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Abstract

Baghdad, as one of the most prominent economic centers of the Islamic world, experienced
unparalleled prosperity in agriculture, industry, and trade during the early Abbasid era. This
remarkable prosperity prompts the question of why the city was established and developed
economically. For a long time, scholars have been interested in the influence of geographical
conditions on human civilizations. Baghdad's strategic location between the Tigris and Euphrates
rivers further highlights the significance of this factor. However, the role of human factors and the
active policies of the caliphs in utilizing these capacities cannot be overlooked. Accordingly, the
present study, by critiquing the geography-based theory that emphasizes the determining role of
environmental factors in the formation of civilizations and human societies, seeks to answer the
guestion: what impact did geographical factors, alongside human factors — especially the policies of
the caliphs and the development of trade — have on the economic prosperity of Baghdad through their
interaction with these geographical conditions? This study has been conducted using a historical
analysis method and a descriptive-analytical approach to explain how natural conditions and human
actions interacted to influence the economic growth of Baghdad during the period under study. The
results of this study show that the economic prosperity of Baghdad during the early Abbasid period
was the result of the complex interaction of geographical and human factors.
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Introduction

The first Abbasid period (132-232 AH) marks a significant turning point in the history of Islamic
civilization. This era witnessed unprecedented prosperity across political, cultural, and economic
spheres, particularly following the emergence of Baghdad as the capital of the caliphate. The city not
only became the administrative and political center of the empire but also served as the primary engine
of economic growth in the Islamic world during that time.

Throughout history, various theories have been proposed to explain the factors underlying this
prosperity. From ancient perspectives—such as Hippocrates’ theory of climate—to more modern
approaches within geographical and historical sciences, scholars have long been interested in the
influence of environmental and geographical factors on the formation and development of
civilizations. Adherents of the geography-based school often emphasize the determining role of
natural phenomena—such as climate, topography, and the availability of water and soil resources—in
shaping social and economic realities (Shokohi, 1998: 29). Baghdad, as a classical example of how
geographical location can catalyze civilizational progress, provides an ideal case study in this regard.

This study seeks to analyze and elucidate the interaction between geographical conditions and
human agency in driving the economic growth of Baghdad during the first Abbasid period. Drawing
on reliable historical and geographical sources, it strives to present a comprehensive and multi-
dimensional picture of the city’s economic dynamics—moving beyond purely environmental
explanations to highlight the active and constructive role of human initiative in realizing the potential
of the natural environment.

Method and approach

This research adopts an explanatory-analytical approach grounded in the historical method. Data have
been collected and examined primarily from first-hand historical and geographical sources to explain
how the interplay between natural conditions and human activities contributed to the economic
development of Baghdad during the studied period.

Findings and Results

The geographical location of Baghdad has long been a subject of scholarly interest, as its multifaceted
characteristics formed the foundation for one of the most significant centers of civilization in the
Islamic Middle Ages. An important point of inquiry is the comparison between Baghdad’s location
prior to its establishment and that of earlier regional power centers. According to Ya‘qubi, in ancient
times Baghdad was only a small and dependent village under the jurisdiction of the city of Dura, while
the primary political and urban center of the region was Mada’in—located about seven farsakhs from
Baghdad—particularly around the site of the Iwan of Kasra. This situation suggests that Baghdad’s
current site did not originally possess remarkable strategic or economic value; rather, its later
prominence was the result of evolving historical, political, and human factors (Ya‘qubi, n.d.: 16).
Nevertheless, accounts by Yaqut al-Hamawi indicate that even before the Arab conquest, this “small
village” maintained an active monthly market that attracted merchants from distant regions such as
Fars and Ahvaz. The scale of this commercial activity was such that Muthanna ibn Haritha’s
expedition to the area may partly have aimed to capitalize on its emerging trade potential (Hamawi,
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n.d.: 1/588). Similarly, al-Khatib al-Baghdadi highlighted the centrality of the Baghdad market,
describing it as a “large and influential commercial institution” that played a key role in the local
economy (al-Khatib al-Baghdadi, 1417: 1/53). These testimonies collectively reveal that the area
possessed latent commercial vitality even before being designated as the seat of the Abbasid caliphate.

The foundation of Baghdad as the Abbasid capital thus marked a decisive turning point that
enabled the full realization of the region’s geographical and economic potential. When analyzing the
reasons behind Baghdad’s emergence as one of the leading civilizational and economic centers of its
era, two general perspectives surface: one attributes the city’s success primarily to geographical and
locational advantages, while the other emphasizes the determining role of human ingenuity, enterprise,
and governance. Studies indicate that although Baghdad’s strategic position—at the confluence of the
Tigris and Euphrates rivers and along major trade routes—provided substantial advantages, location
alone cannot explain its extraordinary rise. Prior to the Abbasid period, Baghdad was not a major
urban or political hub; rather, it was deliberate planning, visionary leadership, and effective execution
by human agents that transformed it into the political, economic, and cultural heart of the Islamic
world.

An examination of the role of economic actors, artisans, merchants, and statesmen in this process,
alongside the study of urban development patterns, illuminates the dynamic synergy between urban
structure and economic prosperity in early Abbasid Baghdad.

Conclusion

The study of historical and geographical documents in this study showed that the economic prosperity
of Baghdad in the early Abbasid era was the result of a complex and dynamic interaction of
geographical conditions and human factors. These two factors, not separately, but in their interaction
with each other, paved the way for Baghdad to become a prominent economic center in the Islamic
world. The transformation of Baghdad from a remote village with a seasonal market into a densely
populated and economically prosperous city was undoubtedly due to the employment of skilled people
in the construction of the city and the arrangement of its pillars, the creation of channels for access to
drinking water and suitable roads to reach the ends of the world. As a result, if geography was
important in the first stage, then the fundamental role was played by the human element that led to the
flourishing of the city. Geographical elements are potential components that cannot be effective until
they are actualized, and it is undoubtedly man who actualizes potential natural features. More
precisely, favorable geographical conditions only provided a platform and potential for Baghdad's
economic growth, but it was these humans who, by taking advantage of these capabilities and with
their active and intelligent actions, transformed this city into a flourishing and prosperous economic
center. The mere presence of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers was insufficient to ensure Baghdad’s
unparalleled commercial prosperity. Rather, it was the deliberate actions of the Abbasid caliphs—
specifically, the construction of canals and bridges to facilitate the efficient transport of goods,
coupled with the active securing of trade routes—that fostered an environment conducive to
mercantile activity and incentivized merchants to operate within Baghdad.
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