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Abstract. This article examines the long-term development of neighborhood organization in Central 

Asia, distinguishing ancient communal precedents from the historically identifiable medieval 

mahalla. The study asks how environmental cooperation, urban growth, craft specialization, 

religious endowments, and local mediation contributed to the formation of durable territorial 

communities. It applies a historical-comparative and source-critical method to medieval narrative 

evidence and modern scholarship on Central Asian urban history and mahalla governance. The 

results show that ancient residential quarters and irrigation communities supplied practices of 

collective maintenance, resource coordination, and territorial solidarity, but the available evidence 

does not justify describing them as fully formed mahallas. A more recognizable institution emerged 

in the medieval Islamic city, where quarters combined residential identity with religious, economic, 

charitable, and mediating functions. These functions varied between cities and periods and were 

shaped by relations with rulers, markets, mosques, and endowments. The article therefore rejects a 

model of an unchanged institution surviving from antiquity. Instead, it interprets the mahalla as an 

adaptive form of local organization built upon earlier communal practices and reconfigured under 

medieval urban conditions. This distinction clarifies both the historical specificity and the 

institutional resilience of the mahalla in Central Asian history. 
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Qədim qonşuluq icmalarından orta əsr məhəlləsinə: Mərkəzi 

Asiyada yerli təşkilatlanmanın tarixi təhlili 
 

İxtiyor Cəlilov  

 

Xülasə. Məqalədə Mərkəzi Asiyada məhəllə tipli yerli təşkilatlanmanın uzunmüddətli inkişafı 

araşdırılır və qədim icma formaları tarixən müəyyən edilə bilən orta əsr məhəlləsindən fərqləndirilir. 

Tədqiqatın məqsədi ekoloji əməkdaşlığın, şəhər artımının, sənətkarlıq ixtisaslaşmasının, dini 

vəqflərin və yerli vasitəçiliyin dayanıqlı ərazi icmalarının formalaşmasına təsirini müəyyən etməkdir. 

Orta əsr yazılı mənbələri və Mərkəzi Asiyanın şəhər tarixi ilə məhəllə idarəçiliyinə dair müasir elmi 

ədəbiyyat tarixi-müqayisəli və mənbəşünaslıq üsulları ilə təhlil edilmişdir. Nəticələr göstərir ki, 

qədim yaşayış kvartalları və suvarma icmaları kollektiv təsərrüfat, resursların əlaqələndirilməsi və 
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ərazi həmrəyliyi təcrübələrini yaratmışdır; lakin mövcud dəlillər onları tam formalaşmış məhəllə 

adlandırmağa kifayət etmir. Daha aydın məhəllə institutu orta əsr İslam şəhərində meydana çıxmış, 

yaşayış mənsubiyyətini dini, iqtisadi, xeyriyyə və vasitəçilik funksiyaları ilə birləşdirmişdir. Məqalə 

məhəlləni qədimdən dəyişmədən qalan qurum kimi deyil, əvvəlki icma təcrübələri üzərində qurulan 

və orta əsr şəhər şəraitində yenidən formalaşan çevik yerli təşkilat kimi şərh edir. Bu yanaşma 

məhəllənin həm tarixi xüsusiyyətlərini, həm də müxtəlif siyasi və iqtisadi şəraitə uyğunlaşma 

qabiliyyətini daha dəqiq izah edir. 

 

Açar sözlər: məhəllə, qonşuluq icması, yerli təşkilatlanma, orta əsr şəhəri, Mərkəzi Asiya, şəhər 

tarixi, sosial həmrəylik, icma idarəçiliyi 
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Introduction 

 

The mahalla occupies a prominent place in scholarship on Central Asian society because it has served 

simultaneously as a place of residence, a network of mutual obligation, and a channel linking 

inhabitants with wider political institutions. In modern usage, the word may denote a neighborhood, 

a community, or a recognized unit of local administration. These meanings overlap, but they should 

not be projected uncritically onto antiquity. Residential clustering and collective action are far older 

than the term’s documented institutional meanings; similarity of function alone does not establish 

institutional identity. 

 

Earlier accounts often describe the mahalla as an ancient and essentially continuous institution. Such 

formulations capture the durability of neighborhood solidarity, yet they risk turning a complex 

historical process into an origin narrative. Ancient Central Asian settlements contained residential 

quarters, irrigation associations, craft areas, and collective facilities. Medieval Islamic cities likewise 

contained quarters organized around streets, markets, mosques, occupational groups, and local 

reputations. The historical question is not whether these phenomena resemble one another, but how 

earlier practices were recombined into more recognizable forms of mahalla organization. 

 

Central Asia provides an especially productive setting for this inquiry. Irrigated agriculture required 

coordination beyond the household, while long-distance trade supported dense urban centers such as 

Bukhara and Samarkand. Political authority changed repeatedly—from pre-Islamic polities to the 

Samanids, Qarakhanids, Khwarazmshahs, Mongol successor states, and Timurids—without 

eliminating the practical need for neighborhood-level cooperation. Regional histories emphasize both 

the economic integration of cities and their social diversity (Barthold, 1968; Frye, 1996; Golden, 

2011). 

 

The article aims to reconstruct the transition from ancient communal precedents to the medieval 

mahalla and to identify the principal functions that supported its resilience. It addresses three 

questions: Which ancient practices can reasonably be treated as precedents rather than mahallas in 

the strict sense? Under what medieval urban conditions did a more identifiable quarter-based 

institution develop? How did administrative mediation, economic specialization, religious life, and 

mutual aid reinforce one another? Answering these questions contributes to a historically precise 

interpretation of local organization and avoids treating the modern mahalla as a timeless template.  
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Materials and Methods 

 

The research uses a qualitative historical design combining chronological reconstruction, 

comparative analysis, and source criticism. The chronological scope extends from ancient urban and 

irrigation communities to the late medieval period, while the geographical focus is Transoxiana and 

adjacent areas of Central Asia. The unit of analysis is not a fixed legal body but the territorial 

community and the practices through which residents organized shared space, resources, welfare, and 

representation. 

 

The evidence consists of three groups. First, broad histories of Central Asia provide political, 

economic, and urban context (Barthold, 1968; Bosworth, 1996; Frye, 1996; Golden, 2011; Levi & 

Sela, 2010; Soucek, 2000). Second, Narshakhi’s account of Bukhara is used as a medieval narrative 

source for the spatial and social organization of an important regional city (Narshakhi, 2007). Third, 

scholarship on the mahalla supplies conceptual and institutional analysis, including the relationship 

between territorial community, social identity, and state power (Dadabaev, 2013; Sievers, 2002). 

Later evidence is not treated as direct proof of ancient or medieval conditions; it is used to define 

analytical questions and to identify functions requiring historical verification. 

 

Sources were read comparatively for recurring indicators: territorial boundaries, shared infrastructure, 

occupational concentration, religious or charitable facilities, leadership, dispute mediation, collective 

contributions, and representation before authorities. Claims were retained only when consistent with 

the chronology and genre of the source. The analysis distinguishes material evidence of a residential 

quarter from evidence of an institution, because street plans and building clusters cannot by 

themselves reveal rules, authority, or collective identity. 

 

The method has limitations. Medieval chronicles privilege cities, rulers, and exceptional events, while 

the routines of ordinary neighborhoods often remain implicit. The surviving evidence is uneven 

across regions and periods, and terminology varies by language and author. Rural communities are 

less visible than large cities. Consequently, the findings identify plausible institutional processes 

rather than a single, uniform developmental sequence for all of Central Asia. 

 

Results 

 

Ancient communal precedents 

The earliest relevant evidence concerns collective practices rather than a named mahalla institution. 

Central Asian settlement depended on the organization of water, land, access routes, and defense. In 

oasis environments, canals and distribution channels required construction, cleaning, scheduling, and 

conflict management. These tasks encouraged cooperation among households occupying the same 

locality. The resulting communities possessed territorial awareness and shared responsibilities, but 

their internal offices and rules cannot be reconstructed uniformly from archaeological form. 

 

Ancient cities also display differentiated residential and productive zones. Such spatial organization 

suggests that daily interaction was concentrated at a scale smaller than the city as a whole. Shared 

lanes, courtyards, water points, walls, and workshops generated practical interdependence. These 

conditions could produce collective maintenance and neighborhood reputation. Nevertheless, calling 

every quarter a mahalla would collapse the distinction between physical proximity and institutional 

organization. The more defensible conclusion is that ancient quarters provided a repertoire of 

collective practices later incorporated into medieval neighborhood communities. 

 

Trade expanded this repertoire. Central Asia’s position within interregional exchange encouraged 

markets, caravan traffic, and specialized production. Urban populations included merchants, artisans, 
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religious figures, officials, and migrants whose interactions required coordination and trust (Frye, 

1996; Golden, 2011). Economic interdependence did not automatically generate a mahalla, but it 

strengthened the advantages of stable local networks and recognizable territorial groups. 

 

Medieval urban institutionalization 

The medieval Islamic city created conditions in which territorial, religious, and economic 

organization could become more closely integrated. Bukhara, Samarkand, and other centers expanded 

under dynasties whose administrations depended on cities for revenue, learning, and trade. Urban 

space was divided into quarters associated with gates, markets, mosques, occupations, and local 

communities. Narshakhi’s description of Bukhara records a city composed of distinct places and 

social groups, illustrating the importance of suburban and intra-urban territorial identities (Narshakhi, 

2007). 

 

A recognizable medieval mahalla should therefore be understood as a composite institution. 

Residence gave it a territorial base; repeated interaction gave it social density; mosques and other 

facilities supplied meeting points; markets and workshops connected it to the urban economy; and 

respected residents could mediate with authorities. No single element was sufficient. Their 

combination enabled a quarter to act as a community in matters that exceeded the capacity of 

individual households. 

 

The development was neither simultaneous nor identical across the region. Political systems differed 

in their fiscal reach and urban administration, and conquest could redistribute population or alter 

property relations. The Samanid, Qarakhanid, and Khwarazmian periods supported different 

configurations of authority, while the Mongol conquest and Timurid reconstruction changed urban 

scale and commercial connections (Barthold, 1968; Bosworth, 1996; Soucek, 2000; Subtelny, 2007). 

The mahalla’s resilience lay partly in its capacity to operate within these changing arrangements 

rather than outside politics altogether. 

 

Governance, mediation, and public works 

Neighborhood communities reduced the distance between residents and higher authorities. Local 

notables or elders could communicate obligations, represent grievances, organize contributions, and 

coordinate routine maintenance. These activities should not be equated with autonomous municipal 

government. They were forms of intermediary governance whose authority depended on reputation, 

custom, religious legitimacy, material resources, and recognition by inhabitants or officials.  

 

Public works were a central field of collective action. Streets, drainage, water points, small bridges, 

walls, and communal buildings required labor and financing. A territorial community could mobilize 

residents more effectively than a distant administration for such recurring tasks. Cooperation also had 

a disciplinary dimension: the same social proximity that enabled assistance could create pressure to 

comply with local expectations. Mahalla solidarity was therefore both supportive and normative. 

 

Mediation constituted another practical function. Family disagreements, property boundaries, debts, 

and minor commercial conflicts could be addressed by respected residents before they escalated. 

Outcomes drew on custom, Islamic legal concepts, and the relative standing of participants. Informal 

mediation did not replace courts or jurists, but it offered a nearby mechanism for negotiated 

settlement. The coexistence of local norms and formal authority is a recurring feature of later mahalla 

governance as well (Sievers, 2002). 

 

Economic, religious, and welfare functions 

Craft and commercial specialization reinforced neighborhood organization. Artisans benefited from 

proximity to tools, suppliers, apprentices, and customers, while occupational reputation attached to 
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particular streets or quarters. Concentration supported the transmission of technical knowledge and 

facilitated collective responses to market conditions. Yet medieval quarters were not simply guild 

districts: households, religious facilities, and everyday services remained part of the same social 

landscape. 

 

Mosques, schools, bathhouses, markets, and endowed properties could anchor communal life. The 

neighborhood mosque provided more than ritual space; it created regular contact and a setting in 

which information, moral expectations, and charitable needs became visible. Endowments could 

support buildings, water facilities, education, and aid. These arrangements linked local solidarity to 

the wider institutions of Islamic society (Lapidus, 2014; McChesney, 1991). Their precise 

composition varied, so the presence of a mosque should not be treated as proof of a standardized 

administrative structure. 

 

Mutual assistance addressed risks that households could not always manage alone. Illness, death, fire, 

widowhood, orphanhood, travel, and temporary poverty created needs for food, labor, money, and 

ceremonial support. Wealthier residents and charitable endowments could contribute resources, while 

neighbors supplied labor and information. Such practices strengthened attachment to place because 

membership carried both obligations and expectations of support. 

 

Women’s participation is less visible in formal narratives but was indispensable to neighborhood 

reproduction. Women maintained networks around childbirth, marriage, mourning, food preparation, 

care, and the transmission of custom. Their work demonstrates why institutional history cannot be 

limited to named male officeholders. Domestic and ceremonial cooperation formed part of the 

infrastructure through which community identity persisted, even when written sources did not record 

it in administrative terms. 

 

Discussion 

 

The results support a model of layered development. Ancient irrigation and residential communities 

established practices of territorial cooperation; urbanization intensified repeated interaction; and the 

medieval Islamic city connected local residence with religious, commercial, charitable, and mediating 

institutions. This model explains continuity without assuming that a single organization survived 

unchanged from antiquity. 

 

The distinction between precedent and institution is analytically important. If any group sharing water 

or space is called a mahalla, the concept loses historical specificity. Conversely, if the term is 

restricted only to modern legally recognized bodies, the longer history of local communal 

organization disappears. A middle position treats the medieval mahalla as an identifiable 

configuration assembled from older practices under new urban, political, and religious conditions. 

This interpretation also modifies claims about autonomy. Mahallas could organize local affairs, but 

they were not isolated from rulers or markets. Authorities could use neighborhood intermediaries to 

collect resources or transmit decisions, while residents could use the same intermediaries to negotiate 

demands. Modern studies likewise show that mahalla identity is produced through residence and 

memory but can be reshaped by political intervention (Dadabaev, 2013). This later evidence cautions 

against romanticizing community solidarity as automatically egalitarian or independent. 

 

Comparison with other regions should focus on functions rather than claims of uniqueness. Medieval 

cities in the broader Islamic world also contained quarters, mosques, markets, endowments, and forms 

of local mediation (Lapidus, 2014). European towns developed parishes, guilds, wards, and 

neighborhood associations. The Central Asian mahalla is distinctive not because every function was 
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exclusive to the region, but because territorial, religious, economic, and welfare relationships were 

repeatedly combined within a durable local framework. 

 

Institutional resilience resulted from flexibility. Boundaries, leaders, occupations, and relations with 

the state could change while the practical need for nearby cooperation remained. This flexibility also 

produced variation and inequality. Wealth, gender, lineage, occupation, and reputation affected 

participation and authority. The mahalla should therefore be analyzed as a field of negotiation as well 

as solidarity. The study’s conclusions remain provisional because the evidence is urban-centered and 

uneven. Archaeological mapping can identify quarters but rarely reveals the norms governing them, 

while chronicles seldom document ordinary routines. Future research should combine manuscript 

analysis with archaeological spatial data, historical hydrology, waqf documents, and comparative 

study of named quarters. Regional case studies are especially necessary to test whether patterns found 

in Bukhara and Samarkand apply to smaller towns and rural settlements. 

 

Conclusion 

 

The history of the mahalla is best understood as a process of institutional formation rather than the 

survival of an unchanged body from antiquity. Ancient Central Asian communities developed 

collective practices around water, residence, production, and security. These practices formed 

important precedents, but the evidence does not establish that they possessed the full social and 

institutional configuration later associated with the mahalla. 

 

In medieval cities, territorial identity became integrated with mosques, markets, craft networks, 

charity, public works, mediation, and representation. This multifunctional combination allowed 

residents to address local problems while remaining connected to wider political and religious 

institutions. Its adaptability helped the mahalla persist through dynastic change, conquest, and 

economic transformation. 

 

A historically precise account therefore recognizes both continuity and change. The mahalla inherited 

a repertoire of communal cooperation, yet its forms varied across place and time. This conclusion 

strengthens, rather than weakens, the institution’s significance: its durability derived not from 

immobility but from the capacity to reorganize shared responsibilities under changing conditions. 

Further source-based regional research can clarify the chronology and diversity of that development. 
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