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KHATTA AND THE TERRITORIAL STRUCTURE OF
EARLY MUSLIM TOWNS
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The term khatta, literally, ‘‘marked out,”” was com-
monly used by Arab historians in the early Muslim
period in descriptions of the laying out of towns. Its
meaning in current scholarship has, however, often
been misunderstood, and that in turn has led to
misconceptions about how towns were planned. Conse-
quently clarifying its meaning will clarify how those
early towns were structured.

Islamic towns varied in their formation all the way
from decentralized development through small-scale
building by the inhabitants to very organized forma-
tions planned by a central authority. G. E. von
Grunebaum has suggested that they should conse-
quently be divided into two classes, which he labeled
“‘spontaneous’’ and ‘‘created.”” Examples of spon-
taneous towns, i.e., towns developed independent of
any government planning, are Karbala and Mashhad.
The ““created’ type are subdivided into several groups.
First of all are the princely towns that were founded
when a ruler decided to move his residence from an old
capital to a nearby new one. Examples are al-
Mu‘tasim’s founding of Samarra about seventy miles
north of Baghdad, and the Aghlabids’ building of Raq-
qada six miles from Qairawan. Second are the fortress
towns or ribats such as Rabat in Morocco. Third are
the capitals or other politically inspired towns such as
Baghdad, the capital of the Abbasids, and Fez, whose
founding marked the rise of the Idrisids. Finally, there
are the military garcison towns (amsar) such as Kufa
and Basra in Iraq, Fustat in Egypt, and Qairawan in
Tunisia. The discussion here will center on this last
type.!

Accounts describing town foundations have also
often been misconstrued because of the preconceptions
of some scholars. Creswell, for example, understood
the verb zkhtatia to mean simply ‘‘marked out,”” and
concluded from that that Basra, Kufa, and Fustat must
have been ‘“chaotic labyrinths of lanes and blind alleys,
of tents and huts alternating with waste ground,”” and
that ‘‘at Kufa the inhabitants of one quarter required

a guide when they entered another.”’? These remarks
reflect the scholars’ tendency to judge Muslim towns in
terms of Roman or Hellenistic ones which they regard
as highly ordered. In exploring the structure of Muslim
towns, for example, von Grunebaum notes their lack of
gymnasiums and theaters.® When referring to early
Muslim towns, Lammens states that ‘‘the variety of
terms employed by Arabic historians — hira, fustat,
Kairouan — suggest the picturesque disorder of a
growing city.”’* Finally, J. Lassner, when he compares
garrison towns with Baghdad, says that ‘‘the early pat-
tern of growth which was characteristic of such military
colonies as al-Basra and al-Kufa was rapid and without
real awareness of the formal elements of city
planning.”’®

Scholars have also agreed that all garrison towns fol-
lowed the same process in their creation. A. R. Guest,
for exarmple, says of the original layout of Basra, Kufa,
and Fustat that “‘with some differences, the three towns
were much alike in their general character; and what is
wanting in the description of one may be filled up from
the accounts of the others with some confidence.’’® The
question then becomes, if they were not planned, why
do they so resemble each other? The answer is that the
resemblance comes from the application in all of them
of the same set of specific principles.

The mechanisms for establishing ownership in the
early Muslim period were {irst by occupying it, which
is the ultimate source of any land ownership; second,
by selling or giving it away; and third by inheritance.’
Simple occupation was comumon, since in the early
Islamic period in these expanding towns vacant,
unclaimed land was plentiful. As a result, claiming land
in this fashion received extensive discussion by Muslim
Jurists, who recognized unclaimed and unused land as
““dead’’ (mawat) land,® and followed certain principles
in dealing with it. Land is considered dead (i.e., fallow
or unoccupied) if there is no trace of building or cultiva-
tion on it or if it is not being used by the locality for
common pasture, burial ground, or as a source of wood
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or of fodder for cattle.® When it abuts towns or cities,
all but a few jurists of the Hanafi rite also consider it
dead.'®

According to custom, dead lands can be revived and
the revivers become its owners. [hya’, which literally
means ‘‘life giving,”” signifies in the context of land
ownership the rights to the land that accrue to the
reviver. There is ample evidence in the Prophet’s tradi-
tions to support the principle that ownership of dead
land can be assumed by cultivating it or building on
it.!! The Prophet said, ‘“The people are God’s people,
the land is God’s land; he who revives a piece of dead
land will own it, and the unjust root has no right.”’!2
The acts of rulers also support it. A man who had
revived dead land came to ‘Ali, the fourth caliph, and
sald, ‘I came across a land that was ruined or its
inhabitants had left it, and I dug irrigation ditches and
cultivated it.”” ‘Ali responded, ‘‘Eat pleasurably; you
are righteous not impious, a reviver not a destroyer.”’
Jurists also supported the right to revive dead land. Ibn
Qudama relates that ‘“‘reviving dead lands is the
custom 1in all regions, even if there are differences
among jurists regarding its regulation.’’*?

Bestowing land by allotment (igta) is similar to
claiming it by revival, but it refers to land bestowed by
the ruler to individuals. These allotments can carry
either outright ownership or simply the right to use the
land.'* In either case, the land can be ‘‘dead’’ or it can
be land owned by the state. Igia® was most commonly
used in new towns. In Fufuk al-Buldan, al-Baladhuri
refers to it more than ninety times. In one of those cita-
tions he reports that when Caliph Ja‘far resided in
Haruni in 847, he “‘built many buildings and allotted
land (igta®) to people in the outskirts of
Surrahmanra’a.... Then he established the town that
he called al-Mutwakkiliyya.’’!?

Demarcation (zhtzdr) was an aspect of both revival
and allotment. It referred to the marking out of a piece
of land — whether claimed by the individuals or allot-
ted as a land grant by the ruler — with stones or the
like. When done in this way, the right to the land was
limited to three years'® and did not involve ownership.

Arabic terms usually had many meanings and con-
notations; in addition, from a single word, many other
verbs and nouns were derived with meanings totally
different {rom the original root. All those meanings
were readily understood by everyone; as a result, the
texts do not bother to define their terms. Today, how-
ever, they have to be determined from the context in
which they are found. In some cases, in addition, those
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meanings changed over time. If scholars depend solely
on the original root to determine the meaning of the
derived word confusion can easily result.

Such a confusion has surrounded the word khatt.
Literally it means ‘‘line,”’ but the sources reveal other
meanings as well. The historian Ibn Manzur (d. 1312)
defines the noun al-khattu as the ‘‘rectangular shape of
a thing,”” for example, a rectangular plot of land. He
says that it also means a road. Takhtit is the act of laying
out straight lines (fastir). He adds that people usually
say a person ‘‘is marking’’ (yakhuttu, the present con-
tinuous tense) on the land, if he is thinking about a
decision. As a noun, al-khiftu or al-khittatu means the
settling of land that has not been settled before.'” The
confusion is compounded because there is no exact
equivalent of the verb khafta in English.

Ibn Manzur goes on to say that:

khattaha li-nafsihi khagtan (‘‘he marked it out for himself”’)
or tkhtatiaha (‘‘he already marked it out for himself’’)
means that [the land] was marked by a khay [i.e., not
necessarily by lines] so it would be known that he
claimed it (ahtazaha) to build a dwelling on. From this the
khitat [plural of khifta] of Kufa and Basra [can be under-
stood]. And [if it said that a person] akhtatta [simple past]
a khitfa [noun], then this means that he has demarcated
a place and outlined (khatta) it with a wall. Its plural is
al-khifopu. And everything you possess [hazartahu; pro-
hibited others from possessing!®] means that you have
marked it out (khatagta, past perfect). Khittatu means the
land. And a man [usually] marks out a house (wa al-daru
yakhtotiuha al-rajulu) on land that is not owned in order to
prevent others [yatahajjaruha, from building, for exam-
ple] and builds on it, if the ruler allowed a group of
Muslims to mark out dwellings (yakhatattu al-dir) on a
specific site to make their residence (wa yattakhidhu
masdkina lahum), as they did in Kufa, Basra, and
Baghdad.*®

The explanations in this passage indicate that two basic
terms were derived from the word khat, one is the verb
khatta and its derivatives of past and present, etc., such
as yakhuitu, khattahu, tkhiattahd. The other is the noun
khitta and its derivatives such as al-khifiu, al-khittatu,
etc., on which the action is taking place. The verb can
refer to straight lines, rectangular things, a well-
thought-out action, and outlining or marking with lines
or walls. The word fazara (‘‘preventing others’”) was
used by Ibn Manzur to explain khatta which also adds
an element of control. The noun fhazira refers to spaces
that are controlled.?® Ibn Manzur’s use of the word
hazara suggests control of the acting party. The ruler’s
permission is also needed. The verb fhatia therefore
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denotes the act by a resident of claiming and controlling
land with the ruler’s permission.

If, as Creswell suggested, Fkhaffa meant simply
delineating, then it would be difficult to find a distinc-
tion between khaita and the verb abtajara. If the ruler’s
permission is needed for tkAtitas and the acting party has
to make khitfa on a specific site, then how does khatta dif-
fer from the bestowing of allotments by the ruler?
Determining the distinction between iftiar (demarca-
tion), thya® (reviving dead land), ¢ (bestowing
allotments), and ikhtitat will provide the key for under-
standing how early Muslim towns were planned.

How does khatta relate to building? Al-Jawhari
defines the noun kkiffa as ‘‘land a man has marked out
by making lines that indicate the selection by the
demarcator of the demarcated site for building and
possession.”’?" This definition suggests that the act of
building immediately follows khafta. All other cases also
suggest that one follows the other. If they did not the
term ihigjar would have been used. With a few excep-
tions, the instances in al—Ya‘qubi, al-Baladhuri, al-
Samhudi, Abu Yusuf, al-Tabari, and al-Maqrizi all
indicate that building (bina°) follows khatta.** One of the
exceptions is in al-Baladhuri, when he reports that Ibn
al-Adra‘ marked out (ikhfatfa) a mosque, but did not
build it, and he prayed in the place although it was not
built; then ‘Utba built it.2* From all this, we can con-
clude that khatta means the act of claiming a plot of land
on which one intends to build by marking it out, with
the ruler’s permission, and that it almost always
preceded the actual building. .

Guest says that ‘‘khiffah seems to convey the idea of
marking out with a line; its general meaning is ground
occupied for the first time, a ‘pitch’ or holding; hence
it comes to mean a site of any sort.’’?* This definition
clearly mixes the verb &hatia which denotes action with
the noun khitta which is the site. Al-Baladhuri uses the
verb khatta in describing the foundation of a mosque in
Basra, ““He commanded the marking-out (¢éhtitar) of
the mosque by his hand.”’® The structure of the
sentence suggests that khatta carries the implication that
the ground is marked by the acting party and not by a
ruler; if it had been marked out by the ruler, then it
would have been an allotment (ig/a). But this definition
does not rule out the possibility that yet another party
was involved. Yaqut relates that when the Prophet
came to Medina, he “‘allotted the people the houses
(diiry and dwellings (7162%);?® and he marked them out
(khatta) for the Bani Zahra [i.e., more than one family];
and he allotted [one to] al-Zubayr b. al-‘Awwam.”’?’

This passage suggests that khatfa as a verb denoted both
bestowing and marking the site, and that it could be
done by a third party. In this case, the Prophet both
bestowed and marked out the land for the Bani Zahra
to define its boundaries. It is also reported that the
Prophet marked out (£haffa) the house of Uthman, the
third caliph.?® But aside from these and a few similar
instances,?® in all the cases I turned up in the literature
the actual marking out was done by the prospective
inhabitant of the &Astta.?° In any case, only the structure
of the sentence itself can tell us who the acting party is.
Yaqut’s statement does, however, suggest a dif-
ference between khagta and agia‘a (the act of bestowing
the allotment). 4gfa% involves bestowing a specific site,
whose boundaries are established by the ruler, to a
party (whether one person or a group such as a family
or tribe), which must revive it within a limited time. It
cannot be owned unless it is revived. Khatta 1s the act
of marking out a site within a specific area with the
ruler’s permission by the party involved. The party,
not the ruler, decides on 1ts specific boundaries. In
aqia‘a, revival need not take place immediately; khaita
indicates that building will immediately follow. _
The difference in usage of these two verbs by
historians is clear when they speak of new towns. Khafta
is used in descriptions of Qairawan, Kufa, Basra, and
Fustat; agia‘a is used in describing a more organized
system such as that used in Baghdad.?' The difference
between them lies in who makes the decision. If the
party decides for itself, then the process is khafta; if the
decision is made by someone else, especially a central
authority, then it is agfa‘a. This is very clear in al-
Ya‘qubi’s description of al-Qatul’s foundation by al-
Mu‘tasim in 835, in which he states that al-Mu‘tasim
“marked out (akhtatta) the location of the town that he
built; and he bestowed (agfa®a) allotments on the
people, and he started to build, then [or until] the
people built palaces and houses; [consequently]| the
markets were established; then he [al-Mu‘tasim]
traveled from Qatul to Surramanra’a.’’?? Ibn Durayd
explains that khitun is the name of a place that is
marked out by a person for himself (yakhiastuhu -
nafsihi).*® Thus khatta is always undertaken by the party
named in the sentence — the reverse of agfa‘a — and
always suggests that the acting party was in control.
Does khitia connote anything about the kind of
building that will be constructed, or is its meaning
restricted solely to the building’s boundaries?
References to it in the historians suggest the latter: it
pertains strictly to the site and says nothing about what
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is to be built on it. Al-Ya‘qubi, for example, reports
that during Abu al-‘Abbas’s reign (d. 754), Abu Ja‘far
marked out (akhtatta) al-Rafiqa on the banks of the
FEuphrates and Adham b. Mihriz designed it (wa han-
dasaha lahu).®* When khatta is used as a verb it tells us
the size of the contracting party and the size of the site:
if it is used in combination with the name of a person,
we know it is referring to the building of a dwelling for
an individual or family; if it is used in combination with
the name of a tribe, we know that it is referring to a
piece of land that is collectively owned by that tribe. In
his study of Fustat, Guest concludes that ‘‘the areas
occupied by individuals among the founders for their
houses were known as their k#tafs.... The term applies
equally to collective holdings. Where the dwellings of
bodies such as tribes or subtribes were grouped within
a common boundary, the ground included was called
the khsttah (noun) of the group. It is to be noticed that
a khittah of this kind might be a part of another, as, for
instance, the khittah of a tribe might contain khigtah of
sections and these in turn khittah of families.”’?5

Guest’s conclusion is of great importance to our
investigation. The verb khatfa and the noun khitia can-
not be clearly understood unless the party referred to is
mentioned. In Arabic, the language often tells us
whether the noun refers to a male (khiffatuhu), a female
(khittatuha), a clan, subtribe or tribe, or even a group of
families or individuals with no blood ties (khettatuhum).
The verb khatta must occur in conjunction with a per-
son or group and also tells us something about them:
khatta (past tense) tells us it is a male individual; khattat,
a female, khatfu or ikhiatiu, a tribe. In short, who the
party is can easily be inferred from the structure of the
sentence. If it is a tribe, and the tribe collectively marks
out and claims the khifta, that khifta can include other
khitat (plural of khita) for subtribes which in turn can
contain khifas belonging to various families. Each khifta
is claimed by whoever inhabits the site.

Can khatta refer to claiming without reference to
marking or walling-in the site? It is reported that the
Prophet David planned to build a house of God in
Jerusalem. He marked out (khatta) his claim (khita),
“‘but the khsgta’s square corner (tarbi‘atuha) was under
the corner of a house that belonged to a man from
Israel.”’%6 Using the verb khatfa in reporting this inci-
dent implies that marking the ground was not essential,
but in practice the exceptions were few. Normally khagta
did refer to actually marking boundaries with lines or
walls or by some other means, i.e., it involved both
claiming and marking out a site.

In sum, khatia in the early Islamic period meant the
act of claiming a property, often but not necessarily by
the claimant’s marking it out with lines or structures to
establish its boundary after obtained the ruler’s permis-
sion to do so. It represents the first step in the building
process, but does not necessarily involve the internal
organization of the property. Khaffa always involves
people, but the party involved can be either an
individual or a family, tribe, or other group. Any khitta
can include other smaller khittas within it; each of these
is controlled by its inhabitant(s). The major difference
between khafta and agia‘a is in the way the boundary is
established. Khagta tells us that the party mentioned
decided on the boundaries; agfa‘e implies that an
outside authority made that decision. This means that
the only relation between the authority and the party
involved in a khifta is the permission. Thtiyar refers to the
demarcation of dead land; it does not involve a specific
place or the ruler’s permission. The dead land can be
revived by parties other than the demarcator. Khitta
involves the rights to a property that cannot be violated
by others; it is entirely under the control of the
inhabitants. An analogous expression in English might
be to stake out a claim.

Kufa. Kufa was founded as a camp town in the fourth
year of “Umar b. al-Khattab’s reign (634-44). Al-
Baladhuri (d. 892) tells us that when the Muslims in al-
Mada’in were plagued by mosquitoes, Sa‘d Ibn Abi
Waqgqas wrote to “Umar informing him of their
plight.3” According to al-Tabari (d. 923), in reply
‘Umar ordered Sa‘d to find a more habitable place to
which the Muslims could migrate. Umar’s only stipula-
tion was that no sea should intervene between himself
and the Muslims. Accordingly, Sa‘d chose al-Anbar,
but there they were plagued by flies, and he had to find
yet another site. Sa‘d sent Hudhayfa and Salman to
search for it, and they settled on Kufa.?® Al-Baladhuri
recounts that Ibn Buqayla presented himself before
Sa‘d and said to him, “‘I can show you a site which is
outside the waterless desert and higher than the mar-
shes.”’® Saying this, he pointed to Kufa. Al-Tabari
reports that Sa‘d made Abu al-Hayyaj responsible for
laying out the city. Following ‘Umar’s advice the main
roads (al-mandhij) were forty cubits wide, the next most
important were thirty cubits, and those in between
were twenty cubits; the lanes (aziggah) were seven; and
the land grants, except those in Bani Dabbah, sixty
cubits. A group of men known for their wisdom and
good judgment (ahl al-ra’) were called together to
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estimate the measurements; if they agreed on them
(hattd idhd aqamii ‘ald shay®), Abu al-Hayyaj would make
his decisions accordingly.*®

The first element to be laid out and built was the
mosque. When Sa®d arrived at the site he ordered a
man to shoot an arrow toward Mecca (the qgibla),
another arrow toward the north, a third to the south,
and a fourth to the ecast; he then marked the place
where each arrow landed. Sa‘d decided that the
mosque and the governor’s residence should be placed
around the spot where the archer had stood. Al-Tabari
says that the places where the arrows fell formed a
square in the center of which the mosque was to be
located. Sa‘d then ordered all others who wished to
build to do so outside that square. A ditch (khandaq) was
dug around the square (sahn) ‘‘so no one could
encroach onto it with buildings.”” From the square to
the north five roads (manahiyj) were marked, to the gibla
four, to the east and west three.*!

Decisions regarding where to found the town and
where to put the mosque, the governor’s residence, the
market, and the square had all been made by Sa‘d with
the advice of others. “‘Umar had only said that no sea
should come between the town and his residence in
Medina. Up to this point it appears that the inhabitants
had no influence over these decisions. Whether the
tribes have any influence over the layout of the town is
another question. Before Islam tribes had been a recog-
nized social unit, and that recognition continued after
Islam. Each tribe had its thitta, or territory, within the
town, but whether the tribes themselves decided on the
location and boundaries of their khiffa, whether they
were assigned a location and then settled on the boun-
dary with adjacent tribes, or whether they were
assigned the territory and had no influence over its
boundary, but were obliged to accept the layout estab-
lished by a central authority, is unclear. To find the
answer, we must first review what we know about the
foundation of Basra and Fustat.

Basra. Early Muslim towns were first thought by
Western scholars to be chaotic and then claimed by
Muslim scholars to be planned and ordered. Unfor-
tunately the Muslim scholars perceived a layout pre-
scribed by the authority or its representative as the
necessary prerequisite for order. Any environment
developed by the people without any plan by the central
authority was assumed to be disorderly, though that
need not necessarily have been the case.*? As a result,
to prove that order existed, scholarly efforts were con-

centrated on collecting evidence that these towns were
in fact centrally planned, and in the process misinter-
preted their data. Al-Janabi, for example, establishes a
hypothetical layout of Kufa in which he conceived the
town to be orthogonal and well designed.*®

Basra was founded in 638 by ‘Utba b. Ghazwan. Al-
Baladhuri (d. 892) says that the ‘‘people established
claims (or marked out, tkhtatfu) and built [their] dwell-
ings.”’* He does not refer to any authority. Al-
Mawardi (d. 1058) adds that

the companions [of the Prophet] had settled in Basra
during “Umar’s reign and made khittas for their
inhabiting tribes (gabd’li ahliha); they established the
width of its major streets which were its mirbad [place
where their horses were kept|* at sixty cubits; they made
the other streets twenty cubits, and they made the width
of each lane (zugdq) seven cubits. They also established
in the center of each khitta a wide rahba (forecourt) for
their horses’ stations and for their cemetery. Their
dwellings abutted each other. They did not do this with-
out an opinion on which they agreed (wa-lam yafalu
dhalika illa an ra’pin attafoqu “alayhi).*®

The first sentence of this passage refers to ‘‘the
companions’’ and not to the authority, and ‘‘com-
panion’’ can mean any individual who talked with, or
even just saw, the Prophet. Basra was founded just six
years after the Prophet’s death. The final sentence sug-
gests that the inhabitants could influence both the
layout of the khitfa and other decisions, if they did not
actually make them. The quotation from al-Mawardi is
also reported by Abu Ya‘la al-Hanbali (d. 1066) of the
same generation.*’” This may imply that both of them
quoted an earlier reliable source. Thus the khiat were
most likely laid out by the inhabitants and not, as
others have claimed, by the authorities.*® If any khufa
was marked out by someone other than the inhabitants
it would have been clear from the text.

Al-Baladhuri, for example, says of a group of people
(possibly Persians) known as the Asawira, who had
accepted Islam and moved to Basra after its founda-
tion, that ‘‘their khuta were marked out [khuifat, or
claimed] for them; then they settled and dug their
stream which is known as the Asawira stream [or
river}.”” This use of the word £hatfa means that someone
else had established their £hiita or claim for them.*®

Fustat. Fustat was founded in the year 641 or 642 by
‘Amr ibn al-‘As.®® Two contradictory theories have
been propounded about how it was laid out. According
to al-Hathloul,
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information from al-Fustat suggests two issues that were
certainly applicable in the other newly-founded amsar
towns [Kufa and Basra]: the khuffak as a system of plan-
ning; and the actual process of physical development
within the city, including the formation of the street pat-
terns. Regarding the first, the report of al-Maqrizi about
the three khifat, Ahl al-Rayah, Ahl al-Zahir, and al-
Lafif, suggests that the khiffah was used as a unit of plan-
ning and that it represented a system that was repeated
in all three towns. This system was based on the tribe as
an already existing institution. However, this institution
was flexible enough to expand or shrink to suit the
standard number of inhabitants that seem to have been
established for the khigtah. 5

On the other hand, describing the foundation of Fustat,
Guest asserts that “‘1f “Amr [the general] had conceived
the idea of assigning places to the founders of Fustat
and arranging for building on any kind of regular
scheme, of laying out the town on a definite plan, he
would not have been in a position to carry out his pro-
ject. There is some evidence that he did not make the
attempt.”’%? Then he concludes:

the arrangement of khifahs with intervals would have
enabled regular roads to be dispensed with at first. The
plan of later Fustat shows no trace of even one direct
main thoroughfare that may have dated from the foun-
dation, and its tortuous streets and ways are just such as
would have been formed if left to produce themselves as
the town grew up.”®

The first passage says that the tribes arranged them-
selves to fit a pre-planned system of units, i.e., that
they were assigned khiflas and did not themselves claim
them or decide upon their boundaries. The second
passage implies that tribes claimed and laid out their
own khiftas. My evidence supports the second.

When a person settled on a piece of land, it was rec-
ognized and respected as his property. Qaysaba b.
Kulthum had settled on the land that was chosen to be
the site for the mosque of ‘Amr b. al-‘As in Fustat. Al-
Magqrizi relates that when the site had been decided,
‘Amr asked Qaysaba for it, promising to give him
another piece of land in its place. To this Qaysaba
answered, ‘“You Muslims know that I possessed (huztw)
this site and owned it, and I am giving it as charity to
the Muslims.’’3* This case illustrates that even the
general himself did not have the power to compel a per-
son to relinquish his property. Al-Qadda‘, when
describing the settling of the tribes, states that they
‘“‘conjoined in on one another and they competed for
places; then ‘Amr assigned Mu‘awiyya b. Khadij and

. [three other persons] to take charge of the khittas,
and they abode the people and settled disputes between

the tribes; this was in the year twenty-one [642].”"%
This statement can be interpreted in two ways: either
the khitias were already marked out and the tribes com-
peted in selecting them, or the tribes came into conflict
when they marked out their sites, and those four
individuals were assigned by ‘Amr to settle the
disputes. But the phrase ‘‘conjoined in on one
another”” implies that the tribes all came in together;
had the khittas already been marked out, the heads of
the tribes would have been informed about their £hzffas’
location, and no disputes would have ensued.?¢

Guest cites forty-nine khstfas in the foundation of
Fustat.®” With four exceptions, all of them were named
either after tribes or after individuals, mainly promi-
nent figures or heads of tribes or subtribes. Al-Maqrizi
describes the location and the inhabitants of twenty-one
khattas in Fustat.’® According to his description, again
with the exception of the four khstas, each was settled
by members of the same tribe. In other words the tribes
did not shrink or expand to suit a standard number of
inhabitants, but the #khifta shrank or expanded to
accommodate the size of the group. Furthermore, from
the structure of the sentences which describe the forma-
tion of these khiffas one can easily conclude that they
were claimed by the tribes. For example, regarding the
khitta of Lakhm b. CAdiy, al-Magqrizi states that
“Lakhm started its khztfa from where al-Raya’s khifta
ended, and headed (as‘adat) toward the north....”
Regarding the khAitat of the Persians, he states that the
Persians ‘‘came with ‘“Amr ibn al-‘As to Egypt,”’ then
they settled it [Fustat], and they claimed the foot of the
mountain which is called Bab al-Bun mountain.’’s® It
seems that some tribes, such as the Bani W2’l, al-
Qabbad, Rayya and Rashida, had managed to select
better sites than others. Maqrizi’s explanation is that
they were arnong the first to come with “Amr to Fustat;
thus “‘they settled before the other people and claimed
these places.’’6°

Most of the khitfas have descriptions that mention in
one way or another that the tribes themselves settled
their khzttas. One tribe even had two khuffas at the same
time, and alternated their use. The tribe of Mahra had
a khita to the southeast (gzbley) of khiffa al-Raya which
‘“‘they used... to stable their horses on Fridays’’; they
also had another kAiifa at the foot of Yashkar mountain
in which they resided. Magqrizi relates that the tribe of
Mahra ultimately resided in the khifa near khufia al-
Raya and abandoned its houses in the £Astta on Yashkar
mountain.® This implies that the process of allotting
khittas involved settlement and not assignment; other-
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wise a tribe could never have occupied two khigtas at the
same time, especially one near khiffa al-Raya in the
center of Fustat, which the tribe used as a way station,
and especially when there were other tribes that could
not find a site to occupy.

Finally four AZigtas — those of Ahl al-Zahir, al-Lafif,
and al-Raya or Ahl al-Raya — were not named after
tribes. According to Ibn Manzur, the army was made
up of musters, each of which was listed in the diwan
(army lists). Basing his argument on the observation
that some tribes were subdivided and others obliged to
combine to form a khitta,%? Guest concludes that there
was a connection between a khiffa and a muster. To
argue this he uses the formation of the khstfa of Ahl al-
Raya, al-Lafif, and al-Zahir. But al-Magqrizi, the
source he refers to, does not support his conclusion.
Guest probably misunderstood his source, because he
did not notice that al-Maqrizi carefully distinguished
between khifta (sing.) and khetat (pl.). In fact, there was
no relationship between a muster and a khifta, but there
was a relationship between a tribe, or subtribe, and a
khitta.

When he mentions the khztat al-Lafif, al-Maqrizi uses
the plural because eight subtribes are involved. The
inhabitants of those khzfat voluntarily detached them-
selves from their tribes to follow a particular chief,
‘Umar b. Jumala. The inhabitants asked General ‘Amr
for a separate muster in the diwan, but the request was
refused because their kinsmen in the tribe objected. As
a result the members of the subtribes were mustered
with their kinsmen residing in different khifas, but not
with their tribes. As for the kfzfai of Ahl al-Zahir, al-
Magqprizi explains that they were named al-Zahir (*‘out-
sider’”) because the tribes which settled on them arrived
very late and found every site occupied. The name al-
Zahir refers to the site; it has nothing to do with a
muster. This is clear from the khutat al-‘Utaqa; which
is in the center of the al-Zabhir site; its inhabitants were
mustered together with the inhabitants of the khiftat Ahl
al-Raya in the center of Fustat. In other words the
inhabitants of two khittas at some distance from each
other were mustered up together.

The khifta of Ahl al-Raya (the People of the Flag), is
explained by al-Magqrizi as resulting when many tribes,
each with too few individuals to justify a separate
muster in the diwan, refused to be attached to or
referred to by the name of some other tribe. ““So “Amr
made a flag (rapa) for them and did not ascribe it to
anyone, and said, ‘you should muster beneath it,” so it
became their common lineage.’’% The Ahl al-Raya and

the inhabitants of the khigat al-“Utaga® who had arrived
late and had had to settle outside Fustat were mustered
together.

The khitta of the Ahl al-Ray was clearly claimed by
the inhabitants and not assigned to them. Al-Magqrizi
reports that they started marking their £hifta from the
spot where they had stood when they besieged the for-
tress known as Bab al-Hisn (the Gate of the Fortress).
Then they extended their kAdfta to Hammam al-Far and
on to the west up to the Nile. He adds that ‘‘this khitta
surrounds the great mosque on all sides,”’%* which tells
us that it was not contiguous.

The fourth k4iffa not named after a tribe were the
three khitat of al-Hamrawat (literally, the reddish
khigtas). Within the khitat, each khifta contained many
khitat belonging to various tribes. The majority of the
settlers were non-Arab Muslims who had come with
‘Amr from Damascus. For example, the khiftas of Bani
Rubil were settled by the approximately one thousand
Jews and the kAitas of Bani al-Azraq by four hundred
‘““‘Romans’’ who had converted to Islam. These khiftas,
too, were claimed and not assigned. 5

Finally the description of the hifias of al-Jiza, in a
part of Fustat on the western side of the Nile, given by
al-Magqrizi clearly implies that the tribes claimed their
khiftas and themselves decided upon their boundaries.
When, on Caliph ‘Umar’s request, General ‘Amr
asked them to move back to the eastern side of the river
for strategic reasons, the tribes refused and ‘Amr had
no way to compel them to obey.%¢

It is clear, then, that Fustat was not planned by a
central authority and that the khitfa was never used as
a planning unit; rather, each tribe claimed its khifta and
established its own boundaries. If each tribe had the
right to establish its own boundaries, it certainly owned
and controlled the land within them.

The situation in Kufa was somewhat different, but it
can still be extrapolated from the better documented
settling of Basra and Fustat. The major difference is
that Fustat was occupied gradually; Kufa was settled all
at once. The settlers had stayed in al-Mada’in tem-
porarily; then they moved on when the site for Kufa
had been selected.

Abu al-Hayyaj and a group of men of distinguished
reputation (ahl al-ra’) were given the task of laying out
the main roads in Kufa, which were to radiate out from
the square; they were also to follow Caliph “Umar’s
advice on the width of those roads. Unfortunately we
know nothing about the identity or size of this group.
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However it is likely that its members were from the
various tribes, each representing his own tribe’s
interests. According to al-Tabari’s report, the decisions
were made by Abu al-Hayyaj after agreements were
reached among those representatives. This implies that
Abu al-Hayyaj did not make the decision, but was
rather an organizer or even a mediator among the
mermbers.

Little is known about how the tribes were settled in
the town. However, al-Tabari relates that they were
located on the land between the main marked roads.
He also gives their names and where each was located.
In some cases more than one tribe shared the site
between two roads. For example, the tribe of Juhayna
shared the road and the area between two roads with a
group of people who did not belong to any tribe (akhldt).
His description does not imply that tribes shared
khifias, as some scholars have claimed,®’ but that they
shared the main road or the area between two main
roads. In other words, the khifta was not used as a plan-
ning unit; its size was reduced or expanded according
to the size of the tribe that was to settle on it. This is
clear from al-Baladhuri when he reports that Nizar’s
khitta was sited on the west side of the marked square
and contained eight thousand individuals, while the
Ahl al-Yaman, with a khiffa on the east side of the
square, had twelve thousand.%® Furthermore, the roads
radiating from the square varied in number in different
directions. Toward the north five roads were marked,
toward the south four, and toward the east and west
three. This suggests that the areas in between these
roads were not equal. Following ‘Umar’s instructions,
the allotments given to individuals were also not of a
uniform size.5®

Al-Tabari adds that ““[the tribes] built [did not mark]
secondary roads that were narrower than the main
roads and ran either parallel to or between them.”’” The
latter, the connecting roads, met but did not intersect
the main roads.” The main roads were marked out by
a central authority, but the narrower secondary roads
were not. They either emerged as a result of the
incremental building of dwellings or they were
designated by adjoining tribes as boundaries between
their £hit{as or by members of the same tribe to mark
out holdings within the tribal kAsgfa. When al-Tabari
tells us that the streets met, but did not cross, the main
roads, this too suggests that their course was decided on
by the inhabitants, whether the various tribes or
members of a single tribe.

Al-Tabari’s description mentions twenty tribes and

suggests that they included all the tribes that originally
inhabited Kufa. Al-Janabi tells us that at its foundation
Kufa’s population included approximately a hundred
thousand combat soldiers,”! suggesting that the popula-
tion of each khifta numbered in the thousands. Each
khifta was so large that it had its own cemetery and
mosque.’ Sources agree that each tribe subdivided its
own khiffa.”®

If the authorities did not intervene by assigning
khittas in Fustat and deciding on their boundaries in
Fustat, Kufa, and Basra, then we can assume that it
also did not interfere with the way each tribe used its
land. Where a tribe occupied one large khifta, it must
have had complete tribal autonomy. The only regula-
tion imposed from outside was that to ensure privacy
dwellings could not exceed three stories.”®

The sources indicate not only that each #khifta
includes many smaller khitas which in turn contain
many more still smaller £hittas, but that a khiffe need not
be completely built on. The residing party can leave
unbuilt spaces and still retain ownership. In al-Jiza the
khittas clearly contained open spaces so that when rein-
forcements were sent and the population increased,
each group had land left for any relatives. In this way
the building so increased that the khiftas of Jiza closed
up into one.” In Kufa, al-Tabari says that when a new
group of people (al-rawddif) arrived, the inhabitants of
a dwelling or a khifta would either make room for the
newcomers, if they were few, or some inhabitants
would move out and join their relatives on new land,
if the newcomers were numerous.”® This suggests that
a khifta, whether a dwelling or a tribal holding, included
some unbuilt space. Since the tribe collectively invited
newcomers belonging to the tribe to occupy unoccupied
land within the khdtta, the tribe must collectively have
controlled all the khifta’s unbuilt space. In the case of
families or groups of families, relatives were permitted
to settle unbuilt territory, indicating that families too
controlled their unbuilt spaces.

Putting all these pieces together we may conclude
that all the decisions in these towns were made by the
inhabitants, with no intervention from the central
authority. Shared places such as forecourts, squares,
streets, and culs-de-sac within the khifa were collec-
tively owned and controlled. The town thereby became
a series of adjacent properties controlled by its users,
suggesting that the morphology of these towns came
about as the result of the many small decisions made by
the settlers themselves. The users owned the land that
became the lanes and dead-end streets; the streets were
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1. Territorial structure of the early Muslim garrison town. Letters
refer to group (A), subgroup (B), and private holdings (C); numbers
refer to vacant or shared space.

determined by the boundaries of the quarters. Each
khitta contained other smaller khiftas that held even
smaller khstas, and so on. In figure 1, the space marked
(1) is the space from several subtribal claims (marked
A) that has been deliberately left vacant. Each subtribal
territory (A) contains several subdivisions (B) and a
shared space (2). Each subdivision (B) includes several
private properties (C) and a shared space (3). Every
holder of a (C) controls his own property and is also a
member of the party that controls the (B) subdivision
and that owns the (3) shared space. They, along with
the rest of the (B)’s, control the larger shared space.
The space markeéd (1) is controlled and owned by the
whole group (A’s).

The major structural difference between contem-
porary cities and the early Muslim garrison towns is
that today individuals do not control public spaces
directly. They are now controlled by external agencies,
such as municipalities. Any individual has the right to
enter any street. Except for private property, territorial
boundaries are not well defined in the modern city and
professionals use physical elements to define the hier-
archy of spaces — public, semi-public, and semi-
private — that used to be demarcated by the Ahitta
system, according to which all spaces were private, and
controlled by family, subtribe, tribe, etc., depending
on the space. When every space in the city was con-
trolled by the clearly defined entity that inhabited the
site and not, as in present-day municipalities, by an
authority remote from it, responsibility for it was also
clear-cut. '

The . economic, cultural, and social implications of
this change are many. Keeping the city clean, for
example, was once the responsibility of the inhabitants,
since they would not have allowed an outsider to
trespass on their land. In contemporary Muslim cities,
governments have to keep the public spaces clean,
because the users no longer own it and no longer feel
responsible for it. Although the old system had its
advantages, it also had its drawbacks. The lessons that
can be drawn from the past about city organization
remain to be discussed.””

King Faisal University
Dammam, Saudi Arabia
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