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The impact of Baghdad's political and security unrest on
Basra's commercial decline in the third century AH

Bahador Shahriari’

Abstract

The economic developments of port basra between the first and third centuries AH show
periods of prosperity and prosperity to stagnation and decline. While in the first and second
centuries AH Basra flourished greatly and gained an international aspect, it stagnated from the
middle of the third century. Considering the developments of Basra in the aforementioned
period, the assumption of the article is that the transformation of Basra's position was largely
influenced by the communication and economic structure where it was in connection with
external and peripheral factors. Therefore, how the decline of Basra's commercial position
occurred is a question that is examined by the method of historical description and analysis.
The results of the studies show that the commercial stagnation of Basra was due to the
widespread continuation of political unrest in Baghdad and the turmoil of the Caliphate's
affairs from 220 AH onwards. This disrupted the active commercial cycle of the Persian Gulf
that had emerged under the relationship of the plain, the coast and the sea. Given the
prominent political and economic position of Baghdad (the plain and the hinterland) in this
cycle, the occurrence of unrest and turmoil in the Caliphate disrupted the active trade route
between Baghdad, Basra and the Persian Gulf and the flow of maritime trade activities. The
dynamism of Basra's economic life also relied on the prosperity of this trade network. With
the emergence of these developments and the weakening of the cycle of activities, Basra's
commercial position also stagnated and declined.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

The advent of the Islamic era, particularly following the period of conquests,
marked a significant rise in the economic importance of Basra and its
surrounding regions. This transformation and development, spurred by the
political and social dynamics of the first century AH, elevated Basra to a
preeminent city within the Islamic caliphate. The economic trajectory of Basra
between the first and third centuries AH was characterized by distinct phases of
prosperity, flourishing trade, and subsequent stagnation and decline. While
Basra experienced a golden age in the first and second centuries AH,
establishing itself as a vital hub for regional and international commerce, a
noticeable downturn began to set in around the mid-third century AH.

2. Methodology

This article employs a historical descriptive and analytical approach to
investigate the factors contributing to the decline and stagnation of Basra’s
commercial prominence during the third century AH. Grounded in a specific
research problem and hypothesis, the study synthesizes data from primary
historical and geographical sources. Existing scholarly perspectives and
research findings have been carefully considered to articulate the article’s

viewpoint.

3. Discussion

Academic studies indicate that three pivotal elements underpinned Basra’s
widespread prosperity during the period under review. Firstly, the region
possessed substantial economic potential and resources. Secondly, it benefited
from advantageous communication and transportation facilities.  Thirdly,
emergent political and social developments in Basra’s vicinity, coupled with the
consistent patronage of caliphs and rulers, fueled its rapid growth. In less than a
century, Basra evolved from a mere “military support base and camp” into a
bustling commercial port, home to several hundred thousand inhabitants. By the
second century AH, with Baghdad designated as the caliphal capital, and Basra
integrated into the maritime trade network of the Persian Gulf, the city
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blossomed into a dynamic nexus of international trade connecting the East and
the West by the mid-third century AH.

A crucial factor in Basra’s ascendancy was its strategic location within the
vital Persian Gulf trade network. As a port city, its political and social fabric
was intrinsically linked to the gulf’s commercial activities. The efflorescence of
the Persian Gulf Trade Organization was contingent upon political stability and
peace in the coastal areas and hinterlands. This network entered a particularly
auspicious phase with the establishment of Baghdad as the caliphal seat,
ushering in an era of prosperity and significantly enhancing Basra’s standing as
one of its most important commercial centers by the second century AH.

However, despite its commercial zenith in the second and early third
centuries AH, Basra experienced a decline from the mid-third century AH. Its
former prosperity waned, the scope of its commercial activities contracted, and
its once-prominent position as a major Persian Gulf trading hub diminished,
consequently weakening its international trade routes.

4. Conclusion

The findings of this evaluation challenge the prevailing view that the Zangids
Rebellion was the primary catalyst for Basra’s commercial decline. This
assertion is untenable for several reasons, not least because existing research
disproportionately emphasizes the Zangids Rebellion as the cause, while
overlooking earlier disruptions. The rebellion, which commenced in the mid-
third century AH, occurred after Basra’s commercial activities had already
begun to falter in preceding decades.

A more fundamental analysis reveals that Basra’s economic vitality was
inextricably linked to the health of its peripheral regions and external
connections. Its prosperity or stagnation should be understood in relation to
these broader dynamics, rather than being solely attributed to internal factors.
Just as the establishment and growth of Baghdad as the -caliphal capital
catalyzed Basra’s commercial rise, the subsequent internal decay of the
caliphate’s power from approximately 230 AH onwards—marked by
intensifying political and security unrest in Baghdad—had a direct and
detrimental impact. The volatile political climate, military conflicts, widespread
looting, destruction of infrastructure, and pervasive insecurity in Baghdad
disrupted, and in some instances, halted commercial activities along the
Baghdad-Basra-Persian Gulf route. Consequently, Basra’s commercial life,
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heavily reliant on this network, suffered immensely, distancing itself from its
past prosperity. Therefore, when examining the causes of Basra’s decline, focus
should shift from the Zangids wuprising to the overarching political and
economic conditions in Baghdad and the broader dynamics of Persian Gulf
trade.
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