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Abstract

During the Abbasid era, Baghdad, as the capital of the caliphate, played an
unparalleled role in the Islamic world. The city was not only the political and
administrative center of the caliphate but also, due to its economic position, extensive
trade routes, and congregation of scholars, became a scientific, cultural, and religious
hub of the Islamic world. Its significance during this period stemmed from the
simultaneous implementation of precise policies, advanced urban engineering, and the
utilization of religious symbolism and monumental architecture, all of which
reinforced the legitimacy of the Abbasid caliphate. This article focuses on the interplay
of three key dimensions—geographical planning, architecture, and religious
narratives—and demonstrates how the selection of Baghdad’s location, urban design,
and networks of religious storytelling collectively contributed to consolidating the
Abbasid capital. The main research problem examines the role of geographic selection,
urban planning, and religious narrative construction in establishing Baghdad’s status as
the capital and center of Abbasid legitimacy. The findings indicate that positioning the
Tigris as the city’s axis, creating trade routes to the east and west, designing a central
core including the Grand Mosque and the Caliphal Palace with architectural symbols
such as the green dome, and utilizing hadiths attributed to the Prophet and Imam Ali
(peace be upon him) all played a role in reinforcing Baghdad’s political, religious, and
economic legitimacy. This strategic combination demonstrates that Baghdad was not
merely a product of natural or economic features but the result of deliberate
governmental planning and cultural-religious symbolization. The research
methodology is historical-analytical, based on both primary and secondary sources
including geographical, historical, and hadith texts, and reconstructs Abbasid decision-
making patterns and symbolic practices through comparative analysis.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

This study examines the deliberate processes through which the early the Abbasid
government transformed Baghdad from a newly founded administrative center into a
sacralized capital that embodied political legitimacy and cultural authority. It argues that
Baghdad’s elevation to a quasi-sacred “capital of the caliphate” was not an incidental
consequence of geography or commerce but the result of an integrated policy of spatial
planning, monumental architecture, and manufactured religious narratives. The central
research question asks: Which mechanisms—geographic selection, urban design, and
religious storytelling including fabricated traditions—were employed to sacralize
Baghdad and consolidate Abbasid legitimacy? The study finds that the Abbasid project
combined strategic site selection along the Tigris, a concentric city plan that centralized
palace and mosque, and the promotion or fabrication of prophetic and Ali-attributed
traditions, all of which operated together to naturalize and legitimate Abbasid rule in the
collective Muslim imagination.

2. Theoretical Framework

The analysis draws on the “urban power and symbolism” paradigm, which treats cities as
political texts: urban form, monuments, and toponymy are instruments through which
rulers encode authority and transmit ideology across space and time. Following Grabar
and Lefebvre, the framework posits that architectural form and the production of urban
space are means of political communication and legitimacy production. Within this
theoretical lens, Baghdad’s circular plan, axial organization, ceremonial core (Grand
Mosque and Caliphal Palace), defensive rings, and sacralized toponyms act as semiotic
devices that made political claims visible, routinized, and durable. The framework also
integrates discourse analysis of religious traditions to assess how narrative engineering
(including weak or spurious hadiths) functioned as a discursive technology
complementing physical symbolism.

3. Methodology

This research is historical-analytical and comparative. Primary sources (contemporary
and near-contemporary Arabic chronicles, geographies, and hadith compilations) are
systematically read and cross-referenced with secondary literature in urban history,
Islamic studies, and architectural history. Key chronicles and geographies (e.g., al-
Tabari, al-Maqdisi, Khatib al-Baghdadi) supply descriptive and anecdotal evidence about
planning decisions, symbolic elements (e.g., the Green Dome, the equestrian standard),
and attributed prophetic/’Ali traditions. The study subjects these texts to source
criticism—evaluating isnad chains, authorial date, and contextual congruence—to
distinguish likely later fabrications from earlier attestations. Architectural and spatial
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descriptions are analyzed to reconstruct the intended semiotic program of the city
(centrality, defensibility, axiality), while comparative readings with other medieval urban
projects help isolate uniquely Abbasid strategies.

4. Discussion
Findings unfold along three interrelated axes:

Geographic and Economic Strategy. The selection of the Tigris corridor provided
Baghdad with multi-directional trade access (east-west connections) and fertile
hinterlands. This choice served practical economic and military ends and also supported
a narrative of centrality—Baghdad as the node linking diverse regions of the caliphate.

Urban Engineering and Architectural Symbolism. The city’s round plan—palace and
Grand Mosque at the core, four gates opening to cardinal directions, concentric defensive
rings—materialized the ideological claim that Abbasid rule represented cosmic, political,
and administrative order. Monumental elements (the Green Dome, the palace complex,
the equestrian effigy used as a public sign) functioned as mnemonic devices that signaled
divine favor, imperial continuity (through selective appropriation of Sasanian forms),
and surveillance-legitimacy: the center both sacralized and controlled.

Narrative Production and Religious Legitimization. A corpus of hadiths and
prophetic-type sayings linking Baghdad to prophetic or Imamic prestige emerged in
sources produced after the city’s foundation. Critical textual appraisal reveals many of
these traditions to be late, weak in transmission, or tailored to fit Abbasid political
objectives. Whether genuine or manufactured, these narratives succeeded in sacralizing
Baghdad: they reframed urban pilgrimage, Friday communal practices, and everyday
piety in ways that reinforced the city’s exceptional status and, by extension, the caliph’s
religious-political credentials.

The interplay among these axes demonstrates a deliberate, multi-layered program of
legitimation: physical form shaped experience and ritual practice, while discursive
fabrication supplied theological justification—together producing a durable civic
sanctity.

5. Conclusion and Suggestions
The study concludes that Baghdad’s emergence as the political, cultural, and spiritual
nucleus of the Abbasid Caliphate was both an outcome of deliberate statecraft and a
reflection of genuine historical centrality. The city’s geographical position along the
Tigris, its architectural grandeur, and its role as a hub of scholarship and commerce
endowed it with intrinsic power and prestige within the Islamic world. Yet, what truly
distinguished Baghdad was the Abbasids’ ability to translate these natural and material
advantages into enduring symbols of divine sanction and imperial authority.

Through a careful fusion of geography, architecture, and sacred narrative, the
Abbasid rulers transformed Baghdad into a living representation of their universal claim
to leadership. The city became not only the administrative heart of the empire but also a



370 Mesopotamian Political Studies, 2025, Vol. 4, Issue 3, pp. 367-394

tangible expression of the cosmic and moral order envisioned by the caliphate—an
achievement that would define the Islamic urban tradition for centuries.

Suggestions:

Future research should further explore how urban planning and religious narrative
interacted in other Islamic capitals (such as Cairo and Samarra) to shape enduring
models of political legitimacy.

A philological and isnad-based analysis of Baghdad-related traditions could clarify
the historical layering between authentic and politically motivated narrations.

Comparative spatial reconstructions using GIS and archaeological data would deepen
understanding of how architecture and processional routes embodied authority and
sacred symbolism.

Contemporary urban policy in Iraq and the wider Middle East might also draw
lessons from Baghdad’s example—illustrating how cities can harmonize material
functionality with symbolic and cultural capital to strengthen national identity and
cohesion.
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