The Journal of Geographical Research on Desert Areas

Jhy Vol 12, Issue 2, Fall and winter 2025, pp :235-247
defz’ﬂ‘ b/ Home page: http://grd.yazd.ac.ir/ z/
U P-ISSN: 2345-332X  E-ISSN: 2588-7009 Yazd University

Original Research Article

An Analysis of the Environmental and Social Factors Influencing the Territoriality of the
Islamic State Following the Migration of the Prophet of Islam and the Muslims to the City
of Medina

Ehsan Lashgari!, Mohammadreza Rezaei?

1 Associate professor of political geography, Department of Geography, Faculty of Humanity, Yazd University, Yazd,
Iran.

2 Associate professor of geography and urban planning, Department of Geography, Faculty of Humanity, Yazd
University, Yazd, Iran.

d 10.22034/GRD.2025.23358.1662

Received: Abstract
October 6, 2025 . . . . . —
Accepted: One of the pivotal subjects in the early history of Islam is the territorial

November 25, 2025 expansion of the Islamic state following the Prophet’s migration to Medina
along with his companions. This stands in contrast to the period of the
Prophet Muhammad’s mission in Mecca, during which such success in the
expansion of Islam and the formation of an Islamic state had not been
achieved. A variety of analyses both from intra-religious perspectives and
sociological viewpoints have been offered regarding the factors underlying
Keywords: the Muslims’ success in Medina. However, these studies have rarely
Environment, addressed the combined impact of Medina’s environmental and social
conditions on the expansion of the Prophet’s state territory. In this study, an
inferential-analytical approach grounded in historical documentation and
supported by deductive reasoning is employed to explore a range of
environmental factors that played a role in stabilizing and expanding the
borders of the Islamic state after the migration to Medina. The findings of the
study indicate that, in comparison to Mecca, the city of Medina benefited
from better access to water and arable land, which contributed to a multi-
nucleus urban structure and a more balanced distribution of political power
among its resident tribes. This socio-environmental context significantly
facilitated the acceptance of Islamic thought within the city. The geopolitical
capacity of Medina’s location to interfere with the Mecca—Levant trade
routes served as an additional factor to undermine Mecca’s commercial
activities. Moreover, the policy of involving Bedouin tribes from outside
Medina in military campaigns and granting them a share of the spoils of war
led to a fusion of nomadic and urban livelihood patterns, thereby generating
a strategic capacity that facilitated the expansion of the Prophet’s state during
the final years of his mission.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction
Although Mecca was the geographical birthplace of Islam, it was only after the Muslims’ migration

to Medina that the conditions for the consolidation and expansion of the Islamic state were
established. In this regard, understanding the causes for the emergence and territorial expansion of
the Prophet’s state in Medina as opposed to Mecca requires an examination of the environmental
and social dynamics of Medina, which served as one of the most critical factors contributing to the
rise and expansion of the Prophet’s policies. In this context, the impact of Medina’s environmental
characteristics on the process of consolidating the Islamic state can be categorized from two
perspectives. Also, the environmental conditions and the livelihood patterns of Yathrib’s
inhabitants prior to the Muslim migration had shaped a distinctive model of social relations and
produced a unique form of governance and political power structure in the city. Medina’s
geopolitical potential vis-a-vis Mecca provided the nascent prophetic state with additional leverage
for the consolidation and expansion of its territorial domain. Accordingly, this study aims to
explore the role of Medina’s environmental components and their socio-political implications in
facilitating the stabilization and territorial expansion of the Prophet Muhammad’s state.

2. Research methodology
This study initially seeks to define the environmental and social dimensions of state territorial

ambition and expansion by drawing upon documentary and library-based sources. Subsequently,
through a method of inferential analysis and the formulation of deductive arguments, these
dimensions are examined in relation to the environmental characteristics and the Prophet’s model
of social policy-making in the city of Medina. The objective is to investigate and analyze the
underlying factors contributing to the consolidation and expansion of the Prophet’s state in this
urban context.

3. Results and discussion
A. Environmental Determinants of Livelihood Patterns and Social Relations among the Inhabitants

of Yathrib and Their Implications for the Expansion of the Islamic State:

Prior to the emergence of Islam, the city of Mecca lacked the environmental requisites for the
development of a sustainable agrarian livelihood. Consequently, the predominant economic
orientation of its inhabitants was shaped around trade and mercantile activities. This environmental
and economic configuration significantly influenced Mecca’s urban morphology, resulting in a
centralized and mono-nucleus spatial and social structure. Conversely, due to its environmental
conditions particularly its relatively greater access to water and arable land, the city of Yathrib was
characterized by a predominantly agrarian mode of livelihood. This spatial-ecological pattern led
to the formation of the city's socio-spatial structure in a network of independent and distinct
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neighborhoods. This pattern of urban fabric resulted in the spatial dispersion of tribes and
inhabitants across a wider geographical area, which, in turn, prevented the hierarchical
centralization of political power within the urban system of Medina and facilitated the acceptance
of new ideas.

B. Environmental and Socio-Social Components in the Development of Centralized Governance
in the Prophetic State of Medina

Following the migration of Muslims to Medina, the Prophet of Islam initially sought to establish
a confederation under the Islamic government comprising Arab and Jewish tribes. This was done
through the Constitution of Medina, taking into account the heterogeneous demographic
composition of the city. However, over time, due to the emerging economic ties and compatibility
between the Muhajirin and the Ansar in Medina, the mode of the Prophet’s government gradually
shifted toward centralization and moved away from its initial federative structure.

C. The Geopolitical Position of Medina vis-a-vis Mecca and Its Impact on the Territorial
Expansion of the Islamic State

The commercial interactions of Meccan merchants with communities beyond the Arabian
Peninsula were primarily limited to trade with caravans from Yemen, Greater Syria, and
Abyssinia. In addition, the religious significance of the Ka‘ba, as a major pilgrimage sanctuary for
numerous tribes and inhabitants of the Peninsula, led to the annual arrival of large numbers of
pilgrimage caravans in Mecca. In this context, the commercial and religious artery of the large
Syrian trade caravans to Mecca was heavily dependent on passage through the sphere of Medina’s
influence. Given Medina’s strategic position as a transit hub, military measures aimed at curtailing
Syrian trade to Mecca were initiated by the Muslims. Accordingly, the caravans and goods
belonging to the polytheists of Mecca were seized and confiscated to expand the territory of the
Islamic state. Geopolitical policies, manifested in the appropriation of Meccan merchants’ assets
and the Prophet’s astute exploitation of Medina’s geostrategic potential, played a crucial role in
consolidating the Prophet’s state.

D. Environmental and Socio-Social Determinants of Bedouin Tribal Participation in the Territorial
Expansion of the Islamic State in Medina

The political structure of the Islamic state was not aligned with the social behavior of the Bedouin
tribes. Moreover, the nature of Islamic teachings was inherently urban-oriented from the outset.
Accordingly, the integration of the Bedouin social community required deliberate social
policymaking and the development of novel conceptual frameworks capable of channeling their
considerable martial prowess in service of the Islamic state. In this context, given the Quraysh
polytheists’ dependence on trade routes passing through the region of influence of Medina for
commercial exchange with the Levant and Mesopotamia, the appropriation of Quraysh trade
caravans by Muslims came to be deemed permissible. This practice gradually facilitated the
incorporation of Bedouin tribes into the Islamic community, enabling them to play a pivotal role
in consolidating and expanding the territorial borders of the Islamic state. The synthesis of two
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inherently contrasting modes of subsistence, namely nomadism and urbanism, played a significant
role in the territorial expansion of Islam in Medina. The state successfully mobilized the military
strength of the desert-dwelling tribes to advance the expansion of the Islamic territory.

4. Conclusion
The establishment of an Islamic state in Mecca did not occur prior to the migration of Muslims to

Medina. Notably, the Prophet had never traveled to Yathrib for the purpose of directly inviting its
inhabitants to Islamic teachings. Nevertheless, the groundwork for the acceptance of Islam by the
people of Yathrib was indirectly laid only during the eleventh to thirteenth years after the advent
of Islam. Following the migration of the Prophet and the Muslim community, the environmental
and human characteristics of the city of Medina provided the necessary conditions for the
establishment and expansion of the Islamic state. In other words, the urban configuration of
Medina that was characterized by its distinctive environmental and socio-relational dynamics,
where the territoriality of the Islamic state became feasible.
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