middle Ages, Cambridge: Harvard Uni
versity Press, 1967; idem, "Muslim Cities and Islamic
Societies," in Ira M. Lapidus, ed., Middle Eastern Cities,
A Symposium on Ancient, Islamic, and Contemporary Middle
Eastern Urbanism, Berkeley: University of California Press,
1969, 47-79; idem, "Traditional Muslim Cities: Structure and
Change," in L. Carl Brown, ed., From Madina to Metropolis:
Heritage and Change in the Near Eastern City, Princeton: The
Darwin Press, 1973, 51-69; idem, "The Evolution of Muslim
Urban Society," Comparative Studies in Society and History,
15 (1973), 21-50; and idem, "The Separation of State and
Religion in the Development of Early Islamic Society,"
International Journal of Middle East Studies, 6 (1975):
363-385.
6. Ten geographers and historican who give rela
tively comprehensive coverage to Mesopotamian and Persian
settlements provide most of the data used in the present
research. In chronological order of writing, these authors
are:
a. ibn Khurdadhbeh, al-Masalik wa al-Mamalik,
written circa 231 A.H./846 A.D., trans and ed. M. J. de
Goeje, Leiden: Brill, 1889.

5
This spatial aspect of their work has been neglected
by practitioners of the field of medieval Middle Eastern
urbanism.

An examination of the pertinent literature reveals

an absence of the study of medieval urban regions and networks of cities.7

Apart from E. M. Saari's dissertation

b. al-Baladhuri, Futuh al-Buldan, written in 255
A.H./869 A.D., ed. M. J. de Goeje, Leiden: Brill, 1866.
c. Qudama, Kitab al-Kharaj, written circa 266 A.H./
880 A.D., ed. M. J. de Goeje, Leiden: Brill, 1889.
d. al-Ya'qubi, Kitab al-Buldan, written in
278 A.H./891 A.D., ed. M. J. de Goeje, Leiden: Brill, 1892.
e. ibn Rusteh, al-A'laq al-Nafisa, written in
290 A.H./903 A.D., ed. M. J. de Goeje, Leiden: Brill, 1892.
f. al-Hamadhani, Kitab al-Buldan, written in
290 A.H./903 A.D., ed. M. J. de Goeje, Leiden: Brill, 1885.
g. al-Mas'udi, al-Tanbih wa al-Ishraf, written in
332 A.H./943 A.D., ed. M. J. de Goeje, Leiden: Brill, 1894.
h. al-Istakhri, Masalik al-Mamalik, written in
340 A.H./951 A.D., ed. M. J. de Goeje, Leiden: Brill, 1927.
First ed. 1870.
i. ibn Hawqal, Surat al-Ard, written in 367 A.H./
978 A.D., ed., J. H. Kramers, Leiden: Brill, 1938. First
ed. 1873.
j. al-Maqdisi, Ahsan al-Taqasim Fi Ma'rifat alAqalim, written in 375 A.H./985 A.D., ed. M. J. de Goeje,
Leiden: Brill, 1906. First ed. 1877.
7. In the several symposia dealing with Middle
Eastern cities that have been published over the past 15
years (Hourani and Stern, The Islamic City; Lapidus, ed.,
Middle Eastern Cities; L. Carl Brown, ed., From Madina to
Metropolis; and R. B. Serjeant, ed., The Islamic City, Paris:
UNESCO, 1980) the emphasis remained largely on aspects of
the internal spatial structure of the city. Other studies
exist in the form of brief and general articles. Examples
include: G. Hamadan, "The Pattern of Medieval Urbanism in
the Arab World," Geography, 47 (1962), 121-34; R. Hassan,
"The Nature of Islamic Urbanization: A Historical Perspec
tive," Ekistics, 31 (1971): 61-63; idem, "Islam and Urban
ization in the Medieval Middle East," Ekistics, 33 (1972):
108-112; A. Ismail, "Origin, Ideology and Physical Patterns
of Arab Urbanization," Ekistics, 33 (1972): 113-123; and
J. H. G. Lebon, "The Islamic City in the Near East,"
Ekistics, 31 (1971): 64-71.

6
dealing with Egypt's urban settlement patterns in medieval
times and Ilhan Tekeli's study of the Ottoman empire's
g
spatial organization, very little exists to parallel studies
of systems of cities in other parts of the medieval world.

9

Even on the contemporary level, Paul W. English, who
contributed the first comprehensive city-hinterland study in
the region,"^ and Michael E. Bonine, who undertook the
region's first formal central-place analysis,

acknowledge

8. Eleanore M. Saari, Non-Economic Factors and
Systems of Cities: The Impact of Islamic Culture on Egypt's
Urban Settlement Pattern, Ph.D. Dissertation, University of
Minnesota, Geography, 1971; Ilhan Tekeli, "On Institution
alized External Relations of Cities in the Ottoman Empire—
A Settlement Models Approach," Etudes balkaniques, 8 (1972):
49-72.
9. Examples of studies of medieval and pre-modern
urban regions and systems of cities in other parts of the
world include: Josiah C. Russell, "The Metropolitan City
Region of the Middle Ages," Journal of Regional Science, 2
(1960): 55-70; idem, Medieval Regions and Their Cities,
Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1972; G. William
Skinner, Marketing and Social Structure in Rural China,"
Journal of Asian Studies, 24 (November 1964, February and
June 1965); idem, ed., The City in Late Imperial China,
Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1977, especially Part
Two: "The City in Space," pp. 253-518; and Gilbert Rozman,
Urban Networks in Ch'ing China and Tokugawa Japan, Princeton,
New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1973.
10. Paul W. English, City and Village in Iran,
Madison, University of Wisconsin Press, 1966.
11. Michael E. Bonine, Yazd and Its Hinterland: A
Central Place System of Dominance in the Central Iranian
Plateau, Marburg: Marburger Geographische Schriften, No. 83,
1980.

7
that geographic research similar to theirs in the modern
Middle East is lacking.

However, English believes that "the

opportunity exists for geographers to seriously impact con
ceptualizations of both the historical Middle East and the
modern region."

12

The present study, then, will investigate the
systems of urban settlements in Mesopotamia and Persia
during the first two centuries of 'Abbasid rule, and will
depend mainly on the writings' of the ninth- and tenthcentury Arab geographers.

The notion of an urban hierarchy

will be given primary attention.

The study also will

demonstrate the scope of the geographical concepts and
ideas of the Arab geographers who wrote regional treatises,
placing their work in geographic perspective.
It is hypothesized that the medieval Islamic urban
settlements exhibited a hierarchical pattern in their dis
tribution in accordance with some postulates of central
place theory.

It is further hypothesized that an inter

dependent national system of cities existed in Mesopotamia
and Persia in the ninth century A.D.
12. Paul W. English, "Geographic Perspectives on
the Middle East: The Passing of the Ecological Trilogy," in
Marvin W. Mikesell, ed., Geographers Abroad: Essays on the
Problems and Prospects of Research in Foreign Areas, Chicago:
The University of Chicago, Department of Geography Research
Paper No. 152, 1973, p. 164.

8
The Mesopotamian Plain and the Iranian Plateau,
collectively known in pre-Islamic times as Iran Shahr, had
formed the later Sasanian empire (Fig. 1) which the Arabs
completely conquered, along with a large portion of the
Byzantine territories, in the middle of the seventh century
A.D.

The Arabs also extended their domain beyond Iran Shahr

eastward and northward to include what formerly belonged
to the early Sasanians, i.e., the principalities of Tukharistan (eastern Khurasan), Soghdiana and Farghana (Transoxania), Sind (Indian frontier), Khwarizm, and the Armenian
Plateau.
The former Sasanian domains, with their developed
cultures, institutions, and administrative systems, became
a major asset for the Islamic civilization, and for cen
turies the whole Islamic empire was controlled from the
former capital province of the Sasanians.
The Arab geographers of the ninth and tenth cen
turies A.D. had devised several schemes for dividing the
area into several regions based on physical and cultural
considerations.

The most common of their regional divisions

may be grouped under the following six broad geographical
areas:
I.

The Mesopotamian Region:
A.

Jazira

B.

Iraq
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Figure 1.

MAKRAN

Approximate boundaries of the Sasanian empire at the time of
the Arab conquest.
vo
(Boundaries adapted from M. A. Shaban, The 'Abbasid Revolution,
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1970.
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II.

III.

IV.

V.

VI.

The North-West Frontier:
A.

Adherbayjan

B.

Arminiya

C.

Arran

Jibal (Mountains) and the Caspian Sea Region:
A.

Jibal

D.

Qumis

B.

Jilan

E.

Jurjan

C.

Tabaristan

The Gulf Region:
A.

Khuzistan

B.

Fars

C.

Kirman

Mashriq (Eastern Region):
A.

The Great Desert

D.

Quhistan

B.

Khurasan

E.

Makran

C.

Sijistan

The North-East Frontier:
A.

Transoxania

B.

Khwarizm

These broad geographical areas and their subdivisions (Fig.
will constitute the study area.
Basic to the study of medieval urban networks in
Mesopotamia and Persia is an understanding of the theories
of comparative urbanism (Chapter 2), and the emerging body
of literature debating and discussing the nature of Islamic

Figure 2.

The eastern 'Abbasid lands in the ninth and tenth centuries A.D.
showing the approximate boundaries of the provinces and the
main cities.
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urbanism (Chapter 3).

A model of the evolution of early

Islamic urbanism (Chapter 4) is postulated to account for
the chain of impulses which brought about a distinctive
pattern of Islamic urbanism beginning with the Arab wars of
conquest—of which the establishment of the amsar form of
settlement was its basic spatial feature.

This culminated

with the development of an integrated settlement pattern
comprising Islamic and pre-Islamic settlement types.
The evolving urban pattern is related to an exten
sive network of roads (Chapter 5).

Two periods of road

development, corresponding to two forms of urban spatial
interaction, are identified.

One period was national,

centering on Baghdad, while the other was provincial, con
necting the capitals of the provinces with their tributary
areas.

Periodization of Islamic urbanism is continued by

postulating two further phases in the overall urban pro
cesses (Chapter 6).

The first phase is designated as the

period of dominance and dity interdependence, while the
second phase corresponds with the beginning of regionalism.
These two phases provide the framework by which we shall
analyze the organization of space in the study area during
the ninth and tenth centuries A.D.

CHAPTER 2
THEORIES OF COMPARATIVE URBANISM
Three main themes characterize the study of cities
in different cultures.

These are:

(1) the city in history;

(2) the city as a social system; and (3) the city in space."'"
The first two of these general themes deal with the origin
and spread of cities and their internal social and spatial
structure, and with historical factors involved in urban
growth and development.

The third theme focuses on the

external relations of cities and the linkages and trans
actions which interconnect them into functional systems.
Scholars from many disciplines have discussed the
complex patterns of urban life, utilizing a variety of
approaches and stressing different elements pertaining to
the historical development of cities and their social and
spatial structures.

Lewis Mumford summarizes the types of

questions that have been asked by such scholars:
1. A recent collection of essays combines these
three general themes and applies them to the study of the
traditional Chinese city. See G. William Skinner, ed.,
The City in Late Imperial China, Stanford: Stanford Uni
versity Press, 1977.
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What is the city? How did it come into existence?
What processes does it further: what functions does
it perform: what purposes does it fulfill? No
single definition will apply to all its manifesta
tions and no single description will cover all its
transformations, from the embryonic social nucleus
to the complex forms of its maturity and the cor
poreal disintegration of its old age.2
Mumford's statement also implies the idea of the city as a
"central place" performing certain functions for a sur
rounding region."*
The following review of some approaches to urbanism
will be limited to a discussion of some of the changing
interpretations of urbanism, especially the recurrent themes
of the origin and evolution of the city, central place
theory, and the more recent attempts to elucidate the urban
process in the context of the urban system concept.
The Origin of Cities

4

Conflicting views of the role of the city in history
abound in the social science literature.

Such different

2. Lewis Mumford, The City, New York: Harcourt,
Brace and World, 1961, p. 3.
3. Mumford develops the idea of the city as both a
"container" and a "magnet." In this interpretation, which
is shared by economic and urban geographers, the functions,
processes, and purposes of the city are spatially developed
in association with its region or catchment area. See
Robert E. Dickinson, City and Region, London: Routledge &
Kegan Paul, 1964, p. 19.
4. Among the most extensive investigations of urban
origins have come from sociology, anthropology, archaeology,
history and geography. Each discipline has developed its

15
perspectives resulted in a number of conceptions that prevailed in the literature for some time.

5

Such ambiguity led

Paul Wheatley to describe urbanism as "one of the most prog
tean of terms."
The consensus among urbanists is that no
formal theory of urban phenomena exists.

For example,

Wheatley's view is shared by Reissman in the context of the
g
industrial cities, Mabogunje with regard to cities of the
9
developing world, and Harvey within the contexts of cultural
history, capitalism, and Marxism.
own approaches. For example, in urban sociology two major
approaches have been recognized: the "ecological" and the
"organizational" approaches. See R. N. Morris, Urban
Sociology, New York: Praeger, 1968, pp. xi-xiii.
5. Works that provide a synthesis in comparative
urbanism include: Max Weber, The City, New York: The Free
Press, 1958; Louis Wirth, "Urbanism as a Way of Life,"
American Journal of Sociology, 44 (1938): 1-24; Gideon
Sjoberg, The Preindustrial City, Glencoe, 111.: Free Press,
1960; Paul K. Hatt and Albert J. Reiss, Jr., eds., Cities
and Society, Glencoe: Free Press, 1957; and Philip M. Hauser
and Leo F. Schnore, eds., The Study of Urbanization, New
York: Wiley, 1965.
6. Paul Wheatley, "The Concept of Urbanism," in
Peter J. Ucko, Ruth Tringham and G. W. Dimbleby, eds., Man,
Settlement and Urbanism, London: Gerald Duckworth, 1972.
Reprinted in R. Tringham, ed., Urban Settlements, Andover,
Mass.: Warner Modular Publications, 1973, pp. R12-1/R12-37.
7. Leonard Reissman, The Urban Process, Glencoe:
Free Press, 1964.
8. Akin Mabogunje, Urbanization in Nigeria, London:
University of London Press, 1968.
9. David Harvey, Social Justice and the City,
Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press, 1973.
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Urban sociologists have proposed several ideal-types
of cities, arguing for their universalities and claiming
that such city "types" may be viewed as global schemes.
Among the most commonly quoted theses are those of Louis
Wirth,Max Weber,and Gideon Sjoberg."^
Wirth's urban theory was based on his definition of
the city as the logical consequence of the interaction of
three key factors:

size, density, and heterogeneity.

Apparently, Wirth was not satisfied with the conclusions
arrived at by Max Weber

13

and Robert Park,

14

as "these

excellent contributions are far from constituting an ordered
and coherent framework of theory upon which research might
profitably proceed."

15

However, Wirth's conception of the

urban life in such simple terms, i.e., to isolate what is
typically urban in contrast to what is rural, has evoked
10.

Wirth, "Urbanism as a Way of Life."

11.

Weber, The City.

12. Gideon Sjoberg, "The Preindustrial City," The
American Journal of Sociology, Vol. LX (1955); idem, The
Preindustrial City.
13.

Weber, The City.

14. Robert E. Park, "The City: Suggestions for the
Investigation of Human Behavior in the Urban Environment,"
in Robert E. Park, et al., The City, Chicago: The University
of Chicago Press, 1925, 1-46.
15.

Wirth, "Urbanism as a Way of Life," p. 8.
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numerous criticisms.

For example, Wheatley regards Wirth's

formulation of an urban way of life as being "not an in
ductive generalization from research findings but an
emotionally charged ideal-type construct descriptive of the
urban aggregations of Western Europe and North America at the
end of the nineteenth, and in the earlier decades of the
17
twentieth, century."
Max Weber proposed an ideal construct of cities and
then used this model to contrast the Occidental with the
Oriental types.

Weber emphasized several distinguishing

characteristics of the city.

These are fortifications,

markets, courts to administer partially autonomous law,
related forms of association, and partial autonomy.

~L8

These

features, he argued, are more peculiar to the Occidental
city type than to its Oriental counterpart:

"An urban

'community,' in the full meaning of the word, appears as a
19
general phenomenon only in the Occident."

Thus, while

Wirth emphasized the role of institutions, Weber emphasized
the material expression of these institutions.

20

16. Morris examines some of these criticisms.
his Urban Sociology, especially pp. 22-25.

See

17.

Wheatley, "Concept of Urbanism," p. R12-9.

18.

Weber, The City, p. 81.

19.

Ibid., p. 80.

20.

Wheatley, "Concept of Urbanism," p. R12-11.
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Gideon Sjoberg, our third urban theorist, also con
trasted two ideal-types:
trial.

the preindustrial with the indus

He sought the identifying characteristics of each

type* giving support for his findings from a wide range of
cultural settings.

However, his distinction between the two

types was based only on one explanatory variable, that is
of technology or industrialization.

He argued that in the

industrial cities "The type of social structure required to
develop and maintain a form of production utilizing inanimate
sources of power is quite unlike that in the preindustrial
city."

21

"Industrialization," he adds, "not only requires a

special kind of social structure within the urban community
but provides the means necessary for its establishment."

22

Other theories of urbanism have been developed by
archaeologists and anthropologists such as Gordon Childe and
Robert McC. Adams

Building on archaeological evidence,

Childe introduced the concept of the "Urban Revolution" and
23
elaborated on it in several publications since the 1920's.
In his most recent work, he summarized his thesis of the
21.

Sjoberg, "The Preindustrial City," p. 444.

22.

Ibid., p. 444.

23. Gordon Childe, New Light on the Most Ancient
East. New York: Praeger, 1954. First published as The Most
Ancient East in 1928; idem, Man Makes Himself, London: Watt
& Co., 1936; idem, What Happened in History, Harmondsworth,
Middlesex, England: Penguin Books, 1942; and idem, "The Urban
Revolution," Town Planning Review, 21 (1950), 3-17.
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origin of the earliest cities according to the following
criteria:

(1) an increase in settlement size; (2) an

alteration in the composition and function of the population
to allow for craft specialization; (3) the concentration of
"social surplus" due to taxation; (4) the appearance of
monumental public buildings; (5) the development of social
stratification; (6) the invention of systems of writing and
numerical notation; (7) the emergence of exact and pre
dictive sciences; (8) developments in artistic expression;
(9) dependence on long-distance trade for vital materials;
and (10) the substitution of a political organization based
on residence for one based on kinship.

24

A counter view has been argued by Adams, who con
ceived of the term "Urban Revolution" as implying "a focus
on ordered, systematic processes of change through time."

25

Thus, by utilizing a more comparative approach and by placing
the phenomenon of urbanism in a broader societal context,
Adams was able to substitute progressive development for
Childe's "Revolution."
24.

To this evolutionary school we may

Gordon Childe, "The Urban Revolution," pp. 9-

16.
25. Robert McC. Adams, The Evolution of Urban
Society; Early Mesopotamia and Prehistoric Mexico, New York:
Aldine, 1966, p. 11.
26. Adams provides evidence for this evolutionary
perspective from Mesopotamia and pre-hispanic Mexico where
similar patterns of change have occurred in both regions.

20
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29
add H. Pirenne,
P. Wheatley,
and J. Jacobs.

For

example, Paul Wheatley used the case of the ancient Chinese
ceremonial center as a basis for his generalizations
regarding the evolutionary process of cities in different
cultural settings.

His theme is based on the notion that as

a ceremonial center or as a cosmological symbol, the city
formed a pivot point for religious, political, and economic
institutions.
However, the evolutionary perspective of urbanism has
not been without its critics.

Janet Abu-Lughod,

31

for

example, characterizes adherents of the evolutionary theory
as being too simplistic in their search for a common origin
of urbanism rather than investigating "the conditions under
which cities in various types of terrain and under differing
systems of social organization and at different levels of
27. H. Pirenne, Medieval Cities, Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1925.
28. Paul Wheatley, The Pivot of the Four Quarters,
Chicago: Aldine, 1971; Paul Wheatley and Thomas See, From
Court to Capital, Chicago: The University of Chicago, 1978.
29. J. Jacobs, The Economy of Cities, New York:
Random House, 1969.
30. Wheatley, Pivot of the Four Quarters; see also,
idem, "The ancient Chinese city as a cosmological symbol,"
Ekistics, 39 (1975), 147-58.
31. Janet Abu-Lughod, "The Legitimacy of Comparisons
in Comparative Urban Studies," Urban Affairs Quarterly, 11
(1975), 13-35.
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technological competence depended in varying degree upon
each of these impetuses for their origin and early development."

32

Abu-Lughod also criticizes members of this school

for their classification of culture traits along a continuum
related to a single "prime mover" such as technology as we
have seen in the case of Sjoberg's thesis; for their
generalizations of culture traits on the basis of similari
ties in appearance alone; and for assuming the existence of
an urban continuum stretching from the most primitive of
preindustrial cities to the most modern of the post33
industrial cities.

The External Relations Among Cities
The third theme, the city in space, which focuses on
the external relations of cities and the linkages and trans
actions that interconnect them into an operating system, has
traditionally been of greater interest to economic and urban
geographers than to any other group of social scientists.
32.

34

Ibid., p. 15.

33. Ibid., pp. 15-16. For further arguments against
the evolutionary view, see Reissman, The Urban Process.
34. Recently, however, studies of cities as parts
of systems have come from outside geography as well. For
instance, anthropologists and archaeologists have made use
of locational analysis techniques developed by geographers
and applied them to the investigation of prehistoric and
modern settlement patterns. See Carol A. Smith, "Economics
of Marketing Systems: Models from Economic Geography,"
Annual Review of Anthropology, 3 (1974); 167-201.

Within geography, several models aimed at explaining the
interrelationships among urban places have been proposed.
Central place theory, as initially formulated by
Walter Christaller

35

and later developed by August Lflsch

36

and others, has dominated geographical research aimed at
studying urban places as systems.

It seeks to explain the

size, spacing, and distribution of settlements in terms of
endogenic tertiary activities.

Only one aspect of central

place theory has been selected for discussion here:

the

notion of urban hierarchy.
Both Christaller and Lflsch were interested in the
problem of the hierarchical organization of settlements.
They formulated theoretical models to explain and illustrate
this locational concept as it operates in an economic land
scape.

Following their initial arguments, subsequent central

place studies were also concerned with identifying hierar
chies of places, mostly in the developed countries, but also
37
in some developing areas of the world.
35. Walter Christaller, Central Places in Southern
Germany, Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1966.
36. August Lflsch, The Economics of Location, New
Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1954.
37. A comprehensive, but dated, bibliography of
central place theory and its applications is provided by
Brian J. L. Berry and Allen Pred, Central Place Studies,
Philadelphia: Regional Science Research Institute, 1961.
Examples of central place studies in developing countries
include: Josephine Olu Abiodun, "Urban Hierarchy in a
Developing Country," Economic Geography, XLIII (1967):
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Concerned mainly with retailing, central place
theory assumes the development of a hierarchy of trading
centers as a result of the working of two related concepts.
These are demand threshold of the supplier and range of a
good.

The first refers to the area containing minimum

amount of consumer demand (or purchasing power) necessary
to support the supply of a central good at a given place.
The range of a good may be defined as the maximum limit of
the market area of a central place.

It results from spatial

competition between centers of supply, or from the maximum
distance that consumers are willing to travel in order to
obtain the goods and services offered at a location.

38

As part of a functional system, a hierarchical unit
has two distinguishable attributes:
[I]ts relationship to a higher order unit is one
of part to whole, to a lower unit of whole to part.
That is, going up the hierarchy, lower parts are
incorporated in the wholes above. Going down the
hierarchy, wholes are divided into parts and
separated out. Thus, despite the over-all charac
teristics of control, each hierarchical level has
autonomy over orders below itself, while being a
dependent of those above.39
347-67; and Michael E. Bonine, Yazd and Its Hinterland: A
Central Place System of Dominance in the Central Iranian
Plateau, Marburg: Marburger Geographische Schriften, No. 83,
1980. See also the collection of articles in Carol A.
Smith, ed., Regional Analysis: Volume I Economic Systems and
Volume II Social Systems, New York: Academic Press, 1976.
38. Berry and Horton, Geographic Perspectives on Urban
Systems, p. 174.
39.

Ibid., p. 170.
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Marshall identifies seven characteristics of the
ideal central place hierarchy:

(1) spatial interdependence

of centers; (2) functional wholeness of the system; (3) dis
crete stratification of centrality; (4) interstitial place
ment of orders; (5) incremental baskets of goods; (6) a
minimum of three orders; and (7) a numerical pyramid of
^
40
orders.
The above interpretations imply that a system of
centers results from an economy that is largely devoted to
trading and other tertiary activities, and that centers
exist mainly to provide goods and services for surrounding
areas.

Each higher level center in the hierarchy provides

all goods supplied from successively lower level centers
plus a group of higher order functions that set it above the
lower level centers in the system.

Higher order centers

have greater centrality and are more widely spaced than
those of lower order.
Although central place theory is highly focused on
retail trade, descriptions of the hierarchy have been made
in non-economic terms:
In simple terms, a collection of entities comprises
a hierarchy if it satisfies the following conditions.
First, the entities may be arranged in tiers such
that each member of every tier but the highest is
40. John U. Marshall, The Location of Service
Towns: An Approach to the Analysis of Central Place Systems,
Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1969, p. 23.
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subordinate to at least one member of some higher
tier. Secondly, the responsibilities or capabili
ties of the members of a given tier must include
the responsibilities or capabilities of the members
of all lower tiers. Thirdly, the variation in
responsibilities or capabilities among the members
of a given tier must be less than the variations
between that tier and its neighboring tiers. And
finally, the members of all tiers combined must form
a complete system in the sense that all the entities
which are ultimately subordinate to the members of
the highest tier are included.
Marshall gives as examples the hierarchical systems of the
military and the ecclesiastical organizations.

As we will

see later, a tenth-century Arab geographer drew a similar
set of analogies to illustrate his conception of the
hierarchy of settlements of his time.
Studies which have proved that formulations of the
hierarchy of settlements may be based on other than just
retail trade include Skinner, who has shown a high corre
lation between an economic and an official/administrative
hierarchy in China:

"Most of China's central places that

ranked as local cities or higher in the economic hierarchy
also served as administrative capitals.
Also in contrast to the localized nature of central
place retail interaction, James E. Vance, Jr.,
41.

43

has

Ibid., p. 7.

42. G. William Skinner, "Cities and the Hierarchy
of Local Systems," in Skinner, ed., The City in Late
Imperial China, p. 301.
43. James E. Vance, Jr., The Merchant's World: The
Geography of Wholesaling, Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: PrenticeHall, 1970.
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developed his mercantile model which stresses exogenic
economic forces as the primary factors in settlement evo
lution and distribution.

By exploring the role of wholesale

and long-distance trade in the American urban history, Vance
was able to explain urban growth and change along the lines
of the hierarchical principle.
Thus, in studying the urban hierarchies that
developed in past historical periods where the satisfaction
of the rigid requirements of an economic central place
system may prove to be the most difficult, if not impossible,
it may seem necessary to look for other explanations for
the hierarchy that suit the conditions of the time.

Such is

the premise of the present study.
The different approaches to urbanism outlined above,
and many others not mentioned here,
mutually exclusive.

44

are not necessarily

Whether the city is being conceived of

as a center of dominance,

45

as an ideal type or dichotomous

44. These include the ecological theories of urban
development of Robert E. Park, Ernest W. Burgess, and
Roderick D. McKenzie, The City, Chicago: The University of
Chicago Press, 1925; and what Wheatley calls the "expediential approach," which is based on the demographic classi
fication of urbanism; see his "The Concept of Urbanism."
45. Christaller and Lflsch and their disciples;
Robert M. Adams, "The Origin of Cities," Scientific
American, 203 (1960): 153-68; John Priedmann, "The Spatial
Organization of Power," in Bourne and Simmons, eds., Systems
of Cities, pp. 328-40; and J. Jacobs, The Economy of Cities,
New York: Random House, 1969.
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construct,

46

or within the theme of national development,

47

the obvious fact remains that urbanism is a mode of spatial
organization of complex societies which will require not
only an economic environment, but social and political en
vironments as well.

An understanding of the interplay of

these "environments" will require an understanding of the
working of society as a whole.

Reissman has summarized this

holistic view in the following words:
[T]he path to urban analysis must run through a
broader societal analysis....The developed and the
developing industrial cities are both creatures
of societies at different stages of urbanization.
Therefore, if we wish to learn about the city, we
must first know something about the society to
which it belongs. If we wish to understand the
dynamics of change within the city, we must first
understand the dynamics of broader social change
as it pertains to urbanization.48
Since the mid-1960's, new and broader-scale per
spectives of urbanism have appeared, especially within the
framework of urban systems.
perspectives on this concept:

Bourne and Simmons give some
an urban system is "a set of

46. Weber, The City; Wirth, "tJrbanism as a Way of
Life," and Sjoberg, The Preindustrial City.
47. Eric E. Lampard, "The History of Cities in the
Economically Advanced Areas," in John Friedmann and William
Alonso, eds., Regional Development and Planning, Cambridge:
M.I.T. Press, 1964, 321-42; John Friedmann, "The Urban Field
as Human Habitat," in Bourne and Simmons, eds., Systems of
Cities, 42-52; and Philip Abrams and E. A. Wrigley, eds.,
Towns in Societies: Essays in Economic History and Historical Sociology, Cambridqe: Cambridqe University Press,
1978.
48.

Leonard Reissman, The Urban Process, p. 198.
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interrelated cities comprising a region or nation."
Linkages and interrelations among cities and regions,
implicit in the notion of an urban system, "shape the
patterns of settlement, growth, and political organization
which follow." 50

One important aspect Bourne and Simmons

recognize in this concept is that urban systems are basically
social systems:

"They are not simply mechanical or natural

systems.

Nor are they strictly economic or political

systems.

They are, instead, all of these.Such a con

cept may prove to be of greater value when applied within
the context of medieval Islamic urbanism as well.
Several conceptual frameworks concerned with the
evolution of settlements and their subsequent organization
into urban systems have been proposed by several authors
within the themes of urban growth and the changing trans
portation and production technologies.

Simmons groups

several of these schemes as they relate to the North
American experience into four models of urban system
organization:
[1] The Frontier: the growth of cities is
initiated externally by investment decisions from
a previously developed urban subsystem.

49.

Bourne and Simmons, Systems of Cities, p. 3.

50.

Ibid., p. 5.

51.

Ibid., p. 11.
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[2] Staple Export: the growth of cities depends
on the growth of primary activities in the areas
they serve.
[3] Industrial Specialization: the growth of
cities depends on the growth of the national
economy and the relative strength of the cities'
sector of economic specialization.
[4] Social Change: the growth of cities is largely
unpredictable in the face of rapid social and tech
nological c h a n g e . 52
F. A. Dahms further breaks down these same models, plus
others, according to scale, i.e., continental, regional, and
local, and identifies the periods and characteristics of
each model.

53

Two such models are reviewed here as an example of
the application of spatial theories to the explaining of
the development of settlement systems at both the national
and the regional scales.

At the national scale Vance has

proposed a model which explains the evolution of settlement
structure in a new region.

In formulating the mercantile

model Vance begins with the assertion that "The basic
assumption within the mercantile model is that of a local
expression of distant support."

54

He argues that the source

52. James W. Simmons, "The Organization of the
Urban Systems," in Bourne and Simmons, eds., Systems of
Cities, p. 62.
53. F. A. Dahms, "The Evolution of Settlement
Systems: A Canadian Example, 1851-1970," Journal of Urban
History, 7 (1981), 169-204.
54.
p. 155.

James E. Vance, Jr., The Merchant's World,
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of growth and change in new lands was achieved through
external forces brought about by wholesaling and long
distance trade.

As a result of the European economic

initiative promoting overseas mercantile ventures, several
"points of attachment" were established between Europe and
the New Lands.

Many of the largest eastern North American

cities such as New York, Boston, and Montreal were estab
lished in this way.

Entrepots, "which grew up along the

alignments of transportation projected inward from the
coastal attachment points,"

55

formed depots of staple col

lection and were tied to the eastern ports by the shipping
of staples intended for European markets and by the impor
tation of manufactured products and tropical staples which
constituted the return flow.

In time the inland depot

cities became entrepots of wholesaling, and later, after
independence, they grew up as centers of manufacturing
regions.
In comparing the mercantile model with central place
theory, Vance argues that a central place hierarchy develops
only after the stages of growth of the externally based
mercantile system have been completed.

However, he recog

nizes the close ties between wholesaling and retailing in
shaping the American settlement system as "The use of either

55.

Ibid., pp. 153-54.
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model alone produces a simplistic abstraction rather than
an explanation of the Geography of Enterprise."
. . 57
Meinig
has proposed a model of historical geo
graphical change for explaining urban growth of several
regions in the American west.

He postulated the emergence

of major nuclei in each of the six western regions he
studied.

These urban nuclei, such as Santa Fe, Denver,

Salt Lake City, Portland, San Francisco, and Los Angeles,
acted first as regional capitals with more ties with other
settlements within their respective regions than with each
other or with the rest of the nation.

Gradually, the

situation changed and the regional capitals developed
greater extraregional relations, thus "becoming linked
together and more closely integrated into the main functional systems of the nation."

58

His hypothetical scheme

was based on the operation of four general phases of develop
ment, each corresponding to one of the following broad
categories:

"population (numbers and areal distribution),

circulation (traffic patterns within and between regions),
political areas (basic jurisdictional territories), and
56.

Ibid., p. 165.

57. D. W. Meinig, "American Wests: Preface to a
Geographical Interpretation," Annals of the Association of
American Geographers, 62 (1972): 159-184.
58.

Ibid., p. 160.
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culture (selected features characteristic of the local
society and its imprint upon the area).

"59

Both Vance and Meinig focus on the sequence of
events in the settlement of new lands.

However, while

Vance's model takes no account of the relation of the
emerging settlement pattern to the older settled region,
Meinig's scheme is explicitly formulated within the native
culture and is closely tied to the existing settlement
structure.
In interpreting the evolution and growth of Islamic
urbanism, both the national and regional contexts are taken
into consideration.

The emerging Islamic urban pattern is

described in a model which incorporates the foundation of
new Arab cities in relation to the existing cities.

CHAPTER 3
APPROACHES TO ISLAMIC URBANISM

Over the past 15 years the study of Islamic urbanism,
traditional and modern, has been subjected to many methodo
logical examinations.''"

In general, such approaches may be

1. Following the lead of a few French orientalists
who theorized about some individual North African and
Levantine cities since the 1920's, other specialists on
Islamic urbanism continued the discussion up to the 1960's
and formulated generalizations intended to be applicable to
all Islamic cities. Since the mid-1960's discussions of
Islamic urbanism took the form of organized colloquiums and
conferences which brought together many specialists from
different countries whose knowledge of Islamic history and
culture provided valuable insights on the subject. See
A. H. Hourani and S. M. Stern, eds., The Islamic City: A
Colloquium, Oxford: Bruno Cassirer, 1970; Ira M. Lapidus,
ed., Middle Eastern Cities: A Symposium on Ancient, Islamic,
and Contemporary Middle Eastern Urbanism, Berkeley: Uni
versity of California Press, 1969; Carl L. Brown, ed., From
Madina to Metropolis: Heritage and Change in the Near
Eastern City, Princeton: The Darwin Press, 1973; and R. B.
Serjeant, ed., The Islamic City, Paris; UNESCO, 1980.
Other general discussions of Islamic and Middle
Eastern urbanism include: Susan Landay, "The Ecology of
Islamic Cities: The Case for the Ethnocity," Economic
Geography, 47 (1971): 303-313; V. F. Costello, Urbanization
in the Middle East, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1977; M. Hugh P. Roberts, An Urban Profile of the Middle
East, New York: St. Martin's Press, 1979. For a review and
a bibliography of Middle Eastern urban studies, see Michael
E. Bonine, "Urban Studies in the Middle East," Middle East
Association Bulletin, 10 (1976): 1-37; and idem, "From Uruk
to Casablanca: Perspectives on the Urban Experience of the
Middle East," Journal of Urban History, 3 (1977): 141-180.
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characterized by the persistence of a methodological
dichotomy of unequal proportions.

Although the literature

on the internal spatial structure of individual cities
abounds and forms the substance of most of what has been
written on the subject, the external relations among the
cities have been either neglected completely or have
received only scant appeals to pursue their investigation by
a few authors.
The Internal Structure of Urban Areas
Three approaches aimed at studying the internal
social and spatial organization of Islamic cities may be
distinguished:

(1) general discussions of the traditional

Islamic city; (2) case studies of individual cities; and
(3) the study of a particular feature of the Muslim city
such as the quarter or the mosque.
Theorists of Islamic urbanism who adopted the first
of these approaches also looked for an ideal typical con
struct in the tradition of Weber and the other urban ecologists mentioned in the previous chapter.

Some of them

resorted to the religion of Islam as a specific cultural
tradition and claimed to have identified a unique conceptual
unit which they loosely termed the "Islamic city."

Exponents
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2
of this view postulated the existence of this "Islamic" city
type as an isolated entity opposed to the countryside.

Its

social and spatial organization is determined by the cultural
values and traditions of Islam:
In the eyes of the Muslim theologian, life in the
town is possessed of a distinct meritoriousness
when it is contrasted with life in rural community,
let alone with the life of the nomad. It has often
been pointed out that the complete fulfillment of
the believer's duties to his Lord is contingent
on the presence in his place of habitation of a
Friday Mosque (and a public bath); the presence
of a Friday Mosque, in turn, will be contingent
on the living together in the settlement of a
minimum number of inhabitants.3
The Friday mosque, as the spiritual center of the city, and
the market, as the city's commercial center, formed the two
most visible elements around which the "full-fledged Muslim
town" was organized.

Other important features of the Muslim

2. Among the most commonly cited of these authors
are: William Marcais, "L'Islamisme et la vie urbaine,"
Articles et Conferences (Paris 1961): 59-67; J. Sauvaget,
Alep (Paris 1941); Georges Marcais, "La conception des villes
dans L 1 Islam," Revue d'Alger, 2 (1945): 517-33; and Edmond
Pauty, "Villes spontanees et villes creees en Islam," Annales
de l'Institut d'Etudes orientales, 9 (1951): 52-75. (The
above four French orientalists are cited in Hourani, "The
Islamic City.") See also Gustave E. von Grunebaum, "The
Structure of the Muslim Town," in Islam: Essays in the Nature
and Growth of a Cultural Tradition, London: Routledge and
Kegan Paul, 1955, 141-58; Xavier de Planhol, The World of
Islam, Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 1959; and
Francisco Benet, "The Ideology of Islamic Urbanization,"
International Journal of Comparative Sociology, 4 (1963):
211-226.
3. G. E. von Grunebaum, "The Sacred Character of
Islamic Cities," in Abdurrahman Badawi, ed., Melanges Taha
Husain, Cairo: Dar al-Maaref, 1962, p. 25.

36
town included walls, a citadel, religious schools, irregu
larity of streets, and the division of population into
residential quarters based on tribal affiliation, ethnicity,
and religion.

Grunebaum uses such cultural qualifications

of township to build a model of spatial organization.

He

then uses this model, or ideal type, to contrast the Islamic
city with its counterpart in the Classical world.
The view that Islam is "a religion of the towns
people" favoring the settler over the nomad persisted in
the literature for some time until it was challenged in the
late 1960's and early 1970's by a more critical examination
of Islamic urbanism.
Ira M. Lapidus,

4

The new perspective was championed by

who criticizes exponents of the "Islamic

city" concept for their belief that Muslim cities were
isolated entities, radically different from and opposed to
the countryside.

He argues that Muslim "cities were

physical entities but not unified social bodies defined by
characteristically Muslim qualities."

5

Islamic cities

should be examined in the context of the larger social,
geographic, and religious environments of which they form a

4. Ira M. Lapidus, Muslim Cities in the Later
Middle Ages; idem, "Muslim Cities and Islamic Societies,"
"Traditional Muslim Cities;" and idem, "The Evolution of
Muslim Urban Society."
5.
p. 73*

Lapidus, "Muslim Cities and Islamic Societies,"
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part:

"From this point of view we should not speak of

'Muslim cities' but of settlements in the Middle East
harboring a certain kind of Muslim society."

6

Speaking in

spatial terms, Lapidus urges students of medieval Islamic
urbanism to "think in terms of pays, districts, and regions,
including both urban and rural units, as a natural form of
settlement organization."

7

However, he elaborates very

little beyond suggesting the regional settlement approach as
an appropriate direction for "future inquiries.
The second and third approaches to Islamic urbanism
are complementary to each other and usually overlap.

This

type of investigation involves the tracing of the developg
ment of individual cities over the centuries, the study of
6.

Ibid., p. 74.

7.

Ibid., p. 68.

8. There exist dozens of monographs on Middle
Eastern cities, written mostly in French, English, and
Arabic. Among those which treat the city in historical per
spective are: Janet Abu-Lughod, Cairo: 1001 Years of the
City Victorious, Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1971; Le Strange, Baghdad; Jacob Lassner, The Topography of
Baghdad in the Early Middle Ages, Detroit: Wayne State Uni
versity Press, 1970; Richard W. Bulliet, The Patricians of
Mishapur, Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1972; Salih
el-Ali, Early History of Basra: A Study of the Organization
of an Islamic Misr, unpublished Ph.D. Diss., Oxford, 1949,
translated with some additions by the original author into
Arabic under the title, al-Tandimat al-Ijtima'iyya wa alIqtisadiyya fi al-Basra fi al-Qarn al-Awwal al-Hijri, Beirut:
Dar al-Talia', 1969; Muhammad H. al-Zubeidi, al-Haya alIjtima'iyya wa al-Igtisadiyya fi al-Kufa fi al-Qarn al-Awwal
al-Hijri, Cairo: International Press, 1970; and Abdul Qadir
al-Ma'adheede, Wasit fi al-'Asr al-Amawi: A.H. 81-132/A.D.
700-749, Baghdad: Dar al-Hurriya, 1976.
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social institutions and religious bodies which may have
. .
9
affected the internal spatial structure of certain cities,
and the analysis of the form, function, and distribution of
a particular feature of the city such as its residential
quarters or religious architecture."*" 0

The External Relations Among Urban Areas
The debate on the nature of medieval Islamic urbanism remained largely confined to the internal social and
spatial structure of the city and did not cross the city's
boundaries to examine the cities in their regional milieus
and as components of larger urban networks.

However, city-

hinterland relationships have been recognized and investi
gated by a few scholars in the context of the modern region,
often with generalizations aimed at explaining the situation
in pre-modern times as well.

Notable among these is Hans

Bobek, who proposed the concept of "rent capitalism" to
account for the exploitative relationship which existed
9. For example, Gabriel Baer, "Guilds in Middle
Eastern History," in M. A. Cook, ed., Studies in the Eco
nomic History of the Middle East, London: Oxford University
Press, 1970, pp. 11-30; Lapidus, Muslim Cities in the Later
Middle Ages; and idem., "Muslim Cities and Islamic
Societies."
10. Oleg Grabar, "The Architecture of the Middle
Eastern City from Past to Present: The Case of the Mosque,"
in Lapidus, Middle Eastern Cities, pp. 26-46; and Dale F.
Eickelman, "Is There An Islamic City? The Making of a
Quarter in a Moroccan Town," International Journal of Middle
East Studies, 5 (1974): 274-294.
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between absentee landlords and farmers, i.e., the flow of
most of the agrarian production to landlords residing in
the towns."'""''
Other geographers have investigated related concepts
pertaining to the phenomenon of urban dominance and the
hierarchy of central places.

For example, Paul W. English

12

has investigated the relationship between the city of Kirman
in southeastern Iran and its hinterland, and Michael E.
Bonine has provided further explanations for the working of
a "primacy model of settlement" by conducting a central
place study in the region.

13

Studies which have addressed the problem of Middle
Eastern urbanism in systems terms and in historical perspec
tive include Eleanore M. Saari's study of Egypt's urban
settlement pattern in the High Middle Ages (10th-13th cen
tury)^ and Ilhan Tekeli's exposition of the Ottoman Empire's

11. For works by Hans Bobek and the German geo
graphers who elaborated on his theory of "rent capitalism,"
see Bonine, From Uruk to Casablanca, Notes, p. 179.
12. Paul W. English, City and Village in Iran,
Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1966.
13. Bonine, Yazd and Its Hinterland, Marburg:
Marburger Geographische Schriften, No. 83, 1980.
14. Eleanore M. Saari, Non-Economic Factors and
Systems of Cities: The Impact of Islamic Culture on Egypt's
Urban Settlement Pattern, Unpublished Ph.D. Diss., Geography,
University of Minnesota, 1971.
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spatial organization through the analysis of its institutional framework.

15

Saari's study identified the existence of a hierar
chical pattern in Egypt's regional urban settlement system
during the eleventh century A.D.

The spatial patterning of

that hierarchy, based on the reporting of several medieval
Arab geographers, was seen as a product of Islamic cultural
values which favor economic activities:
Islamic culture places a relatively high valuation
on economic goals; and the Islamic city was the
first in Egypt theoretically open to the entire
populace, not simply restricted to a small elite.
Both of these conditions would seem to be necessary
prerequisites for the development of an urban
hierarchy.
While the administrative needs of Egypt.during the Islamic
period and up to the end of the tenth centiry A.D. were
recognized by Saari as instrumental in shaping Egypt's
regional settlement pattern, her study failed to establish
a link between administrative organization of settlement and
the urban hierarchy.

Even for later periods, during which

15. Ilhan Tekeli, "On Institutionalized External
Relations of Cities in the Ottoman Empire—A Settlement
Models Approach," Etudes balkaniques, 8 (1972): 49-72; idem,
"Evolution of Spatial Organization in the Ottoman Empire and
Turkish Republic," in Brown, ed., From Madina to Metropolis,
pp. 244-73.
16. Saari, Non-Economic Factors and Systems of
Cities, p. 132.
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a hierarchy of settlement was supposedly in existence, the
administrative factor was uncertain:
Whether the emergence of hierarchy preceded the
administrative reorganization of the mid-llth
century and was the factor prompting that re
organization, or whether the administrative re
organization created a framework which permitted
the development of a hierarchy of urban places
is undetermined.
By contrast, Tekeli's study emphasizes the changing
patterns of settlement structure over succeeding periods in
the history of the Ottoman Empire as a result of changes in
the levels of technology, social institutions, and external
relations.

Analysis of these variables provided the

necessary framework for identifying the cyclical nature of
the empire's spatial organization such as the centralized
or the decentralized allocation of power or the integration
or fragmentation of the settlement pattern.
17.

Ibid., p. 132.

CHAPTER 4

THE FOUNDATION OF THE AMSAR AND THE
EVOLUTION OF THE SETTLEMENT PATTERN
Introduction
The evolution of urbanism in medieval Mesopotamia and
Persia is a study of a cumulative historical process which
has been in operation for millennia."'"

Both regions have

experienced settled life at least as early as the fifth mil
lennium B.C.

These early developments of human settlement

in the alluvial plains of Lower Mesopotamia
plains of the Iranian Plateau

3

2

and on the

ushered in the beginnings of

prehistoric civilization and complex urban life which later
followed.

Even by the fourth millennium B.C. Mesopotamia

was already a "land of many cities"

4

and the process of the

1. For an elaboration of this thesis see Robert
McC. Adams, Land Behind Baghdad: A History of Settlement on
the Diyala Plains, Chicago: The University of Chicago
Press, 1965.
2. Idem., "The Origin of Cities," Scientific
American, 203, No. 3 (September 1960): 153-168.
3. R. Ghirshman, Iran: From the Earliest Times to
the Islamic Conquest, Harmondsworth, Middlesex, England:
Penguin Books, 1954.
4. A. L. Oppenheim, "Mesopotamia—Land of Many
Cities," in Ira M. Lapidus, ed., Middle Eastern Cities,
3-18.
*
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"urban revolution,"

5

which would spread all over the world

for the next 6000 years, had already begun.

The purpose of

this chapter is to examine the evolution of the settlement
pattern in Lower Mesopotamia during the first three and a
half centuries of Islamic rule, that is, from 11 A.H./
632 A.D. to 375 A.H./985 A.D. 6
When the Arabs came to rule the former Sasanian
7
lands in Mesopotamia and Persia during the lst/7th century,
they initiated a new period of urban foundation which lasted
for some 300 years, to the end of the apogee of the 'Abbasid
Q
empire in the middle of the 4th/10th century.
However, the
5. Gordon Childe, New Light on the Most Ancient
East. New York: Praeger, 1954; idem, Man Makes Himself.
London: Watt & Co., 1936; idem, What Happened in History.
Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1942; and idem, "The Urban
Revolution," Town Planning Review, 21 (1950): 3-17.
6. Throughout this thesis the first date refers to
the Hijri, or Islamic, Calendar, while the second refers to
the Christian era.
7. Arab conquests into Mesopotamia began immediately
after the death of Muhammad in 11/632. Hira, a Christian
Arab city, was taken in 12/633; Ctesiphon, the Sasanian
capital, was taken in 16/637 after the famous battle of
Qadisiya; and the fall of Mosul in upper Mesopotamia in 21/
641 signified the end of Sasanian power west of the Zagros
mountains. By the conquest of Persepolis, the capital of
Fars and the chief Zoroastrian religious center in 30/650,
and the death of Yazdagird, the last Sasanian king, the
following year, the whole of the Sasanian kingdom had fallen
under Arab rule. (For a chronology of Arab conquests from
11/632 to 35/655, see Marshall G. S. Hodgson, The Venture of
Islam, Vol. I., Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1974,
p. 205.
8. This date coincides with the beginning of
Buwayhid rule in Iraq and Iran, 320/932-454/1062.
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importance of Arab (Islamic) influence in the development
of the settlement pattern in former Sasanian lands has not
been properly recognized.

Unfortunately, there have been

few attempts to investigate the forms, processes, and dis
tributions of urban settlements during the medieval Islamic
period.

With the exception of research dealing with indi-

vidual settlements per se,

10 the primary emphasis of other

urban studies has been based upon archaeological settlement
sites and their relation to the development of agriculture
in the region.

Other studies have focused on the evolution

of parochial elites, religious bodies, imperial regimes, and
other essential, though less spatial, components of Islamic
urban society.^
9. "Arab" and "Islamic" are used interchangeably
in this work.
10. For urban research done on individual settle
ment basis, see chapter 3 above.
11. Robert McC. Adams, Land Behind Baghdad; P. J.
Ucko, R. Tringham, and G. W. Dimbleby, eds., Man, Settlement,
and Urbanism, London: Gerald Duckworth, 1972.
12. Ira M. Lapidus, Muslim Cities in the Later
Middle Ages, Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1967; idem,
"Muslim Cities and Islamic Societies," in Ira M. Lapidus,
ed., Middle Eastern Cities: A Symposium on Ancient, Islamic,
and Contemporary Middle Eastern Urbanism, Berkeley: Uni
versity of California Press, 1969, 47-79; idem, "The Evo
lution of Muslim Urban Society," Comparative Studies in
Society and History, 15 (1973): 21-50; Richard W. Bulliet,
The Patricians of Nishapur, Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 1972.
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Seen through a more spatial perspective, it is the
premise of this chapter that within a period of approximately
three centuries, the Arabs had advanced the process of urbanism in lower Mesopotamia to a degree which had not been
equalled in the previous history of the region.

A simple

model is proposed to describe and explain the initial pro
cesses which brought about the establishment of the settle
ment pattern.

Data from the region of Iraq will be presented

and discussed to determine the validity of this model.

13

A Model of the Evolution of Early
Medieval Islamic Urbanism
The model is based primarily on the transformation,
foundation, and evolution of cities resulting from the Arab
conquests and the spread of Islam into the lands of the
Sasanian and Byzantine empires.
main stages:

It is divided into three

(1) foundation of new Arab cities, (2) incor

poration of existing cities, and (3) assimilation and the
emergence of the integrated settlement pattern (Fig. 3).
The spatial expression of the Islamic conquests
(called futuh, sing, fath) was the establishment in foreign
lands of the Arab form of settlement known as misr (pi.

13. Although the proposed model is applied to the
description of the evolution of urbanism at a regional
scale in lower Mesopotamia, it is also intended to describe
the sequence of settlement development in other areas of
the Middle East.
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amsar).

These early administrative centers acted as links

between the capital of Islam, where the decision of the fath
was made (e.g., Madina in Hejaz), and the existing settle
ment system in the conquered region.

They also acted as

outposts for further futuh in adjacent areas.
The first step in the development of these early
Arab foundations was the dispatching of arms by the order
of Amir al-Mu'minin, Commander of the Faithful, to the
designated area.

After the military operation was completed,

a military camp would be established at the fringes of this
area, but not far away from the existing centers of popu
lation.

The camp housed the tribesmen and their families

who comprised the initial campaigners as well as other
muqatila (warriors) and their families who continued to
migrate to this area.

The great numbers of the warrior

tribesmen necessitated the allocation of separate sections
(khitat) for different clans, and soon the initial camp site
took the form of a garrison town.

The final stage to produce

14. According to the Encyclopaedia of Islam, the
word misr has four meanings: "a. a proper name denoting the
eponym of Egypt, the ancestor of the Berbers and the Copts...
b. a proper name denoting Egypt as a country... c. a proper
name denoting the capital of Egypt, i.e., at present and
since its foundation... d. a common noun denoting a town; it
is used especially in connection with the capitals of the
provinces in the times of the conquests...." Obviously,
the last meaning of the term is used here. See A. J.
Wensinck, "Misr," Encyclopaedia of Islam, First Edition,
Leiden, 1908-1936.

this primary form of settlement was the decision to formally
declare this first nucleus of Arab settlement as the regional
capital and chief city of the occupied lands.

Known as the

act of tamsir, the city was called misr (capital).

The

decision to declare a town as the misr of its region was a
right of the khalifa (caliph), who chose the town site
after consulting with his generals.

The population of the

early Arab cities continued to be engaged in the military
campaigns suring the years of the conquest.

They depended

for their livelihood on booty and state annuities and
stipends ('ata').
The primary form of settlement based on the amsar
as militarized and distinct Arab cities continued as long as
the fath process was in progress.

After the region became

completely under the control of the Arabs, a second line of
settlement appeared within this primary framework estab
lished by the amsar.

The existing pre-Islamic cities con

stituted this second line of settlements as they were
gradually incorporated into the new evolving urban system
with the spread of Arab culture and Islam.

This expansion

was accomplished either by silh (capitulation) or unwa
(subjection by force) of the existing cities.

In either

case, the subject towns had to pay the state treasury capi
tulation taxes, and their non-Muslim population were
required to pay jizia (the poll-tax or capitulation tax).
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Gradual absorption of the former Sasanian and
Byzantine towns into the Arab-controlled system of settle
ments continued in several ways during the second stage of
the model.

Some of these cities were chosen for the

garrisoning of Arab troops, and they functioned similar to
the amsar at their early stage.

Some even attained the

status of a misr for their respective regions.

15

Renovation

and expansion of several of these towns occurred in accor
dance with the general state of rapid economic and urban
growth of the Islamic empire.
The third and final stage of the evolution of the
settlement pattern appeared after the completion of the pro
cesses of assimilation of the two earlier settlement patterns
and the merging of them into one macro-framework.

As the

individual amsar continued to grow, they became less mili
tarized, until they eventually became completely demili
tarized.

The appearance of Islamic architecture and

religious institutions in pre-Islamic cities and the con
tinued migration of Arab and Islamic elements to them
accelerated their assimilation into a new integrated settle
ment system.

Figure 3 gives a generalized picture of the

development of the three stages discussed above.

15. Saleh A. el-Ali, "The Foundation of Baghdad,"
in A. H. Hourani and S. M. Stern, eds., The Islamic City,
Oxford: Bruno Cassirer, 1970, p. 89.
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Initial Motives: Arab Conquests,
11-35/632-655
Of the several factors which influenced the estab
lishment and subsequent growth of towns, the swift and
remarkable Arab conquests which resulted in the spread of
the religion of Islam and the capitulation or subjection by
force of the cities of the conquered lands had a most
decisive and lasting effect on later urban developments.
Once the conquest of a province was achieved, the Arabs
established:
their seat of government on the edge of the desert
and the sown, using an existing city like Damascus
where possible, or founding a new one like Kufa,
Fustat, or Qayrawan, where it was not. These
garrison cities were the Bombays, Calcuttas, and
Singapores of the Arab Empire, the ports of the
desert through which the provinces were first pene
trated, then conquered, and for a while governed.
This was the story of the region of lower Mesopotamia, which
the Arabs called Iraq.

At the time of the conquests it was

the main province of the Sasanians, the seat of their
capital, Ctesiphon on the Tigris.
Establishment of the Amsar as
Frontier Settlements: The
Twin Cities of Basra and Kufa
The early settlements built by the Arabs in lower
Mesopotamia had their origins as military camps, serving as

16. Bernard Lewis, "Politics and War," in J. Schacht
and C. E. Bosworth, eds., The Legacy of Islam, Second Ed.,
Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1974, 183-84.
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bases for the operations between the years 11/632 and 16/
637, in which was conquered the region west of the Tigris.
These camps were places for settling down the Arab tribesmen
who accompanied the military expeditions as warriors, as
well as receiving further hijra (migration) of later
muqatila (soldiers) and their families from Arabia.

From

the very start, such camps took the form of permanent
garrison towns.

1 7

. . . .
It is significant that this Arab model

of newly erected permanent garrison towns was introduced
almost simultaneously in Iraq, Syria, and Egypt, and then a
little later in Persia and the former eastern domains of
the Sasanian empire, as well as in the former Byzantine

18
territories of North Africa.

It is also significant that

many of the early Arab cities which were founded in this way
still exist after 14 centuries, some of them as major urban
centers.
Such was the case of the two camp sites of Basra and
Kufa, which soon formed major nuclei for urban growth in
17. Planning was based on dividing the town into
several khitat (sections), each assigned to a different
clan.
18. The origin of the first Ilsamic cities is
fully documented in the literature of the time. Examples
of such Arab foundations include: Fustat (Old Cairo) in
Egypt/ Qairawan in North Africa; Ramla in Palestine;
Shiraz in Fars; Mansura in Sind; and Kufa and Basra in
Iraq.

subsequent years in the region of lower Mesopotamia which
19
the Arabs called Iraq, otherwise known to them as Sawad.
The frontier locations of the twin cities of Basra
and Kufa at the edge of the Arabian desert and near water
sources reflect the strategical insights of the army generals
who had chosen them.

The central authority in Madina, the

capital of the rashidun (orthodox) caliphs in Hejaz, was
directly involved in the choice of a suitable location for
these settlements.

For example, one of the earliest author

ities tells us that 'Umar, the second caliph, ordered his
army officers, who were busy surveying the region of Iraq
for a site which later became the city of Kufa, "to adopt
for the Moslems a place to which they could emigrate, and
which they could use as a meeting place (Qairawan), pro
vided that between him 'Umar and the Moslems, no sea should
intervene."

20

Similarly, the future site for Basra was

conceived by 'Umar to be at a location "between Fars (south
west Persia), Diyar al-'Arab (Arab lands), and Bahr al-Sin
(Persian Gulf)."

21

His instructions for choosing Basra's

19. From now on, we will use the proper name Iraq
to refer to the region of lower Mesopotamia.
20. Baladhuri, Futuh al-Buldan. The quotation is
from the English translation of the book by Philip K. Hitti
and F. C. Murgotten in two volumes under the title of The
Origins of the Islamic State, New York: AMS Press, 1968 and
1969, Part II, p. 434.
21.

Maqdisi, Taqasim, p. 117.
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site in response to a message from his army general (who
felt the need of the Muslims for "a place in which they could
pass the winter, and into which they could retire when they
return from a raid"

22
) was to "Assemble thy followers in

one place; let it be near water and pasture; and write me a
description of it."

23

The Arab army had conquered scores of Sasanian
cities in Iraq.

However, in the early years of the conquests

they refused to settle down in them, preferring to remain
in the garrison towns of their own creation.

Since they

had no other occupations besides the army, the populations
.24
of the misraxn
relied for their livelihood on special
annuities from bait al-mal (state treasury).

25

In fact, the

early Arab settlers were prohibited by orders of the caliph
'Umar from engaging in agricultural work and other civilian
pursuits.

The reasoning behind this policy probably was

that the two amsar of Iraq should remain as long as possible
a military encampment to house the warriors for the purpose
22.
II, p. 60.
23.

Baladhuri, Origins of the Islamic State, Part
Ibid., p. 60.

24. Basra and Kufa are often called "al-misrain" or
the two misrs.
25. Marshall G. S. Hodgson, The Venture of Islam,
Vol. I, p. 208; Alfred von Kremer, The Orient Under the
Caliphs, translated from the German by S. Khuda Bukksh,
Philadelphia: Porcupine Press, 1977, p. 307.
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of further conquests in new lands.

This was in conformity

with the ideology of the new faith which espoused "a reli
giously and legally obligatory state of war, which could
only end with the conversion or subjugation of all man
kind." 26
To meet the payments of the 'ata' (stipends) to the
army population of the two cities and of other expenditures, 27 the Central Treasury relied on several sources of
taxes and revenues.
included:

28

The most important of these revenues

kharaj (land tax), jizia (poll tax), 'ushr

(tithe), zakat or sadaqa (alms or poor-tax), and ghana'im
(booty).

The above financial arrangement enabled Basra and

Kufa to remain for the most of the first century of the Hijra
the actual bases for military operations to the east and, by
being permanent cantonments, the continuous sources of
soldiers for such adventures.
Each misr was governed by an amir (governor-general),
appointed by the caliph, who assumed full responsibility for
26.

Bernard Lewis, "Politics and War," p. 175.

27. For the expenditures side of the early Islamic
budget see Nicolas P. Aghnides, Mohammedan Theories of
Finance, New York: AMS Press, 1969, pp. 423-524.
28. For the different sources of bait al-mal (state
treasury) see ibid, pp. 199-422; Daniel C. Dennett, Jr.,
"Conversion and the Poll Tax in Early Islam," and Frede
Lokkegaard, "Islamic Taxation in the Classical Period,"
reprinted as Islamic Taxation Two Studies, New York: Arno
Press, 1973.
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the actions of these governors.

Many times during their

history, the administration of the two cities was combined
under one governor.

The governors of the Iraqi amsar also

were responsible for the administration of all the former
Sasanian lands east and north of Iraq during the Orthodox
and Umayyad caliphates

29

and, therefore, they had the power

to appoint 'ummal (lieutenant governors) in the various
provinces under their control.
Although the internal spatial structure of these two
on
early Arab cities is beyond the scope of this study,
a
brief discussion of their foundation, population structure,
and the important roles they subsequently played in the
development and administration of the region of Iraq and
the eastern lands of mamlakat al-Islam (the Islamic Empire)
in general will now be treated.
29. During the Umayyad rule, the twin cities lost
their important administrative status after the construction
of the city of Wasit, the third most important Arab founda
tion in Iraq, in 84/703.
30. For the social, financial, and economic organi
zation of Basra during the first century of the Islamic era,
see Salih Ahmad el-Ali, Early History of Basrah. A Study of
the Organization of an Islamic Misr, Unpublished Ph.D. Diss.,
Oxford, 1949, translated with some additions by the original
author into Arabic under the title, al-Tandimat alIjtima'iyya wa al-Iqtisadiyya fi al-Basra fi al-Qarn al-Awwal
al-Hijri, Beirut: Dar al-Talia, 1969; first ed., Baghdad,
1953. For a similar discussion of Kufa, see Muhammad H.
al-Zubeidi, al-Haya al-Ijtima'iyya wa al-Iqtisadiyya fi
al-Kufa fi al-Qarn al-Awwal al-Hijri, Cairo: International
Press, 1970.
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Both cities were founded during the reign of 'Umar
ibn al-Khattab, the second Orthodox caliph.

The site of

Basra was chosen in the year 14/635, while Kufa was built
shortly after, in 17/638.

31

The first mention of the size of

the population of Basra was during the reign of

1

Ali, the

fourth and last Orthodox caliph, who ruled from 35/656 to
40/661.

32
At this time the army register counted 60,000 men.

A more comprehensive census was taken of the two cities im
mediately after the Umayyads took control of Iraq during the
governorship of Ziyad.

Including both the soldiers and their

families, Basra had 200,000 persons (of whom 80/000 were
registered soldiers), while Kufa had a total of 140,000 persons (60,000 being soldiers).

33

The population of the twin

cities must have increased considerably shortly afterwards,
for Baladhuri reports the dispatching of 50,000 army men with
their families from the two cities to settle in the newly
conquered region of Khurasan in the year 51/671.

34

31. Baladhuri devotes 27 pages (346-72) to a dis
cussion of the founding (tarnsir of Basra, the fiefs granted
to the Arabs in and around it, its houses, castles, baths,
and the water canals built in and around it (Baladhuri,
English tr., Part II, 60-101). For describing Kufa's founda
tion and its internal composition, he wrote 15 pages (27589), see the English tr., Part I, 434-48.
32.

el-Ali, Tandimat, p. 43

33. Baladhuri, Origins of the Islamic State, Part
II, pp. 65-66.
34. Ibid., 171. For example, during the governor
ship of "Ubaidullah ibn Ziyad, 56-62 (675-681), Basra's popu
lation increased to 230,000 people. See el-Ali, Tandimat, p.45.
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The above figures refer to the Arab population of
the twin cities.

But the 'ajam (non-Arab) population also

formed part of the amsar population from the very begin35
nmg.

These mawali (converts to Islam) constituted the

largest minority in Kufa.

36

They were treated equally with

Arabs in certain matters, such as the distribution of the
stipends.

However, they continued to be an isolated class

of citizens in other aspects of social life, such as intermarriage with Arabs.

37

A substantial part of Basra's

population consisted also of this large minority group, most
of them being former Sasanian soldiers who had surrendered
to the Arabs and had agreed to fight beside them or to
undertake police and other administrative jobs in the city.
They were treated in similar fashion to the Arab troops.
For example, they were assigned separate sections of the city
38
and were included in the register of state stipends.

Other

minority groups included 'abid (slaves and prisoners of war),
35.

el-Ali, Tandimat, p. 41; Zubeidi, Haya, pp. 74-

110.
36. During Mu'awiya's (the first Umayyad caliph)
rule they numbered 20,000, Zubeidi, Haya, p. 87.
37.

Ibid., 77-83.

38. el-Ali, Tandimat, pp. 82-83. Baladhuri mentions
several groups of former Sasanian troops who were living in
Basra during the governorship of Abu Musa al-Ashari: 17-25
(638-645). Later on, after the construction of Wasit (see
below), many of them were transferred from Basra to Wasit
(Baladhuri, Eng. tr., Part II, pp. 105-111).
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who constituted about eight percent of the population of
Kufa;

39

and dhimmis (Christians, Jews, and other non-Muslims

who practiced their religions freely in the two cities). 40
Migration of non-Arabs continued to the twin cities,
and they became thriving centers for a vast territory which
included all the lands under Arab control to the north and
east.

Kufa even became the seat of the whole empire during

the reign of 'Ali (35/656-40/661).
Special care was taken in enumerating the peoples of
the two cities, especially the Arab muqatila (soldiers) for
whom the cities were intended in the first place.

They

continued to form the majority of the population during the
years of the conquests and the early years of the Umayyads.
The counting of the population of the cities was done by
officials of diwan al-'ata' (register of the stipends) and
diwan al-jund (register of the army), who kept population
records needed by the governors for organizing the troops
and for distribution of the stipends.
In fact, the social organization of the two cities
into several quarters, each housing families of related
39.

Zubeidi, Haya, p. 99.

40.

Ibid., pp. 101-110.
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tribes, was closely related to the needs of the above two
registers.

41

Basra was divided into five large tribal

divisions or departments known as akhmas (fifths), each
housing a number of asha'ir (clans).

42

Kufa was originally

divided in a similar way into seven large tribal depart43
ments known as asba' (sevenths).

The division of Kufa

into seven tribal departments continued for over three
decades, from the time of its foundation to the governor
ship of Ziyad, who in the year 50/670 changed this system
to match the one in Basra.

The Arab population then was

divided into four major parts known as arba', or quarters,

44

and each quarter was named after the clan or tribal group
which occupied it.

This system remained in effect the

basis for the social and administrative organization of
the two cities until the 4th/10th century, when the two
41. The rationale behind this division was to
facilitate military readiness and organization of the
troops which was based on the tribal divisions and also to
facilitate the distribution of booty and stipends among
members of the clans after the conclusion of each campaign.
42.

el-Ali, Tandimat, p. 53.

43. Zubeidi, Haya, p. 30; M. A. Shaban, Islamic
History; A.D. 600-750 (A.H. 132), Cambridge: The University
Press, 1971, p. 52.
44.

Zubeidi, Haya, p. 45.
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cities began to lose their former glories—along with the
decline of the empire.^
The Basra and Kufa model for organizing the Arab
population on the basis of tribal lines into groups was
applied in other provinces that came under Arab rule.

For

example, the Arabs of some cities of Khurasan, such as Marw,
46
also were divided into five large groups.
Subsequent Impulses; Umayyad
Administration, 41-132/661-750
The futuh expansionist policy continued vigorously
under the Umayyads, the first major Arab dynasty to rule the
Islamic Empire from Damascus for 90 years after the death
of 'Ali b. Abi-Talib, the last of the Orthodox caliphs.
Iraq continued to be a very important province both poli
tically and economically, and as a vital source of revenues
which were needed by the central government in Damascus to
finance the various campaigns in the east and west.
A more efficient system of government was introduced
by Mu'awiya I, the first Umayyad, based on the division of
public affairs among several diwans (official departments),

45. In the case of Kufa, the tribal quarter system
lasted until the beginning of the 4th/10th century (L.
Massignon, The Planning of Kufa, quoted in Zubeidi, Haya,
pp. 45-46). In Basra, the system continued at least to the
time of the geographer Maqdisi, who compiled his book in
375/985, Maqdisi, Taqasim, p. 117.
46.

Shaban, Islamic History, p. 175.
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mainly to make the administration of the provinces more
effective and to facilitate communications between the central government in Damascus and the outlying areas.

47

Basra and Kufa continued to dominate the province of
Iraq and the rest of the eastern Islamic domains and their
governors continued to lead the campaigns in the east.

48

Expeditions were sent on a regular basis to raid frontier
areas in order to secure their submission to peace treaties
and the payment of tribute and eventually to establish Arab
authority there.

49

The process of stationing garrisons in

new lands continued, this time in the form of minor garrisons
known as masalih.

Garrison towns in these areas were not

necessarily new Arab foundations as was the case during the
earlier conquests in Iraq, Syria, Egypt, and Fars.

For

example, Marw and Zaranj, the chief towns of Khurasan and
47. According to Alfred Von Kremer, The Orient
Under the Caliphs, Philadelphia: Porcupine Press, 1977, the
following new institutions were created during the reign of
Mu'awiya I and his immediate successors: (1) Diwan alKharaj, Land Tax Department; (2) Diwan al-Khatam, a State
Chancery or Board of the Signet; (3) Diwan al-Barid, Postal
Department; (4) Diwan al-Rasail, Department of Correspondence;
(5) Diwan al Mustaghillat, Department of Revenue; and (6)
Sahib al-Shurta and Qadhi, special officers for police and
judicial work, respectively (pp. 186-218).
48. While Kufa controlled the whole of Iraq and the
region immediately to the northeast of it, Basra controlled
much larger territory including Fars, Khuzistan, Sijistan,
Oman, Bahrain, and Khurasan (see Kremer, The Orient,
pp. 190-91.
49.

Shaban, Islamic History, p. 84.
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Sijistan (Sistan) respectively, served as garrison towns
for the Arabs during their early campaigns in the east.
Both cities retained under Arab rule their original urban
status as administrative centers of their respective
regions.
The twin cities of Iraq were very much involved in
the internal politics of the empire and each participated to
a certain degree in the turbulent affairs of the state which
arose after the accession of the Umayyads.

This included

civil wars and various rebellions which continued during the
time of Mu'awiya I.

50

The province of Iraq suffered from

extensive political unrest, agriculture production declined
sharply at the end of the first Islamic century

51

and, as a

consequence, many peasants had to migrate to towns, in
creasing the rate of urbanization.

Kufa and Basra were the

main destinations of these migrants who worked as craftsmen,
and skilled and unskilled laborers.

52

The increased ratio

of the indigenous population of the two cities had great
50.
pp. 79-126.

For the history of this period, see ibid.,

51. This decline in agricultural production was re
flected in the corresponding decline in the amount of landtax revenues. For example, the land-tax of Iraq had declined
from a total of 128 million dirhems during the reign of 'Umar
b. al-Khattab, 13/634^-23/644, to only a meager sum of 18
million dirhems during the governorship of Hajjaj, 73/69295/713; see Ibn Khurdadhbeh, Masalik, pp. 14-15; and Maqdisi,
Taqasim, p. 133.
52.

M. A. Shaban, Islamic History, p. 170.
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effects in accelerating the processes of assimilation of the
Arabs to a more urban life-style.

They soon began to show

signs of reluctance to join the wars of conquest, and the
cities
were quickly losing their military character and
changing into booming urban centers. The accumu
lated wealth of their inhabitants opened up dazzling
prospects for traders to supply goods for consump
tion and for merchants to engage in the vast
operations of exchange and banking required in the
distribution of stipends and the transfer of the
fifth of all booty to the central t r e a s u r y . 53
The immediate response to this problem, i.e., the transition
from military to civilian life in the amsar, was to build a
third city in Iraq as an alternative to Basra and Kufa to
provide housing for the army troops.

This was undertaken by

the central government in the person of the Umayyad viceroy
in Iraq, the famous Hajjaj.
Establishment of the Amsar
at Central Locations:
The Case of Wasit
Near the end of the first century of the Hijra and
after Kufa and Basra had lost their original character and
function as military stations (and became completely de
militarized), a new garrison town was planned and built in
Iraq to assume the former roles of the twin cities and to
accommodate the Syrian imperial army and those Arab warrior
tribesmen who continued to join the futuh.

53.

Ibid., 169

According to

64
Baladhuri, the city of Wasit was built in the year 83/702 or
84/703.

54

The most important locational attribute of the

city was its central location relative to other major urban
centers.

The very name of this new city depicts its central

location, as wasit in Arabic means "middle one."

It was

equidistant from Kufa, Basra, and Ahwaz (the capital of
Khuzistan). 55
Wasit replaced and revived the military functions of
Kufa and Basra, becoming the spearhead of all futuh oper
ations in the east, especially in the territories of Sind
(Indian frontier) and Transoxiana.

More important, the city

became the administrative center of the Umayyads in the
province of Iraq and the rest of the Islamic East. 56

Al

though Kufa and Basra continued to administer their
immediate surroundings, representatives of the governor of
Wasit were m residence in each of them.

57

The processes of incorporation of pre-Islamic cities
in the new framework established by the amsar and the assim
ilation of the latter's population to more urban ways of
54.
I, p. 449.
55.

Baladhuri, Origins of the Islamic State, Part

Ibid., p. 449.

56. Now the lieutenant governors and prefects of the
eastern provinces were appointed by the governor of Iraq at
Wasit.
57. Abdul-Qadir al-Ma'adheede, Wasit fi-al-'Asr alAmawi; A.H.81/132-A.D.700/749. Baghdad: Dar al-Hurriya, 1976,
16-17.
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life were strengthened considerably after the construction
of Wasit.

Contrary to what happened during the processes

of selecting the sites of Kufa and Basra where strategical
considerations required that the new Arab cities should be
erected in isolation from the indigenous population and as
near as possible to the Arab homeland, the site of Wasit was
chosen in the middle of one of the best agricultural dis
tricts of Iraq.

The site was on the west bank of the Tigris

opposite the Sasanian city of- Kaskar which lay on the east
58
bank of the river.

The two cities gradually merged into

one on both sides of the Tigris, and by the time of the
'Abbasids, the process of assimilation of the former
Sasanian city was complete, both sides being known as
Wasit.

59

The population of the composite city of Wasit con

sisted of Arabs and Persians, both Muslims and Christians.
The number of Christians must have been considerable since
at least six churches were erected in and around the city

60
during the rule of the Umayyads.

Thus, the example of

Wasit represents the culmination of the two processes of
58. Kaskar was the chief Sasanian city of one of
Iraq's 12 kuwar (agricultural districts). See Ibn
Khurdadhbeh, Masalik, p. 7; Qudama, Kharaj, p. 235.
59. Istakhri, Masalik, p. 82; Ibn Hawqal, Surat,
p. 239; Maqdisi, Taqasim, pp. 118-19; Masudi, Tanbih,
p. 360; and Ibn Rusteh, A'lag, p. 187.
60.

Ma'adheede, Wasit, pp. 66-70.
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assimilation which brought about the final associated
settlement pattern.

Urban Growth: High 'Abbasid Caliphate,
132-334/749-945bi
The process of Arab urban growth had started from
the beginning with the Arab conquests and the founding of
the amsar, and increased rapidly with the rule of the
Umayyads and the building of Wasit, the assimilation of the
amsar to civilian life, and the gradual incorporation of
pre-Islamic cities.

This process reached its climax with

the coming of the 'Abbasids and the maturity of the final
settlement pattern, comprising both Arab and pre-Islamic
Sasanian cities.
The accession of the 'Abbasids to power and the
transfer of the caliphal seat from Syria to Iraq signaled
for the latter region a new era of economic prosperity and
urban and demographic growth.

This economic prosperity was

apparent in both the growth of the existing urban centers,
61. Although the 'Abbasid Caliphate lasted for a
little over 500 years, from A.D. 749 to 1258, the reign of
the Early or High 'Abbasids, which represents the dynasty
at its peak, ended two centuries after its establishment
when Baghdad became subordinated to other powers, i.e., the
Buwayhids in 945. For a comparative periodization chart of
the Islamic Caliphate to 1258, see Hodgson, Venture of
Islam, Vol. 1, p. 234.

67
62
63
especially Basra
and Wasit,
and the founding of many
other settlements.
A survey of some medieval Arab geographical and
historical sources reveals that over 30 important urban
centers were founded in Iraq alone between the time of the
conquests and the middle of the 10th century A.D. (Appendix
A).

In addition to the twin cities of Kufa and Basra,

smaller urban places were erected during the conquests.
64
These include Haditha (on the Euphrates),
and Hammam
'Umar

65

near Kufa.

Of those which were founded during the

62. According to the testimony of the Arab geo
graphers, Basra continued to be an important urban center
even after the decline of the 'Abbasids, Maqdisi, Taqasim,
pp. 117-18, Istakhri, Masalik, pp. 80-81; and Ibn.Hawqal,
Surat, pp. 235-38.
63. Wasit remained a large town through successive
dynasties until the 15th century, when the Tigris changed its
course and ceased to flow past it. This resulted in the
complete ruin of the city. See G. Le Strange, The Lands of
the Eastern Caliphate, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
Second ed., London: Frank Cass, 1966, 40.
64. This was the last town in Iraq near its north
western border with Jazira (Upper Mesopotamia). Its name
meant "the new one" and was called Haditha on the Euphrates
to distinguish it from another city by the same name built
by the Umayyads on the Tigris near Mosul in Jazira. See
Baladhuri, Origins of the Islamic State, Part II, p. 280;
and G. Le Strange, The Lands of the Eastern Caliphate,
London: Frank Cass, 1966, p. 64.
65. One of the dependencies of Kufa. See Baladhuri,
Origins of the Islamic State, Part II, p. 442; and Maqdisi,
Taqasim, p. 114.

68
late Umayyad period, mention should be made of the town of
Nil which lies in the middle of the triangle formed by the
location of Baghdad, Kufa, and Wasit.

It was built on a

canal bearing the same name connecting the Euphrates and the

66
Tigris.

The irrigation canal and the city were part of a

land reclamation project intended for populating this area
r

during the governorship of Hajjaj.

Qasr Ibn Hubaira is

another Umayyad city which lies halfway between Baghdad and
Kufa on the trunk road connecting the two cities and extends
to the southwest as the pilgrimage road to Madina and Makka
in the Hejaz.^

It also lies on an irrigation canal®^ from

the Euphrates.

Maqdisi,

the

10th-century Arab geographer,

describes this city as very large and as famous for its
markets and many tailors.

70

The bulk of Islamic city foundations, however, dates
from the time of the 'Abbasids, when the size of urban
places took on unprecedented proportions.

This was

66. Baladhuri, Origins of the Islamic State, Part
II, p. 450; Ya'qubi, Buldan, p. 322; Masudi, Tanbih, p. 52;
Maqdisi, Taqasim, pp. 114, 121.
67.
II, p. 450.
68.

Baladhuri, Origins of the Islamic State, Part
Ibn Rusteh, A'lag, p. 174.

69. It was known as the Sarat Canal.
Buldan, pp. 308-309.

See Ya'qubi,

70. Maqdisi, Taqasim, p. 121; Le Strange, Eastern
Caliphate, pp. 70-71.
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represented, especially, by the founding of Baghdad in
145/762, whose "magnitude of...human and physical dimensions
dwarfed all others in comparison,"

71

and, three-quarters of

a century later, by the building of Samarra, which rivaled
Baghdad in size and magnificence—and, indeed, in leadership
for half a century.

72

The two imperial capitals of the 'Abbasids were far
larger in area and population size than all their Sasanian
predecessors, including Ctesiphon:

"Each was apparently on

the order of ten times as large as Ctesiphon, and each sub
stantially exceeded the entire area of built-up settlement
in the Diyala region during the Sasanian period.

In this

respect, they indicate not merely a quantitative but a
qualitative advance in urban scale and complexity as compared with the earlier period."

73

The above statement,

based on archaeological data and excavations in the area,
lends support to the extensive written materials by medieval

71. Jacob Lassner, The Topography of Baghdad in the
Early Middle Ages, Detroit: Wayne State University Press,
1970, 17.
72. The caliphal seat was transferred from Baghdad
to Samarra during the reign of al-Mu'tasim, who built the
latter city in 221/835. It remained the capital until the
year 279/892.
73.

Robert McC. Adams, Land Behind Baghdad, p. 98.
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Arab geographers and historians to the description of the
'Abbasid capitals.

74

An important impetus to urban growth and the prolif
eration of towns in the region was the tendency of the
'Abbasid caliphs to establish new capitals for themselves
in order to perpetuate their own names and that of their
dynasties—a pattern familiar throughout Middle Eastern
history.

Perhaps also, as Lapidus asserts, new cities were

established "to isolate elite- regiments and administrative
staffs from the mass of Arabs and local populations, thus
indicating their dominance over the subject people."

75

The

effect of this political and administrative factor is mani
fested in the establishment by the 'Abbasids of the most
important cities of Iraq and many others throughout their
vast domains.

For example, despite the existence of three

large Arab amsar centers in Iraq, the first 'Abbasid
caliph, Saffah (132/749-136/734), moved from Kufa (after a
short stay) to near the Sasanian city of Anbar, where he
built a city on the Euphrates called Hashimiya.

76

His

74. See especially the detailed description given
by Ya'qubi of the two cities, pp. 233-68.
75. Lapidus, "The Evolution of Muslim Urban
Society," p. 24.
76. Masudi, Tanbih, pp. 337-39; Baladhuri, Origins
of the Islamic State, II, p. 445; Ya'qubi, Buldan, p. 237;
G. Le Strange, Baghdad During the Abbasid Caliphate, New
York: Barnes and Noble, 1972, pp. 5-6.
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brother and successor, Abu Ja'far al-Mansur (136/754158/775), built a new city on the Euphrates, also called
Hashimiya,

77

.
between Kufa and the old Sasanian town of Hxra

in which he lived until he founded the great city of Madinat
al-Salam (Baghdad)

78

about ten years later.

79

Another important feature of Arab urbanism was the
incorporation of large suburbs—or rather cities, as they
were called by their contemporaries.

This phenomenon was

represented by cities named K-arkh in Baghdad
Samarra,

81

80

and others named Rusafa in Baghdad

and
82

and Kufa.

83

77. The name is derived from the ancestors of the
'Abbasids and of the prophet Muhammad.
78. Baghdad proper, the original Round City, was
also known as madinat (city) of Abu Ja'afar and as madinat
al-Mansur.
79. Ya'qubi, Buldan, p. 237; according to Baladhuri
(Origins, II, p. 445), Saffah was the first of the two
brothers to begin the building of the Hashimiya of Kufa be
fore abandoning it and moving up the river, where he built
the Hashimiya of the Anbar. It is, therefore, possible that
the caliph Mansu'r completed the construction of the Hashimiya
initiated by his brother. See also Le Strange, Baghdad,
pp. 5-6.
80. Ya'qubi, Buldan, pp. 233-54; Le Strange, Bagh
dad, pp. 57-68; Lassner, The Topography of Baghdad, 60-63.
81. Also known as Karkh Firuz. Ya'qubi, Buldan,
pp. 255-268; Le Strange, Eastern Caliphate, p. 52.
82. Also known as 'Askar Mahdi. Baladhuri, Origins
of the Islamic State, II, p. 457; Masudi, Tanbih, p. 360;
Ya'qubi, Buldan, pp. 521, 255.
83.
p. 446.

Baladhuri, Origins of the Islamic State. II.
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Matira,

84

85
86
Ja'afariya,
and Mutawakkiliya
were also

described as cities within the neighborhood of Samarra.
To give an example of the magnitude of these
satellite cities, the great suburb of western Baghdad, known
87
as Karkh,
stretched for a distance of about one league
(three miles) beyond the walls of the Round City.

88

It was

initially chosen by al-Mansur as the site of outside
markets, and later fiefs were granted in it to officials
and other elite groups.

The suburb soon became divided into

residential quarters, marked by numerous streets and
thoroughfares, and abounding with houses, palaces, and
mosques.

89

The adaptation and renovation of old Sasanian cities
continued under the 'Abbasids.

These Sasanian towns, con

veniently located near natural or man-made water courses,
provided attractive settings for the 'Abbasids, who promptly
84.

Ya'qubi, Buldan, pp. 256-65.

85.

Masudi, Tanbih, p. 362.

86.

Baladhuri, Origins of the Islamic State, II,

p. 461.
87. According to Lassner, karkh is "a loan word
from Aramaic karka meaning 'fortified city,' 'city'....In
Islamic times, the word is associated with various towns."
Lassner, The Topography of Baghdad, pp. 246-47.
88.

Le Strange, Eastern Caliphate, p. 31.

89. Ya'qubi, Buldan, pp. 233-54; Lassner, The Top
ography of Baghdad, pp. 60-63; Le Strange, Baghdad, pp. 57-68,
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90
absorbed them to complete their evolving urban system.

In

fact, the cities of Sasanian origin in Iraq continued to
exceed in number those of Islamic origin all throughout the
period of the early 'Abbasids (Appendix A).

However, they

remained minor urban centers in comparison with the amsar,
the imperial capitals of the 'Abbasids, and other Arab
foundations.
Throughout this chapter the emphasis has been on the
theme of urban growth in the region of Iraq during three
defined periods of Islamic rule.

There is a good deal of

debate regarding the sociology of the religion of Islam and
its relationship to urbanism.

Such arguments have led in

recent years to questioning the validity of the "Islamic
91
city" concept.

It is not the aim of this work to argue

whether "...1'Islam a ete aussi un batisseur de ville"

92

or

90. Contemporary Arab sources tell us that many
important Sasanian cities and towns continued to flourish
under Islamic rule, either preserving their original names
or given Arab names. Madain, former Ctesiphon, is an example
of the latter case. See Table 20 in Adams, Land Behind
Baghdad, p. 98, for archaeological evidence of some 74
Sasanian settlement sites which continued into, or were
reoccupied during, the Islamic period in the lower Diyala
basin alone, an area of about 8,000 sq. km.
91. For arguments linking Islamic cultural values
to urban living, and for counter arguments, see Chapter III
above.
92. P. George, La Ville. Le Fait urbain a travers
le Monde, Paris, 1952, p. 268, quoted in G. Hamadan, "The
Pattern of Medieval Urbanism in the Arab World," Geography,
47 (1962), 121-34.
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not; however, it is argued that the spread of Islam acted
as an urbanizing force which not only promoted the conquests
of the Byzantine and Sasanian provinces and their cities, but
also the founding of new cities.

The growth of urbanism and

the founding of cities did not cease with the successful
completion of the conquests, but continued for some 300
years in the region of Iraq.

This argument differs from that

of Lapidus, who believes that "the Arabs gave a certain
impetus to Middle Eastern urbanism,"

93

but that they did

not cause "a general increase in the level of Middle
Eastern urban development."

94

As has been demonstrated in the case of Iraq, by
the building of new cities of huge proportions and by the
incorporation of existing ones into a new and evloving
urban system, one can conclude that the integrated settle
ment pattern formed by the Arabs in the tenth century A.D.
represents a major stage of urban development which perhaps
has no parallel in the Middle East during the classical
and medieval periods.
93. Ira M. Lapidus, "The Evolution of Muslim Urban
Society," p. 27.
94.

Ibid., p. 27.

CHAPTER 5
THE ROAD PATTERN
The previous chapter discussed the evolution of
early medieval Islamic urbanism.

We now turn, as a prelude

to the final chapter of this research, to a discussion of
the medieval road network in relation to the evolving urban
pattern.

Our coverage will extend beyond the region of Iraq

and will include all the lands that were under the direct
sovereignty of the 'Abbasids to the east and north of, and
including, the Mesopotamian region.
In studying a road system one is tempted to follow
its development from its earliest inception.

Unfortunately,

no description of the roads in our area during the Islamic
era appeared before the work of Ibn Khurdadhbeh 1 in the
middle of the ninth century A.D.

However, Ibn Khurdadhbeh

and the other geographers who adapted his model describe
for us the road system as it existed under the 'Abbasids,
apparently since the establishment of Baghdad in 145/762.
Although we have a gap of over a century which prevents us
from following the development of the road system during the
time of the conquests and the reign of the Umayyads, it is
1.

Ibn Khurdadhbeh, Masalik.
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reasonable to suppose that, for the most part, the roads of
the 'Abbasids followed those in use during the Umayyad era
and possibly even the roads of early antiquity.

2

The relatively few studies of road networks which
are available in the social science literature for some
areas deal with both the structures and linkages of a given
3
road system and the processes which created them.

His

torical periods of varying length have been covered, ranging
in time and space from the study of the evolution of route
networks in some parts of the classical world

4

to the

modeling of transport expansion in two modern African
countries. 5

Other areas and periods studied include

2. Long before the Islamic conquests our area was
established at the crossroads of ancient trade. See, for
example, Adams, Land Behind Baghdad, p. 61, and Alessandro
Bausani, The Persians, London: Elek Books, 1975, pp. 38 and
45.
3. Such work in the geographical literature in
cludes: Edward J. Taaffe, Richard L. Morrill, and Peter R.
Gould, "Transport Expansion in Underdeveloped Countries: A
Comparative Analysis," The Geographical Review, 53 (1963),
503-29; Andrew F. Burghardt, "The Origin and Development of
the Road Network of the Niagara Peninsula, Ontario, 17701851," Annals of the Association of American Geographers,
59 (1969), 417-40; idem, "The Origin of the Road and City
Network of Roman Pannonia," Journal of Historical Geography,
5 (1979), 1-20; Peter W. Rees, "Origins of Colonial Trans
portation in Mexico," The Geographical Review, 65 (1975):
323-34; and Brian P. Hindle, "The Road Network of Medieval
England and Wales," Journal of Historical Geography, 2
(1976): 207-21.
4.

Burghardt, "Roman Pannonia."

5.

Taaffe, et al., "Transport Expansion."
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medieval England and Wales,

6

nineteenth-century Ontario.

7
colonial Mexico, and

g

The aim of this chapter, however, is not to study
the processes which brought about the establishment of
roads in the medieval Islamic east.

Rather, the existence

of a road network is accepted and confirmed by several
medieval writers and, therefore, the focus here will be on
the historical-geographical analysis of the road structure
and linkages, particularly as- it served as the medium of
external relations which had interconnected the cities and
towns during the study period.

9

Emphasis will be on the

roads as networks and not as physical tracks.

In other

words, we will not be concerned with the condition of the
roads themselves, i.e., their state or capacity.
Previous research on the road system of the medieval
Islamic east is generally lacking.

There are a few descrip

tions of this system published in the nineteenth century,
translations of the original Arab medieval itineraries by
orientalists."^

Perhaps the occasional notes which

6.

Hindle, "Medieval England and Wales."

7.

Rees, "Colonial Transportation in Mexico."

8.

Burghardt, "Niagara Peninsula."

9.

See Chapter 6.

10. A. Sprenger, "Post- und Reiserouten des Orients,"
Abhandlungen fur die Kunde des Morgenlandes, 3, No. 3 (1864):
1-159; De Goeje's translation of Ibn Khurdadhbeh and Qudama.

Le Strange devotes to a description of the road system as it
existed from the time of the 'Abbasids to the later Middle
Ages remain the only treatment of the whole road network
based on the indigenous sources."''''"

He notes the special

importance of the roads for making the pilgrimage to Makka:
"Under the Abbasids, when the Moslem empire reached its
fullest extent, the pilgrimage was facilitated by the
elaborate system of high roads, all made to radiate from
Baghdad, where the Tigris was crossed by those coming from
the further east and bound for the Hijaz."

12

In his intro

duction, Le Strange gives brief accounts of each of the
trunk roads going in all directions from Baghdad, the central
point, noting the branching-off of many crossroads and the
important cities along these high roads, many of them served
as "a center of many roads."

As he proceeds to describe

each of the provinces in detail he includes the roads as
well.
An analysis of the observation made by several con
temporary geographers suggests first the existence of a
national system of arterial roads which, starting from
Baghdad, intersected the various provinces of the 'Abbasids
during the 3rd/9th century, and second the development of

11.

Le Strange, Eastern Caliphate.

12.

Ibid., p. 9.
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several provincial road networks within the framework
established by the arterial roads.

Each of the latter

networks was centered on one of the provincial capitals in
the tenth century A.D.
Medieval Sources
Contrary to the negligible amount of research on
medieval roads in the Islamic east that can be found in
modern literature, a voluminous amount of literary evidence
on the subject has survived since medieval times and, thanks
to the efforts of orientalists, has been available in print
for over a century.

These important sources, some of them

compiled for official 'Abbasid use, carefully outlined the
roads which were in use, enabling us to trace and reconstruct
the road system as it existed during two defined periods.
Ninth-Century Administrators
and Geographers
Ibn Khurdadhbeh and Qudama.

The earliest Arab geo

graphies, dating from the 3rd/9th century, represent a school
of geographical writing known as al-masalik wa al-mamalik
(the roads and kingdoms).
have survived.

At least five of these road books

The first two are detailed road and tax

handbooks written by two public officials of the 'Abbasid
administration.

Ibn Khurdadhbeh, who was the sahib al-barid

80

(director of the post and intelligence department),
his book in 231/846.

14

13

wrote

The book was dedicated to the

'Abbasid caliph in the interest of "...facilitating the
knowledge of the routes and kingdoms of the earth and to
describe their conditions, locations, the parts which are
inhabited and those which are not, and the distances
travelled and taxes paid."

15

Although not much information

is known about the geographers who preceded Ibn Khurdadhbeh,
except their names and the titles of their books as mentioned
by later authors, it seems probable that Ibn Khurdadhbeh
had initiated a new style of geographical writing.

His book

soon became the model and basis for the 3rd/9th-century
geographers.

Qudama, writing in about the year 267/880,

produced a similar work, but with more attention paid to
land tax administration.

16

His emphasis on public revenues

reflects his career as an accountant in the department of
the taxes.^
t
13. S. Magbul Ahmad, "Djughrafiya," Encyclopaedia
of Islam, New Ed., Leiden, I960-.

14. Ibid. According to Ahmad, a second version of
the book appeared in 272/885.
15.

Ibn Khurdadhbeh, Masalik, p. 3.

16.

Qudama, Kharaj•

17. Guy Le Strange, Palestine Under the Moslems,
London: Alexander P. Watt, 1890, p. 3.
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These two early works provide valuable information
on the road network, such as detailed descriptions of the
major and secondary roads, the empire's postal system, and
the annual tax revenues of the provinces.

Their itineraries

are very useful in plotting the major roads (Figures 4 and 5)
and some of the post routes utilized by agents of the postal
department or diwan-al-barid (Figures 6 and 7).

The fact

that both works complement each other provides some missing
data which may occur in one of them.

Although Ibn Khurdadh-

beh and Qudama covered much of the Islamic and non-Islamic
lands known to them, their books concentrated on the region
of Iraq.

From Baghdad, the center of the empire, the roads

leading to the four cardinal points are mentioned and the
distances between the cities, villages, and post stations
are enumerated.
Ya'qubi,

18

Ibn Rusteh,

19

and Hamadhani.

20

These

geographers, who wrote near the end of the 3rd/9th century,
differed from Ibn Khurdadhbeh and Qudama by putting more
emphasis on descriptions of the internal structure of urban
areas.

In fact, al-buldan (the towns) was the title given

18.

Ya'qubi, Buldan.

19.

Ibn Rusteh, A'lag.

20.

Hamadhani, Buldan.
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by Ya'qubi and Hamadhani to their works.

However, in

describing the roads they followed the model of Ibn
Khurdadhbeh, giving stage by stage distances along the major
roads as they radiate from Baghdad in all directions.

21

Their coverage of the road system was considerably less
extensive than the earlier road book compilers, with many
gaps in their itineraries (Figures 8 and 9).
These writers of the 3rd/9th century covered the
entire world knowledgeable to them, but, of course, treated
the Islamic lands in more detail.

With obvious ethnocentric

tendencies they place either Baghdad in a central position
relative to the rest of the world (i.e., Ibn Khurdadhbeh,
Qudama, and Ya'qubi)

22

or Makka and Madma in such a posi

tion (i.e., Ibn Rusteh and Hamadhani).
Tenth-Century Regional Geographers
The genre of al-masalik wa al-mamalik and that of
al-buldan was replaced in the middle of the 4th/10th century
21. While Ya'qubi and Ibn Rusteh follow Ibn
Khurdadhbeh's model in describing the roads, Hamadhani's
book contains very little information regarding the roads
and is more or less a miscellaneous collection of geography,
"-'history, cosmology, poetry, and literature.
22. For example, Ya'qubi began his book by a
lengthy description of Baghdad, which he considered "the
center of Iraq" and because "Iraq is the center of the world
and the navel of the earth," Ya'qubi, Buldan, p. 233.
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23
by the more systematic geographical treatises of Istakhri
and Ibn Hawqal,

24

and the culmination of the work of this

school by the comprehensive study by Maqdisi which was com25
pleted near the end of the same century.

Our region was

approached by this group in a completely different way than
that of their 3rd/9th-century predecessors.

The lands of

the Islamic east were no longer treated as one macro region
or as a coherent unit that was connected by an elaborate
network of high roads and postal routes
origins in Baghdad.

which all had their

Rather, it was divided into several

aqalim (sing, iqlim, or region) and each iqlim was described
in great detail as an entity with little or no inter
relationship to the central region.

Baghdad was no longer

considered the convergency point of all the high roads, but
was treated only as the capital of Iraq by the regional
geographers.

Not surprisingly, this shift in emphasis away

from the great administrative center of the 'Abbasids
reflects the beginning of the period of disintegration of
this Islamic empire.

Baghdad began to lose its former

administrative powers and eventually was reduced to the

23.

Istakhri, Masalik.

24.

Ibn Hawqal, Surat.

25.

Maqdisi, Taqasim.
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status of a provincial town.

The period of decline lasted

for over three centuries, beginning with the subordination
of the 'Abbasid caliphs by the Buwayhids in 334/945 and
ending with the fall of Baghdad and its destruction by the
Mongols in 656/1258.
Istakhri and Ibn Hawqal.

These two geographers

wrote almost identical treatises circa 320/951 and 367/977,
respectively.

Their books were based on an earlier carto

graphic attempt to produce an'Islamic atlas made by a forerunner of this school, Balkhi.

Their objective was to

describe the Islamic lands which they had portrayed in maps
and words, with.Makka and Arabia as the center.

In this

sense, they represent a more religious ethnocentrism than
their 3rd/9th-century predecessors.

27

They divided bilad

al-Islam (Islamic lands) into 20 regions.

The following 14

regions were those covering our area of study:

(1) Jazira

(upper Mesopotamia), (2) Iraq, (3) Khuzistan, (4) Fars,
(5) Kirman, (6) Sind (Makran and the Indian frontier),
(7) Arminiya, Arran, and Adherbayjan, (8) Jibal (ancient
26. Carl Brockelmann, Geschichte der arabischen
Litteratur, Arabic Translation (Cairo: Dar-al-Ma'arif,
1975): Vol. 4, pp. 246-48; J. H. Kramers, "La question
Balhi-Istahri-Ibn Hawkal et 1'Atlas de l 1 Islam," Acta
Orientalia, X (1932): 9-30; and Maqbul Ahmad, "Djugrafiya."
27. See, for example, the world map of Ibn Hawqal:
Ibn Hawqal, Surat, facing page 8.

Media), (9) Daylam, (10) Khazar (Caspian) Sea, (11) Khurasan
Desert, (.12) Sijistan, (13) Khurasan, and (14) Transoxania.
Maqdisi.

In 375/985 Maqdisi wrote the last of the

4th/10th century regional Arab geographies, based upon his
extensive travels over a period of 20 years.

Maqdisi ex

hibited the same religious focus of his two immediate pre
decessors, assigning to Arabia the central position in his
regional system because "it has the House of God [i.e.,
Ka'ba] and the city of the prophet [i.e., Madina]...and
because from it the religion of Islam spread and in it lived
the orthodox caliphs...."

28

His division of mamlakat

al-Islam produced 14 regional units, six Arab and eight
'ajam (non-Arab) regions.

For our area, he had the same

regional divisions as Istakhri and Ibn Hawqal, except that
the three regions of Sijistan, Khurasan, and Transoxania
were combined into one large unit which he referred to as
the East.

2 9

. . .
What distinguished the work of Maqdisi is that

he devised a system of hierarchical ordering of both regional
and urban units, following it with admirable precision in
describing the Islamic regions.

Details of his system will

be discussed in the next chapter.

28.

Maqdisi, Taqasim, p. 67.

29.

Ibid., pp. 9-10.

92
Road Networks
The requirements of a vast imperial government
necessitated the creation and maintenance of a series of
arterial roads which all started from a single point.

By

converging on Baghdad, such lines connected the capital with
the amsar and qasabat of the empire and with the thughur at
its frontiers.

A second stage of road development occurred

as a result of the weakening of the imperial regime and the
subsequent reorganization of the former 'Abbasid lands into
the iqlim system.

Several semi-independent provinces were

created during the 4th/10th century, becoming only nominally
dependent on Baghdad.

The orientation of the road system

changed correspondingly, the roads no longer radiate in
continuous lines from Baghdad in all directions.

Rather,

several radial systems were created, each converging on
one or two of the major cities of the provinces.

These two

stages form the framework of the analysis of the road
network.
The Imperial Network of
Arterial Roads
Five major roads radiated from Baghdad in different
directions, leaving the capital from several gates which
were named after the terminus of the road or after a major
city along it.

A sixth line was formed by river transporta

tion down the Tigris to Basra and the Persian Gulf ports
(Fig. 10).
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The Khurasan Road.

This "great line," as described

30
by Ya'qubi,
united Baghdad with the eastern and northern
parts of the empire up to the northeast frontier lands of
the Jaxartes (Syr Daria) River and the borders of China.

It

ran from Baghdad diagonally in a northeast direction through
Hulwan, Hamadan, Ray, Damghan, Nishapur, Marw, Bukhara, and
Samarqand.

Beyond Samarqand at the town of Zamin and before

reaching the Jaxartes, the road bifurcated and crossed the
Jaxartes at two points.

One branch crossed the river near

Shash (Tashkent) and went northwards to Isbijab and then
proceeded in an easterly course to the Chinese frontier.
The other branch from Zamin proceeded to the right, where
it crossed the upper course of the river near the city of
Akhsikath, the capital of the district of Farghana, and
continued to the Chinese desert.

For most of its east-west

course the Khurasan road followed the ancient silk road.
And, according to Le Strange, "to the present day the postroads crossing Persia, but centering in Tehran, near the
older Ray, follow the same long track which the earlier
Arab geographers have described."

31

Several secondary roads branched off of the Khurasan
road all along its extent.

These secondary roads were

30.

Ya'qubi, Buldan, pp. 276, 278, and 279.

31.

Le Strange, Eastern Caliphate, p. 10.
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described by our Arab geographers stage by stage from the
point of their departure from the Khurasan road to their
final destination.

At least 20 secondary roads were

identified in this way, each forming its own course (Figure
10).

For example, a branch-road ran to the cities of the

northwest frontier by the way of Dinawar, which lay a short
distance from the left side of the main road near Qirmasin
(Kirman Shah).

From Dinawar the road continued to Maragha,

where it divided into two branches.

One of these ran north

east to Ardabil, then from Ardabil northward to Bardha'a,
while the other branch left Maragha in a northwest direction
to Dabil.

Similarly, Hamadan, Ray, Nishapur, and Marw were

the starting points of important secondary roads, each
. .
32
running through many cities and districts (Figure 10).
The Southeast Road.

This main road ran almost

parallel to the Khurasan one, the two roads being separated
by the central deserts of Iran (Dasht-i-Kavir and Dasht-iLut).

Leaving Baghdad by the Basra gate, the road followed

down the Tigris, going first through Wasit and then Basra.
From Basra it entered Khuzistan in a northeast direction
until it reached Ahwaz.

From there the road continued

eastwards to Arrajan, Shiraz, Istakhr, Sirjan, and the
cities of Makran district.

Its final section crossed the

32. For the names of all the places on Figures
4-10, see Appendix B and Figure 24.
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Sind (Indus) River and reached the garrison city of
Mansura.

The few secondary roads which branched from this

main line ran mostly in a northerly direction across the
central deserts, connecting the major cities along the
Khurasan road (Figure 10).
major crossings were:

From west to east the four

(1) Shiraz through Isfahan to Ray;

(2) Shiraz to Nishapur; (3) Sirjan to Herat; and (4) the
eastern cities of Kirman province through Zaranj to Herat.
The Maghreb Road:

Via Euphrates.

This main road,

named after the territories of the Islamic west, is described
stage by stage throughout its full extent until it reached
Qayrawan m Tunis.

33

It left Baghdad by the Damascus gate

in a northwest direction until it crossed the Euphrates at
Anbar.

From Anbar it followed the course of the river to

Raqqa and proceeded from there to Sham (Damascus), Misr
(Cairo), Barqa (Marj), Tarabulus (Tripoli), and Qayrawan.
The Maghreb Road:

Via Mosul.

From Baghdad another

major road ran parallel to the right bank of the Tigris to
Samarra and Mosul.

It crossed the river at Mosul and ran in

a northwest direction to Nasibin.

From there a branch went

to Raqqa to join the Maghreb road while another continued
northwards to Amid (Diyarbakir) and other cities of the upper

33. Ibn Khurdadhbeh, Masalik, pp. 72-87; Qudama,
Kharaj, pp. 216-25.
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Tigris.

The frontier cities of the upper Euphrates were

connected by a secondary road from Raqqa.
The Pilgrim Road.

Leaving Baghdad by the Kufa gate

an important road ran due south to Kufa and then across the
Arabian desert to Madina and Makka.

It was one of several

parallel roads which started frorr Iraq and Jazira and were
used by pilgrims coming from the east and north to visit the
Holy Land."^
Post Roads
Most of the arterial roads described above and their
branches were also known as turug al-barid (post roads).
They served as the official routes utilized by agents of
governmental departments, especially the diwan al-barid
(department of the post), which assumed the responsibility
for maintaining them.

The main role of this important de

partment was the transmission of information between the
central government in Baghdad and the various cities and
provincial capitals.

Throughout the 'Abbasid lands, postal-

relays, or stations, known as sikak, were operated along
the post roads at some distance from each other (Figure 11).
According to Maqdisi the sikak were established every two
farsakhs (six miles) in the provinces of Sham (Syria and

34. Two other important pilgrim roads which were
in use during the 3rd/9th century crossed the Arabian desert
from Basra and Rusafa near Raqqa (Fig. 10).
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Ray

BAGHDAD
Istakhr

6

Arrajan

Kufa @

Shiroz

© Basra

To Mecca
To Mecca

Figure 11.

The numbers of some of the sikak (post
stations) between the cities along the post
roads during the third/ninth century (ac
cording to Qudama).
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Palestine) and Khurasan, and every four farsakhs (12 miles)
in Iraq and the desert regions.

35

.
However, an analysis of

the sikak mentioned by Ibn Khurdadhbeh and Qudama revealed
that the distances between the sikak were not uniform
throughout the whole empire.

Variations in the distances

between them not only occurred in different provinces but
also within the same region.

Figures 6 and 7 show some parts

of the post roads as described by Ibn Khurdadhbeh and
Qudama, respectively.
sized:

Three main axes were clearly empha

(1) Baghdad-Nishapur axis; (2) Baghdad-Shiraz axis;

and (3) the western road axis.

Obviously the post road

network was not described in its entirety and only three
directions of the network were given.

The reason for the

incompleteness of the post-road network, as the authorities
themselves say, was that the post roads generally followed
the main roads and when the former roads were not speci
fically mentioned the enumeration of distances between
cities was considered a substitute for giving the number of
postal stages.^
This completes the network of the arterial and post
roads which existed in the 3rd/9th century.

The great

emphasis given to them by our 3rd/9th-century authors

35.

Maqdisi, Taqasim, p. 66.

36.

Qudama, Kharaj, p. 229.
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suggests that a conception of a national system of highways
extending from Baghdad into all parts of the empire was
prevalent.

Many factors contributed to the high mobility

of medieval Islamic society, which justified the existence
of such an extensive network of roads.

A centralized

administration may stand out as the most essential factor.
This and other factors of interaction between the cities of
the medieval Islamic east will constitute the substance of
the next chapter.
Provincial Roads
Following the dismemberment of the 'Abbasid empire
and the weakening of its central government in the middle of
the 4th/10th century new administrative divisions based
first on military iqta (feudalism) and later on rival
37
Persian dynasties were created.

As a consequence,

Baghdad was no longer the preeminent city, its former vast
domain had been sharply reduced to its immediate vicinity.
This political development and the increased autonomy of
the provinces, promoting a reorganization of the urban system
separate from the leadership of Baghdad, a reorientation of

37. The following two dynasties controlled most of
the provinces, including Iraq, during the 4th/10th century:
(1) the Samanids ruled over Transoxania and Khurasan, and
(2) the Buwayhids extended their authority from their home
land on the southern shore of the Caspian Sea to include
the provinces of Jibal, Kirman, Fars, Khuzistan, and Iraq.
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the road network, and a different perception of the Islamic
east by the geographers.

Provincial capitals grew and became

more than just links on the old national arterial and post
roads.

Each now formed the focus of several roads leading

to the other major settlements within its own province.
Figure 12 shows the road network during the 4th/10th century
as depicted by Istakhri, Ibn Hawqal, and Maqdisi.
Throughout this chapter the emphasis has been on
medieval roads in the eastern lands of the 'Abbasids as
networks, both national and provincial.

These facilitated

the flow of goods (e.g., taxes, commodities), information
(e.g., postal services, intelligence reports), and travel
(e.g., the movement of pilgrims, government officials and
military personnel) between the cities and towns of two
urban systems.

One imperial system was dominated by

Baghdad while the other consisted of several subsystems,
each forming its own nucleus and developing mostly indepen
dently of Baghdad.
the next chapter.

These two systems will be taken up in
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Figure 12. The road network of the eastern 'Abbasid lands- in the tenth
century A.D. showing roads and distances between cities
(according to Istakhri, Ibn Hawqal, and Maqdisi).
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CHAPTER 6

THE URBAN SYSTEM
Introduction
Chapter 4 of this thesis outlined the evolutionary
processes of medieval Islamic urbanism while chapter 5 re
lated the resulting pattern to a developed network of
national and provincial roads- which made possible urban
spatial interaction at both levels.

The enormous growth in

economic activity contributed not only to the development of
an elaborate network of roads but also to the growth of
cities.

This chapter aims at providing a framework with

which to view the pattern of interdependency among members
of the urban system.

The imperial tax structure is the

feature given primary emphasis in explaining the third/ninthcentury spatial organization, while the development of a
regional urban hierarchy constitutes the discussion for the
fourth/tenth-century spatial organization.

A generalized

transitional model is proposed, and this model continues
the processes of periodization of Islamic urbanism which we
began in chapter 4.
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Interdependence in Urban Systems
The terms "urban system" and "systems of cities" are
usually used interchangeably to denote a group of cities
which are interdependent on a regional, national, or inter
national level, to a degree that any significant economic or
demographic change in one of them results in changes in the
others.

Similarly, urban subsystems may be defined along

these lines, being within a larger framework established by
an encompassing urban system.• The significance of using
this concept in studying urbanism is in its ability to
account for inter-urban changes taking place over different
time periods:

"The linkages among cities and regions at any

point in time and their relative size and locational ad
vantages shape the patterns of settlement, growth, and
political organization which follow."

1. Olof Warneryd, Interdependence in Urban Systems,
Goteborg: Regionkonsult Aktiebolag, 1968; Brian J. L. Berry,
"Cities As Systems Within Systems of Cities," in John
Friedmann and William Alonso, eds., Regional Development and
Planning: A Reader, Cambridge: M.I.T. Press, 1964, 116-137;
Allan R. Pred, Urban Growth and the Circulation of Infor
mation; The United States System of Cities, 1790-1840, Cam
bridge: Harvard University Press, 1973; Brian J. L. Berry
and Frank E. Horton, Geographic Perspectives on Urban
Systems, Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, 1970;
and L. S. Bourne and J. W. Simmons, eds., Systems of Cities,
Readings on Structure, Growth, and Policy, New York: Oxford
University Press, 1978.
2.

Bourne and Simmons, Systems of Cities, p. 5.
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Explanations of patterns of interdependence in urban
systems have been proposed, along the lines established by
central place theory, in different contexts and measured
both in terms of non-physical and physical linkages.

The

first group of linkage systems consists of inter—urban flow
contacts, such as the diffusion of innovations and the cir—
culation of information,

while the second group is best

represented by communication and transportation networks,
such as roads, railways, and telephone lines. 4

The larger

the flows between any two regions the stronger the inter
dependence will be between them, and vice versa.^
Another important indicator of interdependence among
urban places may be presented by the patterns of inter
regional and local capital mobility.

Using United States

bank correspondence data for the later nineteenth century

3. Torsten Hagerstrand pioneered research dealing
with innovation diffusion in the early 1950's. For his work
and the later developments made by geographers and others
in the field, see the review by Olof Warneryd, Interdependence in Urban Systems, pp. 19-22; see also Alan Pred,
Urban Growth and the Circulation of Information.
4. See, for example, E. J. Taaffe, R. L. Morrill
and P. R. Gould, "Transport Expansion in Underdeveloped
Countries; A Comparative Analysis," Geographical Review, 53
(1963): 503-29; and Michael P. Conzen, "A Transport Inter
pretation of the Growth of Urban Regions: An American
Example," Journal of Historical Geography, 1 (1975):
361-82.
5.
p. 46.

Olof Warneryd, Interdependence in Urban Systems,
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as a measure of urban connectivity, Michael P. Conzen was
able to "explore changing patterns of interdependence among
cities and the extent, configuration, and internal structure
of urban hinterlands at all levels of the urban system."^
He confirmed the existence by the end of the century of a
"modified hierarchical" urban system characterized by "highlevel interdependencies. 11

He also acknowledges the possi

bility of arriving at different spatial patterns provided
that other measures of connectivity were used."^
Among the basic assumptions of central place theory
is that urban places and regions may be arranged in a hier
archical manner according to any of the following three
principles:

(1) a marketing principle, (2) a transportation

principle, and (3) an administrative principle.

These prin

ciples have been tested and many empirical studies attest to
their validity, both in western and non-western contexts.
It is significant that some of the spatial organi
zation principles mentioned above were recognized at least a
6. Michael P. Conzen, "The Maturing Urban System in
the United States, 1840-1910," in David Ward, ed., Geographic
Perspectives on America's Past; Readings on the Historical
Geography of the United States, New York; Oxford University
Press, 1979, pp. 253-74.
7. Ibid., p. 272. In another study, Conzen also
used bank capital flows to measure settlement interaction on
the regional level. See his "Capital Flows and the
Developing Urban Hierarchy: State Bank Capital in Wisconsin,
1854-1895," Economic Geography, 51 (1975): 321-38.
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millennium before Christaller published his theory of central
places in 1933.

In particular, the administrative require

ments of the Islamic empire were recognized and adopted by
several Arab geographers as the basis for their own classifi
cation and hierarchical division of the Islamic regions and
urban places.
In the following analysis, the hierarchical ordering
of urban places and regions will build on the regional
interdependence which results from fiscal linkages as repre
sented by the kharaj (land tax) flow data.

Further evidence

of regional interdependence will be drawn from the actual
methods used by the geographers themselves in their division
of the Islamic regions and their cities.
Center-Frontier Transitional Model:
Dominance, Interdependence, and Regionalism
We may regard the model of the evolution of early
medieval Islamic urbanism discussed in Chapter 4 as repre
senting phase I in a continuum of urban processes which
paralleled the political and economic developments of the
empire.

It set the stage for phase II of the spatial or

ganization.

This second phase, which we shall refer to as

the period of imperial dominance and city interdependence,
lasted for as long as Baghdad could maintain its control
over its vast domain.
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Two important official departments in the 'Abbasid
central administration had played a decisive role in main
taining Baghdad's central control over the provinces, as
well as facilitating the interdependent growth of different
cities.

The two medieval institutions were:

(1) diwan al-

barid (department of the post), and (2) diwan al-kharaj
(department of the land tax).
Barid.

The word for "post" in Arabic is barid,

which, according to the Encyclopaedia of Islam,

is applied

to the official post and intelligence services in the
Islamic states.

It also denotes the mount and the courier,

as well as the sikak (post stations or relays) which dotted
the post roads all over the 'Abbasid lands.

As pointed out
• • Vv

in Chapter 5, the urban places of the third/ninth century
Islamic East were interconnected by a national system of
arterial roads centering on Baghdad.

To develop and main

tain this extended system of roads, the department of the
post, which was in existence since the early years of the
Umayyad administration,

9

had functioned as a central

institution with headquarters in Baghdad and branch offices
in all the directly administered provinces.

Its functions

8. D. Sourdel, "Barid," Encyclopaedia of Islam, New
Edition, Leiden, I960-.
9. Alfred Von Kremer, The Orient Under the Caliphs,
Philadelphia: Porcupine Press, 1977, p. 200.
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and the duties of its general director were succinctly
stated by Qudama:
La poste a besoin d'un ministere special, dont le
doit recevoir les missives arrivees de toutes partes,
afin qu'il les expedie a destination. Ce chef a
pour taches de presenter au khalife les lettres
des maitres de poste et des agents d'information,
ou d'en dresser un rapport succinct. II doit veiller
a ce que les directeurs et les secretaires attaches
au service des differentes villes et les employes
places aux relais fassent leur devoir et recoivent
regulierement leurs appointments. C'est lui qui
nomme les couriers....Mais le chef du bureau de
poste doit avoir en outre une certaine connaissance
des routes et des relais, dont nous n'avons pas
encore parle, afin qu'il ne soit pas oblige de consuiter les autres et qu'il ait a sa disposition
immediate, sans avoir besoin de nouvelles recherches,
les renseignments necessaires sur les routes, quand
le khalife le consulte sur un voyage cju'il veut
entreprendre ou sur 1'envoi d'une armee...."10
Through the bar id system, the caliph in Baghdad
would be continuously informed about the activities of the
various public officials, especially the agents of the
department of the kharaj who worked very closely with their
counterparts in the department of the barid^

In fact, the

above quotation describing the barid system is from a book
devoted by Qudama to the enumeration of the annual kharaj
revenues of the 'Abbasids.
We have described the post-road network and the
system of sikak connected with it (Chapter 5).

According to

Ibn Khurdadhbeh, the number of the sikak which covered the

10. From M. J. De Goeje translation of Qudama's
Kharaj, pp. 144-45.
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central part of the empire totalled 930.

The annual

expenses of maintaining them came to 159,100 dinars.
Kharaj.

As we have seen in Chapter 4, the Islamic

empire expanded its frontiers through the processes of
futuh and the spread of Islam.

To control the newly

acquired territories a central authority was created, first
administered by the Umayyads in Damascus, and second by the
'Abbasids in Baghdad.

A rational system of agricultural

land organization, which was .inherited from the Sasanians,

12

was utilized for purposes of tax estimation and collection.
Known as kharaj, this taxation type was required of all the
administered districts.

It was one of several taxes which

supplied the bait al-mal (central treasury) with continued
flow of income.

However, in terms of importance the kharaj

13
alone yielded more than all the others combined,
and as a
further indication of its importance, over 20 books were
written between the eighth and the tenth centuries A.D.
describing its history and regulations.
11.

Ibn Khurdadhbeh, Masalik, p. 153.

12. Daniel C. Dennett, Jr., Conversion and the Poll
Tax in Early Islam, New York: Arno Press, 1973, p. 14.
13. E. Ashtor, A Social and Economic History of the
Near East in the Middle Ages. London: Collins, 1976, 63.
14. A. Ben Shemesh, Taxation in Islam, Volume 1
Yahya Ben Adam's Kitab al-Kharaj, Leiden: Brill, 1976,
pp. 3-6.
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No attempt is made here to describe this tax system
15
in any detail;
however, in terms of organization the diwan
al-kharaj had its headquarters in Baghdad and at .least one
branch at every province that was under the control of the
'Abbasids.

The duties of the provincial tax commissioners

were to collect the land tax from their respective provinces
and then send the total, after deducting all the expenses,
to Baghdad.

In addition to its role as the principal col

lector of the land tax, the diwan also exerted control over
other sources of revenues accruing to the exchequer in
Baghdad.
The kharaj system formed the primary mechanism by
which Baghdad exerted its dominance over its subject cities
and towns and through which these cities and towns were
interconnected.

Its spatial expression was the development

in each province of a hierarchy of settlements based on the
15. The caliph 'Umar (13-23/634-644) had laid down
the principles of taxation according to the shari'a (Islamic
law). His system was followed, after being adjusted for
local conditions, by the Umayyads and the 'Abbasids. For
discussions of the kharaj and other tax regimes that were
imposed during the Islamic Middle Ages, see: CI. Cahen,
"Kharaj," Encyclopaedia of Islam, New Edition, Leiden,
I960-; A. K. S. Lambton, "Kharaj," ibid.; CI. Cahen, "Bayt
al-Mal," ibid., Kremer, The Orient, especially pp. 296-303;
Adam Mez, The Renaissance of Islam, London: Luzac & Co.,
1937, especially pp.. 107-131; Ann K. S. Lambton, Landlord
and Peasant in Persia, London: Oxford University Press,
1953, especially Chapter II, pp. 31-52; Dennett, Conversion
and the Poll Tax; and Frede Lokkegaard, Islamic Taxation in
the Classic Period, New York: Arno Press, 1973.
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division of the provinces into administrative districts of
different orders.
The same administrative principles of intraregional
hierarchical patterning of space continued through the
fourth/tenth century and formed the basis for regionalism,
the third and final phase in our spatial organization
model.

Theoretical Organization of Space in Medieval
Islamic Society, I: Third/Ninth Century
The 'Abbasid empire reached its apogee, politically
and economically, during the third/ninth century.

It was

clearly defined and separated from other nations by the

16
thughur in the form of garrison inland towns and ports.
The Islamic lands were divided into four major parts,
described by some geographers as "quarters,"
several provinces.

17

each containing

They were centered on Baghdad, which had

unrivaled authority over the rest of the empire and was its
economic, administrative, and intellectual center for most
18
of the time of the High 'Abbasid period.

16.

Qudama, Kharaj, p. 253.

17. See, for example, Ibn Khurdadhbeh, Masalik, and
Ya'qubi, Buldan.
18. Baghdad's position was interrupted when
Samarra became the 'Abbasid capital from 221/836 to 279/892.
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The early Arab geographers had recognized the im
portance of the kharaj tax system and utilized it as the
basis for their own classification of the 'Abbasid lands and
the ordering of their cities.

We shall first analyze the

spatial organization of the individual Islamic provinces
as provided by the geographers for purposes of kharaj appor
tioning and collection, and second the flow of the net
kharaj figures from the chief cities of the provinces to
the 'Abbasid metropolis.

The latter process of kharaj flow—

within individual provinces and between each province and
Baghdad—will serve as a simple index of intra- and interurban connectivity over a period of one century, from
158/775 to 260/874."'"^

It is argued that the changing

patterns of the kharaj flow from the provinces of the empire
to its center reflect the center-frontier patterns of inter
dependence and may account for the working of the postulated
third/ninth-century national urban system.
Spatial Organization of the
Provinces: The Kuwar System
Periodic surveys, or cadasters, of the lands of Sawad
(Iraq) and other administered districts, as well as the
enumeration of their populations, were made since the time

19. This period is conditioned by the availability
of detailed kharaj data.
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of the conquests and continued under the Umayyads and the
'Abbasids.

Such frequent surveys and population censuses

were needed for purposes of approtioning the kharaj and in
order to adjust its rates accordingly.

20

Each province or large district was divided into
several sub-districts known as kuwar (sing, kura), each of
which was centered on a qasaba (provincial or district
capital).

The Arab geographers usually equated the names

of the kuwar with their leading cities, a practice not uncommon among the geographers of modern times. 21

The

literary meaning of the term kura, which the Arabs substituted for the Persian term astan,

22

signifies a spherical

(or circular) area, or a "nodal region" to use a modern
etymology.

Each kura was comprised of several tassasij

(sing, tassuj, canton or sub-district), a Persian term
retained in Arabic literature and sometimes translated by
the Arab geographers as nahia.

23

Each tassuj or nahia

20. For example, Sawad underwent several such sur
veys since the time of 'Umar I. See Paul G. Forand, "The
Status of the Land and Inhabitants of the Sawad During the
First Two Centuries of Islam," Journal of Economic and
Social History of the Orient, 14 (1971): 25-37.
21. See, for example, Bourne and Simmons, Systems
of Cities, p. 5.
22.

Ibn Khurdadhbeh, Masalik, pp. 5-6.

23. Ibid., pp. 5-6; see also Qudama's kharaj tables,
pp. 237-239.
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comprised several rasatiq or rustaqat (sing, rustaq, marketplace or village).

24

The lowest order in this agricultural/

administrative hierarchy consisted of numerous bayadir
(sing, baydar, farm or barn) in each rustaq.
The central region, Iraq, was divided according
to this hierarchy, and its agricultural districts and subdistricts were completely described by Ibn Khurdadhbeh and
Qudama.

According to the former, it consisted of 12 kuwar,

..
25
tasasi], 281 rustaqat, and- 6541 bayadir (Table 1).
The average annual kharaj levied on the products of
the districts of Sawad is given in detail, both in money and
in kind, by the two geographers.

Qudama started with the

year 204/819 as the base year for his figures.

It was the

earliest year with official records he could find in the
archives of Baghdad because records for the preceding years
were destroyed furing the civil war between Amin and Ma'mun,
the rival sons of Harun al-Rashid.

26

Table 2 lists Qudama's

24. The Arab geographers do not give a translation
of the Persian term rustaq. M. J. de Goeje has translated
the term into French bourgade (market town). See his trans
lation of Ibn Khurdadhbeh and Qudama.
25. Qudama adjusted the number of the original
kuwar of Sawad to 10 and their tasasij to 48 as two of the
original kuwar (i.e., Hulwan and Tigris) and their respec
tive tasasij were no longer part of Sawad at his time and
were added to other districts (p. 236).
26.

Qudama, Kharaj, pp. 236-37.
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Table 1.
Ibn Khurdadhbeh's Division of Sawad (Iraq)

Kura
(District)

Number of
Tasasij
(Cantons or
Subdistricts)

Number
of
Rustaqat
(Villages)

Number
of
Bayadir
(Farms)

1.

Shad Firuz (Hulwan)

5

2.

Shad Hurmuz

7

35

775

3.

Shad Kubadh

8

28

490

4.

Bazijan Khusraw
(Nahrawan)

.5

28

587

5.

Astan of Kaskar

4

6.

Astan of Shad Bahman

4

7.

Astan al-'Ali

4

35

1040

8.

Astan of Ardashir
Babgan

5

47

1042

Zab Canals

3

12

244

10.

Upper Bih Kubadh

6

43

885

11.

Middle Bih Kubadh

4

28

1000

12.

Lower Bih Kubadh

5

25

478

60

281

6541

9.

TOTAL
Source:

Compiled from Ibn Khurdadhbeh Kitab al-Masalik wa
al-Mamalik. Ed. M. J. De Goeje, Leiden: Brill,
1889.
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Table 2.
Qudama's Kharaj Figures for Sawad Districts Compiled
as the Average for the Years 204-237/819-851
KHARAJ
Nahia
(plu. Nawahi)
Sub-District
A.

in Korrs
of Wheat

in Korrs
of Barley

Dirhems

West of Tigris Districts:

Anbar

11,800

6,400

400,000

Maskan

3,000

1,000

150,000

Qatrabul

2,000

1,000

300,000

Baduraya

3,500

1,000

1,000,000

Bahurasyr

1,700

1,700

150,000

Rumaqan

3,300

3,300

250,000

Kutha

3,000

2,000

350,000

Nahr Durqit

2,000

2,000

200,000

Nahr Jawbar

1,500

6,000

150,000

Barusama and Nahr Malik

3,500

4,000

122,000

The Three Zab Districts

1,400

7,200

250,000

Babel and Khutraniya

3,000

5,000

350,000

Upper Falluja

500

500

70,000

Lower Falluja

2,000

3,000

280,000

Nahrain

300

400

45,000

'Ain al-Tamr

300

400

45,000

Jubba and Budat

1,500

1,600

150,000

Sura and Barbisma

1,500

4,500

250,000

500

5,500

150,000

Furat Badagla

2,000

2,500

62,000

Saylahayn

1,000

1,500

140,000

500

500

20,000

Nistar

2,200

2,000

300,000

Ighar Yaqtin

1,200

2,000

204,800

30,000

20,000

270,000

Upper and Lower Burs

Rudhmastan and Hurmuzjird

Kaskar Districts
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Table 2—Continued
KHARAJ
Nahia
(Sub-District)
B.

in Korrs
of Wheat

in Korrs
of Barley

Dirhems

East of Tigris Districts:

Buzurjasabur

2,500

2,200

300,000

Radhanayn

4,800

4,800

120,000

200

1,000

100,000

Kalwadha and Nahr Bayn

1,600

1,500

330,000

Jazir and Madina al-'Atiqa

1,000

1,500

240,000

Rustuqbadh

1,000

1,400

246 ,000

Silsil and Mahrudh

2,000

1,500

150,000

Jalula and Jalulta

1,000

1,000

100,000

Dhibayn

1,900

1,300

40,000

Daskara

1,800

1,400

60,000

Bandanijayn

600

500

35,000

Baraz alruz

3,000

5,100

120,000

Upper Nahrawan

1,700

1,800

350,000

Middle Nahrawan

1,000

500

100,000

Badaraya and Bakusaya

4,700

5,000

330,000

900

4,000

430,000

Sila Canal*

1,000

3,121

59,000

Lower Nahrawan

1,700

1,300

53,000

Nahr Buq

Tigris District*

*For the year 260/873
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kharaj figures for Sawad.

The kharaj on wheat and barley

was estimated at 177,200 korr

27

and 99,721 korr, respec

tively, while the kharaj in money yielded 8,095,800 dirhems.
After converting the korrs of wheat and barley into their
average market values in dinars

28

and adding the annual

sadaqa (poor tax) paid by the city of Basra, Qudama arrived
at the following figures for the annual kharaj of Sawad in
dirhems:

29
Wheat and barley

100,361,850 dir.

Money

8,095,800 dir.

Sadaqa (from Basra)

....

6,000,000 dir.

Total

. . . .

114,457,650 dir.

In his estimation of the kharaj of Sawad, Ibn
Khurdadhbeh divided the region into eastern and western
kuwar and included the kura of Hulwan among the latter
group.

Table 3 shows his figures compiled as the average

30
for the years 231/845-260/873.

He came up with similar

figures to those of Qudama and was more comprehensive in
27. 1 korr of wheat = 2,925 kg. and 1 korr of
barley = 2,437.5 kg. See Adams, Land Behind Baghdad, p. 101,
28. Qudama has based his calculations of the mone
tary value of wheat and barley on the average price of two
korrs of the two types of grain which he gives as 60 dinars
(P.
).
29.

One dinar equalled 15 dirhems.

30. For this date, see Alfred Von Kremer, Kulturgeschichte des Orients unter den Chalifen, Vol. 1, p. 370.
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Table 3.
Ibn Khurdadhbeh's Kharaj Figures for Sawad Districts
Compiled as the Average for the Years 231-260/845-873

Tassuj
(SubDistrict)
A.

Number
of
Rasatiq
(Villages)

Western Part:

Number
of
Bayadir
(Farms)

KHARAJ
Korrs of Korrs of
Wheat
Barley

Dirhems

Euphrates and Dujail Areas
5

250

2,300

1,400

150,000

10

220

2,000

1,000

300,000

6

150

3,000

2,000

150,000

Baduraya

14

420

3,500

2,000

2,000,000

Rumaqan

10

240

3,300

3,050

250,000

Anbar
Qatrabul
Maskan

Kutha

9

210 '

3,000

2,000

150,000

Nahr Durqit

8

125

2,000

2,000

200,000

Nahr Jawbar

10

227

1,700

6,000

150,000

Zab District
(3 Tassujs)

12

244

1,400

7,200

250,000

Babel and
Khutraniya
(2 Tassujs)

16

378

3,000

5,000

350,000

Upper Falluja

15

240

500

500

70,000

Lower Falluja

6

72

2,000

3,000

280,000

Nahrain

3

181

300

400

45,000

'Ain al-Tamr

3

14

300

400

45,000

Jubba and Budat

8

71

1,200

1,600

150,000

Sura and
Barbisma

10

265

700

2,400

100,000

Barusama and
Nahr Malik

10

664

1,500

4,500

250,000

500

5,500

150,000

Sibayn and Wuquf
Furat Badaqla
Saylahayn

16

271

2,000

2,500

900,000

2

34

1,000

1,700

140 ,000
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Table 3—Continued
Tassuj

Rasatiq

Bayadir

Rudhmastan and
Hurmuzj ird
(2 Tassujs)
Nistar

7

173

Wheat

Barley

500

500

10,000

1,250

2,000

300,000

Ighar Yaqtin
(Several Tassujs)
B.

204,840

Tigris and Euphrates Areas:

Kaskar District
(4 Tassujs)
C.

Dirhems

3,000

20,000

200,000

Eastern Sawad:

Buzurjasabur
Radhanayn

9

263

2,500

2,200

300,000

16

362

4,800

4,800

120,000

200

1,000

100,000

Nahr Buq
Kalwadha and
Nahr Bayn

3

34

1,600

1,500

330,000

7

116

1,000

1,500

140,000

Rustuqbadh

1,000

1,400

170,000

Mahrudh and Silsil
(2 Tassujs)

1,000

2,500

250,000

1,000

1,000

100,000

Jazir and
Madina 'Atiqa
(2 Tassujs)

Jalula and
Jaluta
(2 Tassujs)

5

76

Dhibayn

4

230

700

1,300

40,000

Daskara and
Rustaqain

7

44

2,000

2,000

70,000

7
5

86

3,000

5,500

120,000

600

500

100,000

Baraz alruz
Bandanijayn
Nahrawanat
(3 Tassujs)
Badaraya and
Bakusaya
Hulwan District
(5 Tassujs)
TOTALS

54

21

380

4,700

3,500

600,000

7

207

4,700

5,000

330,000

70,650 112,050

1,800,000
11,514,840

281

6541
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his treatment of Sawad, as he also enumerated the two
lowest orders in the administrative hierarchy, i.e., rasatiq
and bayadir.
Another example of the spatial organization of the
individual provinces based on kharaj may be drawn from the
province of Khurasan.

It was the most important province

to the 'Abbasids, as it provided first the manpower which
helped them to wrestle the caliphate from the Umayyads in
the middle of the second/eighth century and later formed the
largest source of kharaj revenues after Iraq itself.
Traditionally Khurasan contained all the lands east of the
central Iranian deserts, including the fertile lands of
Transoxania.

When the governorship of Khurasan was en

trusted to the family of the Tahirids (205/820-259/872),
their authority extended westwards to include even Kirman,
Jurjan, Qumis, and Ray.

Khurasan's total kharaj for the

year 211-12/826-27 was 44,846,000 dirhems.^" 1 "

This figure

did not include tax in kind and was divided among the kuwar
and districts of Kurasan as reported by Ibn Khurdadhbeh
(Table 6).

31.

Ibn Khurdadhbeh, Masalik, pp. 34-39.
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Interregional Kharaj Flow:
Interdependency Among Members
of a National Urban System
Several indicators of the externalities of the early
'Abbasid urban system may be drawn from the following:
(1) interregional relations resulting from futuh expansion;
(2) interregional relations resulting from transport ex
pansion and barid services; (3) interregional relations
resulting from trade; and (4) interregional relations
resulting from kharaj mobility.

We have already discussed

some aspects of the first two measures (Chapters 4 and 5),
while the fourth measure will be taken up below.

Lack of

comparable data for interregional trade prevents us from
making a detailed study of the third measure.

However, it

is understood that the first century of "Abbasid rule was
an era of enormous economic growth and prosperity during
which the whole empire functioned as an integrated unit.
This situation is described by the economic historian A.
Ashtor as "a gigantic economic unit, based on commercial
exchange,...a unit never before equalled in the history of
the old world.
Three different kharaj budgets are available for
all the directly administered districts and provinces of
the 'Abbasids.
32.

They list the average annual kharaj money

Ashtor, A Social and Economic History, p. 71.
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paid by the chief cities of the provinces to Baghdad over a
period of one century beginning 20 years after the construc
tion of Baghdad.

The first of these fiscal records is

reported by Ibn Khaldun, the fourteenth-century Arab his
torian and philosopher, covering the period 158-170/774786.

33

This early budget contained kharaj paid in both money

(dirhems for the eastern 'Abbasid lands and dinars for the
western 'Abbasid lands) and in kind by 34 districts and
provinces.

Table 4 lists the money column of this budget

as distributed among the provinces and kuwar of the
'Abbasids under study.

Ibn Khaldun gives the aggregate

kharaj figures for all the provinces except Iraq and the
two adjacent provinces of Jazira and Jibal, whose kharaj
is distributed among their major kuwar.

Thus Iraq was

divided among its three main parts, Sawad proper and the
two districts of Kaskar and Tigris; Jazira was divided
into two major parts, Jazira proper including the Euphrates
district, and Mosul district; and Jibal was divided among
its various kuwar (Table 4).
34
Qudama * gives the khara] paid by the same geo
graphical areas half a century later (Table 5), while Ibn

33. Reported in Alfred Von Kremer, Kulturgeschichte
des Orients under den Chalifen, Vol. 1., W. Germany:
Scientia Verlag Aalen, 1966, pp. 356-59.
34.

Qudama, Kharaj.
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Table 4.
Ibn Khaldun's Kharaj Figures Computed as the
Average for the Years 158-170/774-786
Province or Kura

Kharaj in Dirhems

Sawad (Iraq)

42,580,000

Kaskar

11,600,000

Tigris

20,800,000

Hulwan

4,800,000

Mah-al-Kufa and Mah-al-Basra

10,700,000

Khuzistan

25,000,000

Fars

27,000,000

Kirman

4,200,000

Makran

400,000

Sind

11,500,000

Sijistan

4,000,000

Khurasan

28,000,000

Jurjan

12,000,000

Qumis

1,500,000

Tabaristan, Rujan, and Denbawend

6,300,000

Ray

12,000,000

Hamadan

11,800,000

Masabadhan and Rajan

4,000,000

Adherbayjan

4,000,000

Shahrazur

6,000,000

Mosul

24,000,000

Jazira and Euphrates District

34,000,000

Karaj

300,000

Jilan

5,000,000

Arminiya
Source:

13,000,000
Alfred Von Kremer, Kulturgeschichet des Orients
unter den Chalifen, Vol. 1.
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Table 5.
Qudama's Kharaj Figures as Distributed Among the Rest
of the Kuwar and Provinces Compiled as the Average
for the Years 204-237/819-851
Kuwar (Districts) of
A.

Kharaj in Dirhems

Eastern and Northern Kuwar;

Ahwaz (Khuzistan)

18,000,000

Fars

24,000,000

Kirman

6,000,000

Makran

1,000,000

Isfahan
Sij istan
Khurasan*

10,500,000
1,000,000
38,000,000

Jabal:
Mah-al-Kufa (Dinawar and Qirmasin)

5,000,000

Mah-al-Basra (Nihawand and Burujird)

4,800,000

Hamadan

1,700,000

Masabadan (Sirwan)

1,100,000

Mihrajanqadhaq (Saymara)

1,100,000

Igharayn (Karaj)

3,100,000

Qum and Qashan

3,000,000

Adherbayjan
Ray

4,500,000
20,000,000

Qazwin**

1,628,000

Qumis

1,150,000

Jurjan

4,000,000

Tabaristan***
*For the year 221/836
**For the year 237/851
***For the year 234/848
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Table 5—Continued
Kuwar (Districts) of
B.

Kharaj in Dirhems

Western Kuwar;

Tikrit

900,000

Shahrazur

2,750,000

Mosul

6,300,000

Jazirat Ibn 'Umar and Basurayn

3,200,000

Diyar Rabi'a

4,635,000

Arzan and Mayyafarqin

4,100,000

Tarun

100,000

Arminiya

4,000,000

Diyar Mudhar

6,000,000

Euphrates

2,900,000
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Khurdadhbeh

35

reports the kharaj paid during his lifetime in

the middle of the third/ninth century (Table 6).

We have

seen their detailed treatment of Sawad (Tables 2-3).

For

the rest of the Islamic East, Qudama lists the aggregate
figures for the provinces as a whole except Jazira and
Jibal.

The first he divides into seven kuwar, while the

second he divides into nine kuwar, among which he includes
the kuwar of Isfahan and Qum which were not mentioned in Ibn
Khaldun's list.

However, Qudama and Ibn Khurdadhbeh delete

the southeast frontier province of Sind and the small
Caspian province of Jilan, both mentioned by Ibn Khaldun,
from their lists.
Ibn Khurdadhbeh is the most comprehensive of the
three authorities.

He not only gives the aggregate kharaj

paid by the provinces but also specifies the kuwar of each
province, delimits their territorial extent, and identifies
their major cities (Table 6).

For the two provinces of

Jibal and Khurasan (the latter administratively included
several other provinces during his time) he breaks down
their kharaj among their kuwar.

In this way, Khurasan is

divided into 55 separate kuwar and smaller localities and
their kharaj are given individually (Table 6).

35.

Ibn Khurdadhbeh, Masalik.
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Table 6.
Ibn Khurdadhbeh*s Kharaj Figures as Distributed Among
the Rest of the Kuwar and Provinces Compiled as the
Average for the Years 231-260/845-873

Kura or
Agr./Adm.
Area

Province or
Geographical
Area
A.

Major City
or Cities

Kharaj
(Dirhems)

The Eastern Kuwar

Jabal

Khurasan

Masabadhan and
Mihrijanqadhaq

Sirwan/
Saymara

3 ,500,000

Mah-al-Kufa

Dinawar

3 ,800,000

Mah-al-Basra

Nihawand

Hamadan

Hamadan

Qum

Qum

2,000,000

Isfahan

Isfahan

7,000,000

Shahrazur, Samaghan and Darabad

Sharazur

2,750,000

Ray

Ray

Qumis

Damaghan

Jurjan

Jurjan

10 ,176,800

Kirman

Sirjan

5,000,000

Sij istan

Zaranj

6 ,776,000

Tabasayn

Tabas

113,880

Quhistan

Qayin

787,880

Nishapur

Nishapur

Tus

Tus

740,860

Nasa

Nasa

893,400

Abiward

Abiward

700,000

Sarakhs

Sarakhs

307,440

Marw

Marw

Marw al-Rud

Marw-alRud

420,400

Badhghis

Baghshur

440,000

10 ,000,000
2,196,000

4,108,900

1,147,000

i
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Table 6—Continued
Province or
Geographical
Area
Khurasan

Kura or
Agr./Adm.
Area

Major City
or Cities

Kharaj
(Dirhems)

Harat, Asfuzar,
and Kanj Rustaq

Harat

Bushanj

Bushanj

559,350

Taliqan

Taliqan

21,400

Gharshistan

Abshin/Shurmin

100,000

Zanrni

Zamm

106,000

Faryab

Faryab

Juzjan

Maymana (Yahudiya)

154,000

Khuttalan

Balkh

193,300

Khulm

Khulm

12,300

Qabrughash
Rub and Siminjan

55,000

4,000
Siminjan

Raywasharan
Bamiyan

1,159,000

12,600
10,000

Bamiyan

Barmokhan, Jumaran f
and Banjar

5,000
206,500

Tirmid

47,100

Binaqan

3,500

Karran

4,000

Tarmud

2,000

Shiqinan

40,000

Wakhkhan

20,000

Mandajan

2,000

Akharun

32,000

Kast

10,000

Naham

20,000

Saghaniyan

Saghaniyan

48,500

Basara

7,300

Washajird

1,000
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Table 6—Continued
Province or
Geographical
Area

Kura or
Agr./Adm.
Area

Major City
or Cities

Andamayn and
Khurasan
(continued) Zamathan

12,000

Kabul

Kabul

2,000,000

Nasaf

Nasaf

90,000

Kish

Kish

111,500

Butam

5,000

Bakbakayn

6,200

Rustaq Jawan

7,000

Rustaq Royan

2,220
48,000

Af na

Khuzistan
(Ahwaz)

Kharaj
(Dirhems)

Khawarism and
Kurdar

Kath/Jurjania

489,000

Amul

Amul

293,400

Bukhara

Bukhara

1,189,200

Sughd

Samarqand

2,172,500

Ahwaz

Ahwaz

Ramhurmuz

Ramhurmuz

Idha j

Idhaj

Askar Mukram

Askar Mukram

Tuster

Tuster

Jundaysabur

• Jundaysabur

Sus

Sus

Surraq (Dawraq)

Dawraq

Nahr Tira

Nahr Tira

Big Manadhir
Little Manadhir
30,000,000
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Table- 6—Continued
Province or
Geographical
Area
Fars

Kura or
Agr./Adm.
Area

Major City
or Cities

Istakhr

Istakhr

Sabur

Nawbanjan/Sabur

Ardashir Khurra

Shiraz

Darabjird

Darabj ird

Arrajan

Arrajan

Fasa

Fasa

Kharaj
(Dirhems)

33 ,000 ,000
Sind
B.

Makran

Fannazbur

1,000,000

The Western Kuwar*

Diyar
Mudhar

Several kuwar and Raqqa
agricultural/ad
ministrative areas

5,600 ,000

Mosul

Several kuwar and
Mosul
agricultural/ad
ministrative areas

4 ,000 ,000

Diyar
Rabi'a

Several kuwar and Nasibin
agricultural/ad
ministrative areas

7,700,000

C.

The Northern Kuwar

Adherbayjan Several kuwar and Maragha
agricultural/ad
ministrative areas
Arminiya

Several kuwar and Bardha 1 a
agricultural/ad
ministrative areas

*Only those included in the study area are given.

2,000 ,000

4,000 ,000
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Amsar-Qasabat Interaction.

The pattern of kharaj

flow to Baghdad is depicted in the following series of maps
for three periods, corresponding to the chronological order
of the three kharaj budgets.

The first of these maps (Fig.

13) shows the pattern shortly after the founding of Baghdad.
A nodal structure centered on Baghdad was created.

The city

received the bulk of the kharaj money (60.23 percent) from
its own kuwar and those belonging to the three adjacent
provinces of Jazira, Jibal, and Khuzistan (Table 7).

Sawad

contributed about a quarter of the nearly 325 million dirhems of kharaj money collected each year during the first
period.

Jazira, including Mosul and its tributary areas,

was second with a contribution of 17.86 percent of the total
O /T

sum, followed by Jibal"s kuwar (10.09 percent),

Khurasan

(8.62 percent), Fars (8.32 percent), and Khuzistan (7.70
percent).

Other important contributions to the first

period's kharaj came from the two outlying provinces of
. .
37
Arminiya (4.0 percent) and Sind (3.44 percent),
and the
two important kuwar of Ray and Jurjan, supplying 3.7 percent
each.

The other kuwar, which contributed between 1 and 2

36. The contributions of Isfahan and Qum were not
specified by Ibn Khuldun, but it is presumed that they were
included among the figures given for other kuwar in Jibal,
possibly Hamadan.
37.
periods.

Sind's contribution was deleted for later
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Table 7.
The Three Kharaj Budgets
Ibn Khaldun
(158-170/
774-786)
Amount
(•000 Dir .) %
to
•

Province
or Kura

Qudama
(204-237/
819-851)

Ibn Khurdadhbeh
(231-260/
845-873)
Amount
('000 Dir.) %

Amount
('000 Dir.) %
58

114,475

38.15

93,730

37.00

10,700

3.30

9,800

3.30

3,800

1.46

Khuzistan

25,000

7.70

18,000

6.00

30,000

11.85

Fars

27,000

8.32

24,000

' 8.00

33,000

13.03

Kirman

4,200

1. 29

6,000

2.00

5,000

1.97

Makran

400

12

1,000

• 30

1,000

• 39

•

Sawad

79,780

Mah-al-Kufa
Mah-al-Basra

m

11,500

3.44

Sijistan

4,000

1. 23

1,000

Khurasan

28,000

8.62

Jurjan

12,000

Qumis

Sind

30

6,776*

2.67

38,000

12.70

19,022*

7.51

3.70

4,000

1.33

10,177*

4.02

1,500

• 46

1,150

• 38

2,196*

• 87

Tabaristan

6,300

1.94

1,163

• 38

Ray
Hamadan
Masabadhan

12,000
11,800
4,000

3.70
3.63
1. 23

20,200

6.73

10,000*

3.95
1.38

1.23
1.84
7. 39
10.47

• 56
• 72
1.50

3,500

4,000
6,000

1,700
2,200
4,500

2,000

2,750

2,750

6,300
20,835

•92
2.10
6.92

• 79
1.08

4,000
13,300

1.58
5. 25

09

3,100

1.03

4,000

1.33

4,000

1. 58

10,000
3,000

3. 50
1.00

7,.000
2,000

2. 76
• 79

Adherbayjan
Shahrazur
Mosul
Jazira
Karaj
Jilan
Arminiya
Isfahan
Qum

24,000
34/000
300
5,000

1.54

13,000

4.00

•

•Computed as the average for the years 211-212/826-827.
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percent each included kirman, Sijistan, Jilan, Tabaristan,
and Adherbayjan.
The total kharaj was reduced by 24 million dirhems
during the next period (204-237/819-851), but the share of
Sawad increased by almost 35 million dirhems.

This was

reflected in the pattern of kharaj distribution among the
rest of the kuwar.

With 38.15 percent of the total kharaj,

Sawad was far ahead of the others.

Next came Khurasan (12.7

38
percent), followed by Jibal " (11.03 percent), Jazira (9.02
percent), Fars (8.0 percent), Ray (6.73 percent), and
Khuzistan (6.0 percent).

The remaining 8.37 percent was

divided among the rest of the kuwar, of which Kirman,
Adherbayjan, Jurjan, and Arminiya were the most important,
exceeding 1 percent each (Table 7—Fig. 14).
During the third period (231-260/845-873), the total
kharaj accruing to Samarra (which is now the 'Abbasid
capital) diminished by another 50 million dirhems, and the
pattern of flow altered markedly.

Although Sawad continued

to contribute nearly the same percentage as the previous
period (37 percent), the position of the surrounding kuwar,
especially those of Jibal, had weakened, while the position
of the kuwar farther to the east gained more strength.
while Jazira's and Jibal's contributions were reduced to
38.

Including Isfahan and Qum.

Thus
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6.83 percent and 7.47 percent respectively, those of
Khurasan,

39

Fars, and Khuzistan were increased to 20.99

percent, 13.03 percent, and 11.85 percent respectively
(Table 7—Fig. 15).
The reduction in the total amount of kharaj de
livered to the 'Abbasid capitals each year and the fluctua
tion of the position of the kuwar and provinces in terms of
volume of flow over the three periods did not affect the
national nodal structure controlled by Baghdad since the
beginning of the middle of the second/eighth century, and
by Samarra during the later half of the third/ninth cen
tury.

Figures 13-15 depict the volume of kharaj sent to

the 'Abbasid capitals which each qasaba collected from its
tributary areas.

The effect of Baghdad's and Samarra's

proximity or remoteness from the kuwar of the provinces is
clearly evident in the flow patterns.

While the nearby

kuwar of the provinces of Jibal and Jazira supplied their
kharaj directly first to Baghdad and second to Samarra,
those of the other provinces sent their kharaj through their
qasabat.
Qasabat and Kuwar Capital Hinterlands.

The hier

archical origins of kharaj money within individual provinces

39. The following kuwar were counted among the
dependencies of Khurasan during this period: Ray, Qumis,
Jurjan, Kirman, and Sijistan.
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has been discussed in conjunction with the organization of
the kuwar system (pp. 113-122).

The qasabat of the pro

vinces formed the secondary level in the kharaj hierarchy,
acting as focal points which received kharaj from the
smaller urban units such as the kuwar capitals and mudun.
These two latter urban centers constitute the third- and
fourth-order levels respectively.

They also formed their

own hinterlands and became focal points for kharaj from
their tributary areas.
Figure 16 shows the kharaj linkages to second-order
centers (qasabat) from third-order centers'(kuwar capitals)
and fourth-order centers (mudun) during the second period,
204-237/819-851.

Figure 17 combines the pattern of inter

action among the four highest levels in the urban hierarchy
based on kharaj collection and mobility during the third
period, 231-260/845-873.
Theoretical Organization of Space in Medieval
Islamic Society, II: Fourth/Tenth Century
The fourth/tenth century marked the end of "Abbasid
expansion and the beginning of the emergence of the semiindependent Islamic states such as the Sam'anids and the
Buwayhids.

In fact, the 'Abbasid caliphs themselves became

only figureheads in the hands of the latter dynasty.

Signs

of the breakdown of the central government appeared during
the reign of mu'tadid (279-89/892-902), and were manifested
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in several fiscal and political problems.
these were:

Notable among

(1) an empty central treasury; (2) increased

power of military-administrative iqta' in the provinces;
(3) disruption of trade and the insecurity of travel;
(4) loss of the western thughur's tax revenues from inter
national trade to local leaders; and (5) various revolts
led by different regional groups, religious sects, and
40
peasants which affected all parts of the empire.
These economic and political developments were
reflected in the geographical writing of the time.

The

emphasis of the geographers had shifted from treating
mamlakat al-Islam as.one identifiable unit, bounded by nonMuslim lands and organized internally through central
administration, to one concerned with a mamlakat al-Islam
composed of several regions.

These were separate units

which had less ties with the former imperial center and
more ties internally.

Following the approach of the geo

graphers, this period may be called the era of regionalism
and the emergence of mini-states.
The Regional Urban Hierarchy
The three geographers who flourished during this
period (i.e., the Balkhi school) introduced a new geo
graphical terminology into the geographical lore of the
40.

Shaban, Islamic History, 2, pp. 115-58.
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Arabs.

In particular, they gave a new meaning to the term

iqlim, an Arabized word derived from the Greek klima, which
was used by Arab astronomers and other scholars to denote
the seven major "climes" or "climates" into which the inhabited world was divided.

41

Although they did not reject

entirely the traditional meaning attached to the word,
they did not follow it in their division of the world.

To

them an iqlim denotes a rather micro-level geographical
area, one with distinctive physical and human features, a
forerunner to our modern "region."
Istakhri defines the term "iqlim" in conjunction
with his approach to studying the Islamic lands:
...In my book I describe the aqalim [pi. of iqlim]
of the earth as divided among the countries and
not as the seven climes into which the earth is
divided. My aim is to [study] the Islamic lands,
classify their cities, and define their tributary
areas. Each iqlim will be described individually
with the help of a map showing its location and the
areas surrounding it, its cities and rural areas,
what it may contain of seas and rivers, and all
that is needed to know it thoroughly.... For the
entire earth, surrounded by the impassable ocean,
I drew a map showing all the regions I mentioned
in terms of their relative location, connectivity,
and size.... 42

41. For the derivation of the word "iqlim" and
its use in Arabic literature, see A. Miquel, "Iklim,"
Encyclopaedia of Islam, New Edition, Leiden, I960-.
42.

Istakhri, Masalik, pp. 2-3.
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For every region Istakhri studied, he drew a map and
proceeded to describe it according to this approach.

In

this way he divided the Islamic lands into 20 regions,
recognizing both physical features and administrative and
political divisions (Table 8-A).

Istakhri recognizes two

hierarchies within his regional system, one based on the
division of regional units and the other based on the or
dering of settlements (Table 8-B).

For example, he divides

iqlim Fars (the region of southwest Iran) into five major
kuwar.

Each of these kuwar comprises cities, towns, and

nawahy (sing, nahia, a sub-district or tract of a country).
He then proceeds to describe the nawahy within each kura
and what they may contain of towns, villages, and rustaqat.
However, Istakhri did not include the rustaqat in his maps
since they were ubiquitous and could be found everywhere
within the kuwar.

According to him, his maps contained

only towns with famous minbars (i.e., Friday mosques). 43
Figure 18 depicts the theoretical urban hierarchy of iqlim
Fars as conceived by Istakhri.
Istakhri continues his approach of classifying the
settlements of each region according to their position in
the hierarchy of places:

"Farghana has several kuwar; each

kura comprises several towns; each town has rustaqat that
43.

Ibid., p. 97.
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Table 8.
Division of Mamlakat al-Islam and the Ordering
of Settlements and Regional Units in the
Middle of the 10th Century A.D.
(According to Istakhri)

A.

Division of Mamlakat al-Islam:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.

B.

Arabia
The Sea of Fars
Maghreb
Egypt
Sham
The Sea of Rum
Jazirah
Iraq
Khusistan
Fars

11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.

Kirman
Mansura
Adherbayjan
Jibal
Daylam
The Sea of Khazar
The Desert of Fars
and Khurasan
Suj istan
Khurasan
Transoxania

Hierarchy of Regional Units:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Iqlim (pi. aqalim), region
Kura (pi. kuwar), district
Nahia (pi. nawahy), sub-district
Rustaq (pi. rustaqat), a group of agricultural
units

Hierarchy of Settlements:
I*
2.
3.
4.
5.

Iqlim Qasaba (regional capital)
Kura Qasaba (district capital)
Nahia Qasaba (sub-district capital)
Madina (city or town)
Tassuj (village)
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Theoretical urban hierarchy of iqlim Fars
in the middle of the 10th century A.D.
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44
contain several villages."

He differentiates between the

size of a city and its place in the hierarchy.

For example,

the main city within a kura could either be its largest
city,

45

or it could be a smaller town even though the kura

may comprise other larger cities.

46

The relation between a city and its surrounding
districts was recognized and stated clearly by this pioneer
urban/regional geographer.

We might see in his description

of the urban-rural connections within the region of Fars
something of what modern central place theory was to call
"urban fields" or "urban spheres of influence" (Figure 19).
According to de Goeje, Ibn Hawqal, our second
regional geographer, who began his travels in the year
331/942, met and consulted with Istakhri about nine years
later.

Twenty years later, Ibn Hawqal issued a second

edition of Istakhri's work in which some of the original
chapters had been replaced by better ones, although others

44.

Istakhri, Masalik, p. 334.

45. As an example, Istakhri mentions the town of
Istakhr being the largest one and the capital of the kura
bearing the same name (p. 97).
46. This is the case of kura Ardshir Khurra, which
has the town of Jur as its madina despite the fact that this
particular kura has other much larger towns such as Shiraz
and Siraf. Istakhri attributes the favorable position Jur
enjoyed to its historical significance as being built by
king Ardshir (p. 97).
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were left nearly unchanged or abbreviated.

47

In The World

Map, Ibn Hawqal repeated what Istakhri had to say about
the new approach to studying the individual Islamic regions,
adding that "such a science is worthy of belonging to dis
tinctive individuals such as rulers and the elite of
society."

48

Ibn Hawqal retained the same number of regions

established by Istakhri for the Islamic lands and organized
each one of them hierarchically in a way similar to that of
his predecessor.

Figure 20 represents his division of

iqlim Fars and its urban hierarchy.
The systematic investigation of the Islamic regions
continued until the later years of the fourth/tenth century,
achieving an even higher level of abstraction and scientific
methodology by the appearance of Maqdisi's Ahsan al-Taqasim
fi-Ma'arifat al-Aqalim (The Best of Classifications for the
Knowledge of Regions).

Among the Arab geographers, the

notion of a hierarchy of places is best exemplified by his
work.

His "exposition of the spatial and hierarchical

arrangement of urban forms in the vast range of territories
extending from the Atlantic to the Indus and from the
Caspian to the Sudan must rank as one of the most ambitious
studies of human organization ever to be attempted in the

47. M. J. de Goeje, ed., Selections from Arabic
Geographical Literature, Leiden: Brill, 1907, pp. v-vi.
48.

Ibn Hawqal, Surat, p. 3.
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medieval world."

49

Because of his explicit treatment of

the hierarchy of settlements and regional units, Maqdisi
received the attention of modern scholars who interpreted
his findings on medieval Islamic urbanism and brought them
to the attention of modern researchers.

50

Maqdisi describes in detail the Islamic lands which
he divides into 14 regions, six Arab and eight ajam (nonArab).

He classifies the aqalim into their kuwar, identifies

their amsar and qasabat, and orders their mudun and ajnad
(cities and towns).

His classification was facilitated by

the use of maps on which he drew regional boundaries and
networks of roads, utilizing different colors to identify
different human and physical features. 5 "'"
Maqdisi recognizes the grading of settlements of a
region into different orders from higher to lower according
49. Paul Wheatley, "Levels of Space Awareness in
the Traditional Islamic City," Ekistics, 42 (1976), p. 361.
50. See, for example, Adel Ismail, Origin, Ideology,
and Physical Patterns of Arab Urbanization, Ph.D. Disser
tation, Faculty of Architecture, University of Karlsruhe
(T.H.), 1969; idem, "Origin, Ideology and Physical Patterns
of Arab Urbanization," Ekistics, 33 (1972), 113-23; Wheatley,
"Levels of Space Awareness;" Brian J. L. Berry, Edgar C.
Conkling, and D. Michael Ray, The Geography of Economic
Systems, Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, 1976,
pp. 226-27; and Basil A. Collins, Al-Muqaddasi: The Man and
His Work, With Selected Passages Translated from the Arabic,
Ann Arbor: University of Michigan, Department of Geography,
1974.
51.

Maqdisi, Taqasim, p. 9.
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to an administrative principle which he clearly explains in
stating his methodology:

"To me, amsar are comparable to

kings; qasabat are comparable to ministers; mudun are com
parable to cavalry; and qura [sing, qarya, village] are
52
comparable to infantry."'

Maqdisi defines a misr as a

political capital in which the head of state resides and
where the offices of government are found.

The affairs of

the state are conducted from it and the other cities of the
region are tributary to it.
Qayrawan, and Shiraz.

Examples of a misr are Damascus,

In addition to the settlements within

the immediate sphere of influence of a misr or a qasaba,
these two higher orders in Maqdisi's administrative hier
archy may control other cities beyond their own districts,
such as the settlements of Tukharistan in eastern Khurasan
and Bataih in Iraq, which belonged to the qasabat of Balkh
and Wasit, respectively.

53

Based on the assumption that "...every iqlim must
have kuwar; every kura must have qasabat; every qasaba must
52. Ibid., p. 47. In comparing the settlements of
a region with the administrative hierarchy of a political
unit, Maqdisi borrows the concept, of qiyas (reasoning by
analogy) from Islamic jurisprudence. See Michael E. Bonine,
"From Uruk to Casablanca: Perspectives on the Urban
Experience of the Middle East," Journal of Urban History,
3 (1977): 141-80.
53.

Maqdisi, Taqasim, p. 47.
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have mudun...",
Maqdisi was able to identify two adminis
trative hierarchies in his structural system:

(1) a regional

hierarchy based on the ranking of regional units, and (2) an
urban hierarchy based on the ordering of urban places
(Table 9).
Hierarchy of Regional Units.

For Maqdisi, the

Islamic regions comprised systems of spatial interaction
oriented to a misr,

55

and each was composed of a four-tiered

hierarchy of regional units:
1st order:

iqlim (pi. aqalim), region

2nd order:

kura (pi. kuwar), district

3rd order:

nahia (pi. nawahy), sub-district

4th order:

r.ustaq (pi. rustagat), agricultural unit.

Urban Hierarchy.

In a similar way, Maqdisi dis

tinguishes a four-tiered hierarchy of urban places, each
corresponding to one of the above regional units in the same
order:
1st order center:

misr (pi. amsar), metropolis

2nd order center:

qasaba (pi. qasabat), district
capital

54.

Ibid., p. 47.

55. Perhaps Maqdisi was the first geographer ever
to recognize the existence of the so-called "dual primacy,"
as three of his regions had two metropolises each (p. 47).
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Table 9.
Division of Mamlakat al-Islam and the Ordering
of Settlements and Regional Units in the
Latter Half of the 10th Century A.D.
(According to Maqdisi)

A.

Division of Mamlakat al-Islam:

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
B.

8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.

Daylam
Rihab
Jibal
Khuzistan
Fars
Kirman
Sind

Hierarchy of Regional Units;
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

C.

Arabian Peninsula
Iraq
Aqur (Jazira)
Sham
Egypt
Maghreb
Mashreq

Mamlakat al-Islam (Islamic Empire)
agalim (regions)
kuwar (districts)
nawahy (sub-districts)
rustaqat (agricultural units)

Urban Hierarchy;
1st order centers:
2nd order centers:
3rd order centers:
4th order centers:

amsar (sing, misr), metropolises
qasabat (sing, qasaba), provincial
or district capitals
mudun (sing, madina), towns
qura (sing, qarya), villages
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3rd order center:

madina (pi. mudun), city or town

4th order center:

qarya (pi. qura), village.

Maqdisi follows this approach of administrative
organization and hierarchical division of space into re
gional and urban units as he applies this system in his
study of the Islamic regions.

His final analysis resulted

in the division of all the Islamic lands he visited into:
(1) 17 metropolises, (2) 77 district capitals, and
(3) numerous cities and villages.

56

Figure 21 shows

Maqdisi's urban hierarchy in the study area as a whole,
while Figures 22-23 depict the urban hierarchy and the
reach of the qasabat within two individual regions.
56.

Maqdisi, Taqasim, pp. 47-57.
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CHAPTER 7
CONCLUSION
The present thesis attempts to investigate a major
aspect of Arab civilization, the evolution of urbanism and
its spatial structure in one region of the Islamic world
during the ninth and tenth centuries A.D.

Each of the last

three chapters offers a perspective from which to examine
the problem.
As with studying other aspects of civilization, it
was imperative to start with a historical perspective and
look back to earlier periods.

This set the stage for the

evolution of the Islamic State itself, symbolized first by
the reign of the orthodox caliphs and later by the Umayyad
and 'Abbasid administrations.

This has been demonstrated

by the use of a simple model describing the sequence in the
evolution of a distinctive Islamic urbanism through the
identification of three processes.

These processes cor

respond to three forces or impulses which signified the
expansion, assimilation, and integration of settlements in
the former Sasanian lands.
The first three centuries of Islam have been asso
ciated with the period of caliphate unity and the
160
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functioning of a unified Islamic State.

Afterwards the

disintegration of the 'Abbasid Caliphate began and the
Islamic world is seen as breaking up into various small
units, each functioning independently with little or no
allegiance to Baghdad.

This problem has been recognized by

historians and other social scientists who discuss its mani
festations in conjunction with studies of the political,
economic, and social history of the caliphate.

In the fore

going pages the same problems have been approached from a
different perspective, one which is more spatial in
character.
Along with the three urbanizing impulses a vast road
network grew up, traversing the newly acquired territories
and linking one city with another.

In this way, it formed

the necessary framework through which inter-urban contacts
were channeled.
identified.

Two periods of road development have been

The third/ninth century was characterized by

* the existence of a national system of arterial roads all
converging on Baghdad, the central point of the empire.
This road network formed the main axes of movement and com
munication needed by a central authority charged with the
administration of vast territories and by a relatively
mobile society whose religious beliefs and secular needs
placed a high priority on travel.

Such official and civilian

travel was further facilitated by an elaborate linkage chain
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of post stations which was operated and financed by the
central government along the entire length of the major
roads.
During the next period (fourth/tenth century) a
reorientation of the road network occurred following the
reorganization of the urban system from the hegemony of
Baghdad.

A provincial road network was superimposed upon

the original national arterial and post roads.

Provincial

capitals and other large cities became more than just links
on the old road network.

Each formed the focus of several

roads leading to other settlements within its own province
as well as to the major settlements of neighboring
provinces.
The road network developments were mirrored in the
development of the urban system during the two periods.

The

spatial organization of this system can be summarized by
means of periodization of urban processes which paralleled
the political and economic developments of the 'Abbasid
empire.

Following the period of urban evolution (phase I)

which produced an integrated Islamic settlement pattern in
former Sasanian lands, an interregional circulation network
(phase II) was created.

It consisted of a highly elaborate

system of post and intelligence (barid) and fiscal adminis
tration (kharaj), which enabled the central authority in
Baghdad to maintain a high level of control over its
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extensive domain.

The activities of the two 'Abbasid

institutions were closely related and the outcome of their
combined efforts, in ensuring the delivery of kharaj money
to Baghdad each year from the cities of the provinces, has
served as a measure of urban connectivity and as an index
of the dependency relationship that existed between the
cities at both the provincial and national levels during
the third/ninth century.
Within the framework established by the barid/kharaj
administrative structure, a hierarchical settlement pattern
exists.

It coincides with the land tax hierarchy through

which each district or province was divided into several
levels.

The highest of these levels acted as collecting

nodes, and through their intermediacy the kharaj of each
district or province finally reached the 'Abbasid capital.
The final phase in our periodization scheme is
characterized by the beginning of regionalism and the
emergence of mini-states in the fourth/tenth century.
Unlike the previous phase, evidence of urban connectivity
and intra-regional hierarchical patterning of space during
the third phase is based directly on the approaches of the
Arab geographers, who devised several schemes portraying
mamlakat al-Islam as a number of regions.
The notion of a hierarchy of settlements and
regional units achieved a more refined treatment by the

164
fourth/tenth-century regional geographers.

In addition to

the old barid/kharaj administrative structure, these geog
raphers also recognized other variables, such as settlement
location, size, urban terminology, religious and economic
functions, political status, and the relationships between
cities and their tributary areas.

By placing the pioneer

work of the medieval Arab geographers into a modern geo
graphic perspective we are able to define two hierarchical
levels of settlements and regional units in the tenthcentury Islamic East.
A major goal of this thesis has been to provide an
alternative approach to studying medieval Islamic urbanism.
A careful reinterpretation of the indigenous geographies and
road books of the medieval Islamic East has helped to
achieve this goal.

The study has demonstrated the evidence

for the evolution first of a nationally integrated urban
system and second of several regionally organized urban
subsystems.
Contrary to the somewhat sterile "Islamic city" con
cept, the urban system approach provides the necessary
framework for ordering empirical data and for rendering
different areas of the Islamic world at different periods
open to comparative analysis.

Thus by applying the same

approach to other parts of the Middle East at different
historical periods we will be able to compare the stages of
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their urban development.

We also will have established the

means by which to compare cross-culturally Middle Eastern
regions at different periods with other regions of the
world.
The findings of the present study demonstrate that
new avenues of research aimed at a better interpretation of
the spatial aspects of the Islamic regions are open.

The

new approach offers several promising qualities:
(1) It is comprehensive as to time.

The evolution

of a distinctive form of Islamic urbanism is traced from the
beginning of the Arab wars of conquest in the seventh cen
tury A.D. to the end of the apogee of the 'Abbasid caliphate
in the middle of the tenth century A.D.

The rationale of,

our periodization scheme provides the necessary generalized
parameters within which medieval Islamic urbanism can be
interpreted.

The periodization processes may be extended

to include subsequent periods such as the later Middle Ages
and the era of colonialism.
(2) It is comprehensive as to space.

The Islamic

regions are first examined as a whole, yielding ample
evidence of the existence of national circulation networks,
and second as divided into parts, suggesting the emergence
of regionalism and the era of mini-states.

Other regions of

the Middle East may be examined in a similar way.
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(3) It deals with both the past spatial patterns and
the processes which helped structure such patterns.

The

interplay of central place and externally induced forms of
interaction is explicitly recognized.

Conceptual models

dealing with both types of spatial organization should be
considered together when investigating patterns of urbanism
in the region.
(4) It provides a means of investigating settlement
interdependence.

Long-distance kharaj mobility is used as

a surrogate for human spatial interaction.

Other measures

pertaining to centralization and dependency relationships
should be considered when investigating other Middle Eastern
regions at different periods.

A different set of variables

may consist of any institutional structures and circulation
networks we may discern from our knowledge of the history
of the region.
(5) It offers new possibilities for interpreting the
role of the amsar in the formative years of Islamic urbanism.
It is not enough to say that "Islamic history in the first
century is the history of the amsar."

The geography of

these important cities should be subjected to a more cri
tical examination, especially their role in relation to
other settlements within both the regional and the national
urban structures.

It is the contention of the present

author that we can learn more about Islamic urbanism
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through the study of the amsar as members of urban networks
than just through single misr studies.
Finally, the present study calls for a fresh reinterpretation of the indigenous sources.

The geographical

lore of the early and late medieval Islamic periods should
be treated as an integrated whole and not as fragmented and
isolated attempts, as has been the case so far.

Undoubtedly,

this will help fill a gap in the history of general
geographic thought.
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Appendix A:
Settlements of Iraq between the time of the Arab conquests
and the middle of the 10th century A.D.
u R B A N

ORIGIN SIZE
S
SETTLEMENT

a
n
1
a
n

I
1
m
I
c

AMSAR
L S
a m
r ^

ADM./AGR.
STATUS

S T A T U S
JUND

x

2

8
9
5
6
7
Misr -3 Misr ^
Kura
Tassuj
Janib
or
alIslam Qasaba Madina Madina Qarya Center Center

SOURCE

Abbadan

X

X

X

BKQRHIMMs

Abdasi

X

X

X

QRYHIM

Alth
Anbar

X

X

X

Asbanbur

X

X

X

Ayn-al-Tamr

X

X

Baghdad

X

X

X

X

BKQRYHIMMs
BKQRYHIM

X

Abarta
Alusa

KRIMMs

X

X

X

BKQHM

X

MMs

X

BKQRM
BKQRYHIMMs

X

Bahurasir

X

X

BKQR

Bakusaya

X

X

RIMMs

Bandanijan

X

X

BKQHMs

X

1Q
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SETTLEMENT

Sa Is Lg Sm

Baradan

X

Baraz-al-Ruz

X

3

4

X

5

6

7

8

BKQYIM

X

X

Badhaward
X

BKQRYHIMMs

X

X

X

KQR
R

X

Basra

SOURCE

9

Badran

X

M

Badhibin

X

RMs

Baquba

X

M

X

RIMMs

Baj isra

X

KMMs

Bayan

X

KM

Babel
(Babylon)

X

Daskara

X

Dayr-al-Aqul

X

Dur
(near Sarnarra)

X

X

X

Dimimma
Falluja

X

X

X

BKQRYHIMMs

X

X

KRYIMMs

X

BYM

X

M

X

X

X

KQYH
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SETTLEMENT

Sa Is Lg Sm

Fam-al-Silh

3

4

X

6

5

7

8

9

SOURCE

X

KQRYIMMs

Haditha
(on Euphrates)

X

X

BKHMI

Hammam Omar

X

X

BM

Harba

X

Hashimiya

X

Hashimiya
(near Anbar)

X

Haruniya

X

BY

X

YMs

X

RM

X

Hawanit

R

X

Hira

X

Hit

X

Hulwan

X

Iskaf

X

Ja'afar iya
(near Samarra)
Ja'afariya
(near Basra)
Jabbul

KMs

X

X

X

BKQRHMMs

.

X

X

BRYMMs
KHIMMs

X

X

X

X

X

X

BRYIMMs

X

X

X

Y

X

M

X

KQRYIM
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Jalula

Sa Is Lg Sm

3

4

5

6

7

8

X

X

Jami 1 an
(near Samarra)
Jami•an
(near Kufa)

9

Jamida

BKQRYHMMs

X

M

X

X

IM

X

X

QM

X

X

SOURCE

Jarjaraya

X

X

X

X

BKQYHIMMs

Kalwadha

X

X

X

X

BKQRHIMMs

Karkh
(near Baghdad)

X

Karkh

X

Karkh Firuz
(near Samarra)

X

Khaniqin

X

Khuraiba

X

Kaskar

X

Kufa
Kutha
Kutha-al-

X

M

X

X

BKQYIM

X

X

X

X

X

xx

X

KQRYIMMs

X

X

X

BKQRYHIMMs

X

x

BKQRYHMMS
BRHMs

X

X

X

BYIMMs

X

x

BKQRIMMs

Appendix A—Continued
SETTLEMENT

Sa Is Lg Sm

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

SOURCE

Madain
(Ctesiphon)

X

X

X

Madhar

X

X

X

BQRYHIMMs

X

X

IMMs

Maftah
Mahrudh

X

X

X

Matara

BKQRYHIMMs

BKQ
M

X

Matira
(near Samarra)

X

Mubarak

X

X

BY

Mutawakiliya

X

X

B

X

X

Y

X

Nahr Bain

X

X

X

BKQRIMs

Nahr Malik

X

X

X

BKQRYHIM

Nahr Sabus

X

X

Nahrawan

X

X

Nawusa

X

X

X

BKM

X

X

BQYMMs

X

X

QRYIMMs

Nil
Nu'maniya

X

QYIM

X

X

X

KQRYIMMs
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Qadisiya
(near Kufa)
Qadisiya
(on Tigris)
Qasr-ibnHubaira
Qasr Shirin

Sa Is Lg Sm
X

3

4

5

X

X

X

Sabat

X

Samarra

Shiq Uthman
Sib

BYHMs
X

YIMMsB

X

B
Q

X

X

X

BY

X

M

X

X

X

X

KQR

X

X

Sarsar

X

X

X

X

KQRYHM

RMs

X

Saliq

X

X

X

X

X

SOURCE

BKQRYHIMMS

X

X

Qurqub

9

KQMMs

X

X

Rusafa
(near Baghdad)
Rusafa
(near Kufa)
Rusafa
(near Wasit)

8

BKQRYHIMMs

Qatr

Rumiya

7

X

X

X

6

X

BKQRYHIMMs
RYIM

X

M

X

QRMMs
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Sa Is Lg Sm

Sikkr

3

4

X

Sin

X

Sulaimanan

5

6

8

7

9

SOURCE

X

R

X

KQRHIMMs

X

BIM

Sura

X

X

KQRIMMs

Tahita

X

X

R

X

BKQHIMMs

X

RIMMs

Takrit

X

X

Tib
Ubulla

X

X

X

Ukbara

X

X

X

Wasit

X

Zubaidiya

X

X

X

BKQHIM

X

X

BKQHIMMs

X

BKQRYHIMMs
M

X

Key?
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

Capitals
10. B
Dependent Areas
K
Empire Capital
Q
Regional/District Capital
R
City
Y
Satellite City (large suburb)
H
Village
I
Administrative/Agricultural District Center
M
Administrative/Agricultural Sub-District Center
Ms

=
-

=
=
=
=
=
=
=

Baladhuri
Ibn Khurdadhbeh
Qudama
Ibn Rusteh
Ya 'qubi
Hamadhani
Istakhri
Maqdisi
Masudi
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Appendix B;
List of settlements* numbered on Figure 24 showing the
Islamic regions east, north, and northwest of Baghdad in
the ninth century A.D.

I.

The Eastern Region
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.
26.
27.
28.
29.
30.
31.
32.
33.

Jabbul
Fam-al-Silh
Wasit
Badhbin
Tib
Qurqub
Hawanit
Basra
'Abbadan
Ahwaz
Nahr Tira
Junday Sabur
Tustar
Askar Mukram
Idhaj
Ramhurmuz
Rishahr
Mahruban
Siniz or Shiniz
Arrajan
Darkhid
Kurad
Nawbanjan
Sapur or Shapur
Tawwaz
Jannaba
Shiraz
Istakhr (Persepolis)
Mayin
Abarquh
Sumayram
Khan al-Abrar or
Khanlanjan
Isfahan

34.
35.
36.
37.
38.
39.
40.
41.
42.
43.
44.
45.
46.
47.
48.
49.
50.
51.
52.
53.
54.
55.
56.
57.
58.
59.
60.
61.
62.
63.
64.
65.

Saghand
Katha or Yazd
Abada or Qaryat 'Abd
al-Rahman
Khoristan or Sarwistan
Jur (Firuzabad)
Siraf
Kar zin
Juwaym
Fasa
Darabj ird
Sahik
Shahr Babak
Sirjan
Furg
Tar um
Rawar or Zawar
Khannab
Rayin
Jabal al-Ma'adin or
al-Fudda
Darjin or Diruzin
Narmasir or Narmashir
J iruft
Righan, Rikan, or Riqan
Maghum
Manujan or Manuqan
Hurmuz (Old Hurmuz)
Fannazbur
Kuzdar (Khuzdar)
Qandabil (Gandava)
Zaranj
Juwayn
Qarnin

*The location of settlements is based on the maps of
G. Le Strange, The Lands of the Eastern Caliphate,
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, Second ed.,
London: Frank Cass, 1966.
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66.
67.
68.
69.
70.
71.
72.
73.
74.
75.
76.
77.
78.
79.
80.
81.
82.
83.
84.
85.
86.
87.
88.
89.
90.
91.
92.
93.
94.
95.
96.
97.
98.
99.
100.
101.
102.
103.
104.
105.

Bust
Daskara
Qasr Shirin
Hulwan
Qirmasin or Qirmisin
(Kirmanshah)
Sirwan
Saymara
Dinawar
Nihawand
Hamadan (Ecbatana)
Kara j
Jurbadhakan
Sawa
Qum
Ray (Rhagae)
Khuwar
Simnan
Damghan or Qumis
Badhash
Jurjan
Asadabad
Bann Afridhun
Tabas
Turshiz or Turaythith
Qayin (Qain)
Zuzan
Malan or Malin
Buzjan
Bushanj or Fushanj
Herat
Asfuzar
Farhadhjird
Mazdaran
Tus
Naysabur (Nishapur)
Khusruj ird
Isfarayin
Nasa or Nisa
Akhsikath or Farghana
Marw or Marv (Mary)

106.
107.
108.
109.
110.
111.
112.
113.
114.
115.
116.
117.
118.
119.
120.
121.
122.
123.
124.
125.
126.
127.
128.
129.
130.
131.
132.
133.
134.
135.
136.
137.
138.
139.
140.
141.
142.
143.
144.
145.

Dandanqan
Sarakhs
Qarinayn
Baghshur
Marw al-Rud
Taliqan
Faryab
Shuburqan (Shibarghan)
Anbar
Balkh
Khulm
Bamiyan (Bamian)
Warwalij or Warwaliz
Badakhshan
Zamm
Amul
Baykand
Jurjaniya
Kath
Bukhara
Karminiya
Dabusiya
Nasaf or Nakhshab
Kish
Samarqand (Samarkand)
Zamin
Bunj ikath
Khujanda
Khwas
Shash (Tashkent)
Isbijab (Sayram)
Washj ird
Tamliyat
Hulbuk
Shuman
Saghaniyan
Bab al-Hadid
Darzanji or Darazanka
Qubadhiyan or
Quwadhiyan
Tirmid (Termez)
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II.

The Northern Region

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
III.

25.
26.
27.
28.
29.
30.
31.
32.
33.

Urmiya (Reza'iyeh)
Salmas
Khuwi (Khoi)
Badlis (Bitlis)
Akhlat
Arzan al-Rum (Erzurum)
Nakhchiwan,Naqjawan, or
Nashawa (Nakhichevan)
Dabil
Barazand
Warthan
Baylaqan
Bardha'a
Shamkur or Mutawakkiliya
Tiflis (Tbilisi)
Bab al-Abwab (Derbent)
Marand

19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.
26.
27.
28.
29.
30.
31.
32.
33.
34.
35.

Rusafa
Raqqa
Balis
Hisn Maslama
Ras al-'Ayn
Kafartutha
Amid (Diyarbakir)
Ruha (Urfa)
Sar uj
Jisr Manbij
Sumaysat
Hisn Mansur
Malatiya (Malatya)
Kamkh or Kamakh
Shimshat or Shamshat
Mayyafarqin
Arzan

18.
19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.

The Northwest Region
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.

IV.

Maragha
Tabriz
Sarat
Miyana or Miyanij
Ardabil
Shahrazur
Bar za
Shiz
Sisar
Zanjan
Abhar
Qazwin
Kalar
Shalus
Amul
Sariya (Sari)
Tamis or Tamisa

Ukbara
Anbar
Hit
Alusa
Samarra
Haditha
Jabilta
Sinn
Haditha
Mosul
Hadhr
Furdha
Qarqisiya
Makisin or Maykasin
Sinjar
Sukayr al-'Abbas
Barqa 1 id
Nasibin

The Southern Region
1.

Kutha

2.

Kufa

BLACK

SEA

• BAGHDAD
• MojorCititl
o Other Settlements

MILES
!

Figure 24.

The eastern, northern, and parts of the western regions of
the 'Abbasids in the ninth century A.D.
00
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