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The Medinan, because of the availability of
agricultural products and different sources of water, and
the strategic position of their city, which lent it some
degree of safety for its inhabitants and the passing
caravans, they did not rely only on agriculture but
participated in other economic activities. With these
advantages the city served as a station on the caravan
route between the Yemen and the Mediterranean Sea(.
This gave the Medinans the opportunity to participate in

trade with these passing caravans.

It is clear from certain sources that trade was also
important to the Medinans. These sources®mention
that when the Prophet migrated to the city it had many
market places: one in Zubalah, one in al-Jisr, one in B.
Qaynugqga‘, and one at al-Safasif. Ibn Rustah mentions that
Yathrib was a market place for the neighbouring villages
and the passing caravans®. Of course, these markets
gave the Medinans the chance to sell their products and,

in return, buy the produce of those who participated in
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these markets. Some reports speak of the Jews as wine
merchants and clothes dealers®. One can assume also
that the Jewish community in the city played a role in the

development of the trade in the city.

It is probable that traders from Syria participated
in the Medinan markets and that the Medinans engaged
in trade with Syria to sell their products and to import
what they needed, but it cannot have been on the same
scale or had the same importance as the trade of Mecca
with Syria. The Syrian trade became very well
established after the spread of Islam. Also, it is clear
from some Qur’anic verses®) which refer to trade and its
regulations that the Medinans had a good deal of

experience in trade.

Besides agricultural products, crafts also flourished
in the city. They centred chiefly on the goldsmith. Some
reports® claim that there were about 300 Jewish
goldsmiths in Harrat Waqim alone, specializing in this
trade. One can assume from this figure that the city was

one of the centres of this trade in pre-Islamic times for



[4] Alruzname... Issue No. 16 - 2018

its people and the neighbouring area. Medina was also
famous for the manufacture of weapons and arms. Some
reports mention that the Jews were specialists in arms
and weapons manufacture and they claim that they
inherited this from their ancestor, the prophet Dawud
(David)™. In addition, there were other local industries

dependent on the palm- tree.

As previously mentioned, it is clear that the
importance of this city to its people and their neighbours
was derived from its geographical position and its
climate, which differed fundamentally from those of its
neighbours and most of the rest of Arabia. As a result, its

products were considered rare in neighbouring areas.

The rise of Islam in the seventh century led to
fundamental changes in the Arabian Peninsula in general
and in Medina in particular, since in Medina both a
community and a state were created. Although the
Riddah (apostasy or renunciation from the authority of
Medina) uprisings threatened both the new faith and the
changes produced by it, the transformation of the Arab
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tribes under a single central government and Islam was
nevertheless achieved throughout almost all the Arabian
Peninsula within a year of the death of the Prophet®.
This step paved the way for the early Islamic Conquests,
during which the Muslim armies extended the new faith
to the former Persian and Byzantine territories®.
Consequently, vast and rich areas extending from Persia
in the East to Syria, Palestine, Egypt, and the Mediter-
ranean fell under the control of the Muslims, enabling
the state to control the most important commercial
centres. This in its turn brought in another set of

influences.

As a result of the Conquests, the financial and
economic institutions of the state were developed along
with the resources of the Treasury. This new income
consisted of the jizyah, kharaj (land tax), ‘ushrd9, and
the khums(D taxes, all the money gathered from which
was sent to Medina for the caliph to distribute. Fixed
salaries or stipends (‘ata’) were granted according to the

date each recipient converted to Islam or joined the
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Conquests movement, so that those who converted in
the earlier times and joined in the earliest campaigns
received the highest stipends. Trade developed
following these changes. In addition, a small minority of
Medinans gradually became possessed of immense
riches because of their commercial and agricultural

enterprise(12),

The Conquests led to a change in the status of
Medina as it became the centre of the Islamic state, the
assembling place of the fighters, and the distribution
centre of the ‘ata’. Prisoners of war who belonged to
different social classes in their homeland were sent to
the caliph in Medina to be divided up. The distinct
position of Medina at that time as a capital, base of the
expansion, and centre for the distribution of ‘ata’
encouraged some people to migrate to itd3. This in its

turn led a steady increase in the population of the city.

It is natural these changes should have left their
mark on the Medinan trade. The major concern of this

study is to examine and evaluate some aspects impact of
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the early Islamic Conquests on Medina trade during the
period of the Rightly Guided Caliphs. Focusing on some
of the changes brought in by the Conquests during their
era, the study will try to examine those changes and
their impact on Medina trade during that period and the

degree to which the Medinans were affected.

The extension of the Islamic state to include large
areas with different trade routes helped to develop trade
and increase commercial activities during this period. It
also gave trade between Hijaz and the newly established
cities a new dimension. Foreign commodities from
Oman, Syria, Yemen, Iraq, Egypt, and Bahrain would flow
into Medina especially during the months of the
Pilgrimage, helping Medina to develop as an important
commercial centre . As mentioned above, the role of the
Medinans in trade in pre-Islamic period was not the
same as that played by the Meccans since the Medinans
depended mainly on agriculture as their means of
livelihood. They participated fully in the internal

markets and imported some of their needs through the
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Meccan caravans or through the Nabataean traders who
used to come to the Medinan markets. The Muhajirtun
also helped in the development of trade in the city and
the appearance of new traders. The development of
trade was helped both by the experience of some
Muhajirun in this field and by the situation of Medina on

the Syrian trade route.

The increase in population, which occurred as a
result of the direct and indirect impact of the Conquests,
led to an increasing demand for foodstuffs and this in
turn led to a flourishing of the trade in foodstuffs to meet
the growing demand of the population. This became an
important component of the caravan trade between

Medina and Syria and Egypt in particular.

The conquered areas provided the Medinans with a
means of supplementing their own products. During this
period we find that al-Jar, Medinan port on the Red Sea,
became the main base for the distribution of Egyptian
imports. The search for securing a permanent supply for

the Medinans led to the ordering of the excavation of an
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old canal linking Egypt to the Red Sea. Al-Tabart informs
us that ‘Amr b. al-‘as, the governor of Egypt, told ‘Umar
that if he wanted the price of food in Medina to be on the
same level as that in Egypt, he (‘Amr) would excavate an
old canal which had been dug to the Mediterranean and
also had an outlet into the Red Sea but which the
Byzantines and Copts had made unusable. He pointed
out, however, that this might have a negative impact on
the economy of Egypt and the amount of kharaj raised.
‘Umar ordered him to carry out this project and, as a
result, the food prices in Medina reached the level of
those in Egypt(4. ‘Umar built stores (qustir) and food
was distributed according to documents (sukuk, sing.
sakk) issued by the caliph and sealed under his seal3), It
seems that some of the Medinans would have sold their
documents because most of the Medinans were farmers
who were able to meet their needs from their own
produce, so that they were not in need of them. As a
result, the trade in these receipts became common in
Medina and led to a lot of debate between religious men

and in religious circles9). [t is clear that some people
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used to sell their document (sakk) as soon as they
received it, indeed before it was due, and they would
give the buyer the document to cash. When one of the
Medinans sold his before its due date, ‘Umar ordered

him not to do so(7),

As noted earlier, al-Jar became the entrepdt for
imported goods from Egypt before the caliph ordered his
men to distribute them to the Medinans. Some sources
mention that ‘Umar was the first to import food from
Egypt by sea and then have it carried up to Medina.
There is mention that ‘Umar wrote to Ibn al-‘as
requesting him to send food to Medina to meet the needs
of the Muslims and relieve them in times of crisis, as, for
example, in the time of the Ramadah famine(®),
According to al-Tabari, Ibn al-‘as did what the caliph
asked him to do by sending twenty ships, each carrying
around 3,000 irdabbs(1?. from Egypt to al-Jar. Other
commodities were also imported from Iraq and Syria
during the same period, as is clear from the letters sent

by the caliph to Mu‘awiyah and Sa‘d(20.
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On account of these developments, the city market
became the central market of Hijaz and the centre of
attraction for traders from Mecca, Yamamah, Bahrain,
and Yemen, as well as for those arriving from Syria, Iragq,
and other parts of the Islamic world. According to some
sources, some of the traders from enemy territory (dar
al-harb) requested ‘Umar that he should allow them to
enter his land. By trading with new cities and the
conquered lands, the Medinans tried to fill the gap in
their commodity supplies, whether these needs were
minor or major. There are no details concerning these
goods apart from what we may glean from the scattered
reports. They imported from Egypt fabrics @b, corn ¢2),
dye stuffs@3); from Syria cooking o0il@%, fruits, and
fabric2>; from Yemen fabrics9), dye stuffs @27), shoes (29);
from Iraq, fabrics, fruits?®; and from Azerbaijan
sugar;3% from India spices, perfumes, corundum, and
diamonds®D. Most of items from the East came through
Basra and Bahrain. Besides the goods imported from
Iraq, Syria, and Egypt, there were the local products,

including dates, barley, horses, cattle, camels, and other
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commodities like wheat, gold, and silver. There are in
addition some reports about trade in perfumes from
Yemen®2) and Bahrain(3). Sometimes these also came as
part of the booties®%. Trade in clothing was one of the
most important branches of trade. Some of it was locally
produced but most garments came from Egypt, Iraq,
Syria, Yemen, and other parts of the Islamic state.
‘Uthman was reported to have worn expensive Yemeni
striped garments (burds and mitrafs). However, this
dependence on imports had some negative impacts at
times, as for instance when communication with Egypt
was severed following the murder of ‘Uthman and there
ensued a general decline in economic activities during

political disturbances.

Flexibility in the imposition of taxes also helped
trade during this period. Sometimes traders were
exempted from taxes to encourage them to trade in the
city and to provide the city with its needs. ‘Umar ordered
that the Nabataean traders should pay only half the ‘ushr
on their cooking oil and wheat to encourage them to

bring more to the city.®> The caliph also ordered his
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men to collect the taxes once a year from the Dhimmi
traders after they protested to him that his men used to
charge them twice during their trade in Hijaz G®. Taxes
were collected only once a year, even if a merchant
passed by the collector several times during the year.
The town markets were of great importance because
they formed the centres of all commercial transactions.
The merchants brought valuable commodities from
different lands. It is therefore clear that Medina was a
centre of government, trade, industry, and other allied
interests. With gradual social progress and acquaintance
with luxurious living, the demand for various
commodities increased and a flourishing in land trade
helped to provide the desired articles from the nearest
source. Medina became the centre of trade, as
commodities from various regions were accumulated
there. Foreign trade became an important phenomenon
in the economic life of Medina. Owing to these
development, the inflow of trade to the city increased
with consequent increase in the size of the market

during the time of ‘Uthman. As pointed out earlier, the
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scattered source materials that are available do not give
any comprehensive account of articles of merchandise
actually exported or imported. However, the scarce
information at hand does offer a fair glimpse into this

trade.

The participation of the mawali in trade during this
period also helped in developing the trade in Medina.
Evidence of this is found in Ibn Shabbah’s report that
when the Medinans asked ‘Umar about the market, he
said to them, “I saw that most of those dealing in the
markets were mawali and there were only a few Arabs.”
The Medinans’ reply to his criticism was that they had
enough from spoils of wars (al-fay) and hated to do
inferior work which their slaves could do for them®7,
The mawali engaged in trade activities either as agents
for their masters or as hired hands (ma’dhiinun, sing.
ma’dhun). The slave could obtain a permission from his
master to practise trade (ma’dhun). We have a few
references to some of these Medinans who employed
their slaves in trade, such as al-Zubayr, who was said to

have employed 1,000 slaves®®); the Prophet’s uncle al-
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‘Abbas, who had around twenty ma’dhiin, each of whom
employed a capital of around 10,000 dirhams39; Hakim
b. Huzam; and Ibn ‘Umar®9, This reflects the important
role played by the slaves and mawali in trade at that
time, which had been made possible by the changes

brought about by the Conquests.

This participation is evident from information in
many sources, as has been pointed out earlier. For
example, ‘Umar had a young servant (ghulam) who
traded in clothes and ‘Uthman had another who traded
in garments (hulal). Some of the Medinans left their
mawall and slaves to run their trade. Their functions
were not limited to selling and buying, as they also used
to hire out transport to other traders. They participated
in both the internal and external trade®. Since some of
the slaves and mawali had formerly engaged in trade
with the Meccans before the conquest of Mecca, it was
no new step for them to participate in this work. Some of
them specialized in certain avenues of trade, such as the

selling of wedding foods and wedding accessories.®#2)
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They carried oil and ghee to Kufa and, in return, brought
back sugar and wheat. As pointed earlier, al-‘Abbas had
around 20 slaves (ma’dhun), the capital of each one of
them being 10,000 dirhams®3). Slaves had the right to
participate in any type of trade or any partnership, like
any free person, but the logic of things may lead us to
believe that these partnerships were with their masters
in Medina, who were legally responsible for their
activities. The masters would, we may expect, have
sought to co-ordinate the activities engaged in by their
different slaves and, in this way, they would have formed
trade unions. We sometimes find in the city more than
one trade union of workers engaged in the same
trade.* Some reports mention the participation of
Medinan women in trade. Some, for example, mention
that Asma’ bint Mukharrabah traded in perfume, which

used to be brought to her by her son in Yemen®%.

No doubt the change brought about by the
Conquests enabled the Medinans to extend their
activities to those parts, but our information is not

enough to enable us to draw a clear picture about trade
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during this period. We do, however, have some
information about trade transactions or deals made by
some individuals and we have some information about
the profits made by some traders from their
transactions. ‘Abd Allah b. ‘Umar paid 40,000 dirhams
for part of the booty taken at Jalula’ and sold it for
400,000 dirhams, chalking up a 1,000% increase in value
and causing ‘Umar to interfere and allow him only a
100% profit. The caliph apparently said to him, “I am not
allowing you more than the profit of a Qurayshi
trader”46), “‘Umar b. Al-Harith paid one million dirhams
for part of the Nihawand booty and sold it for two
million, a 100% increase®”). These two examples, though
they were not the norm, do reflect the wealth that could

be gained from trade.

The city used to receive a large amount of silver and
gold from jizyah and as profits from the money invested
by some of the Medinans in the occupied lands. We can
assume that the amount was large because the financial

system and ‘ata’ were based on silver. The rate of
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exchange between silver and gold can be deduced from
the amount of blood money set by ‘Umar, which was
12,000 dirhams or 1,000 dinars®8, and the amount
which was set for theft punishment, which was 4
dirhams or % dinar®®. The rate in the time of the
Prophet was 10 to 1 and the continuation of this revenue
led to the lowering of the rate. The conquerors laid their
hands on the Persian treasures and the gold mines of
Egypt, and dominated trade in gold. We have few details
about this trade, but it is possible that the Medinans
played a major role in it. Others think that Hijazis may
well have dominated, or at least participated in, this

trade(0,

The state did not hoard and tried to increase the
flow of trade to the city by reducing the taxes on foreign
traders. Most of them were non-Arabs and that may have
encouraged them to prefer trading with the countries
they had formerly lived in. According to Malik, while
‘Umar was in the market he noticed that one of the
traders was underselling some of his raisins. ‘Umar said

to him, Either increase the price or leave our market.
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There is no hoarding in our market and men who have
excess gold in their hands should not buy up one of
Allah’s provisions which he has sent to our courtyard
and then hoard it up against us. Someone who brings
imported goods through great fatigue to himself in the
summer and winter, that person is the guest of ‘Umar.
Let him sell what Allah wills and keep what Allah

willsD. ‘Uthman also forbade hoarding(:2.

Although we have no details about the internal
organization of the markets, it is clear that traders in
some products gathered in certain parts of the market,
e.g. the traders in cloth, drugs, perfumes, horses, camels
or goats. We cannot, however, arrive at a definite
number for these traders. The market came under the
regulation of the market agent or supervisor (‘amil al-
suq), part of whose role was to supervise the use of
different weight and measure units, and to mediate in
cases of differences between traders and consumers.
Some of those agents may have used their position to
take advantage of their power and use the information

they gained to make a profit for their own benefit. It is
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worth mentioning that one of the economic problems
which led some of the Medinans to protest to ‘Uthman
was the appointment of al-Harith b. al-Hakam as
supervisor of weight and measure units. Shortly after his
appointment, he bought all the date kernels available in
the city market for himself, which led the Medinans to
protest. Consequently, the caliph dismissed him from his
job(3),

Those traders who did not have enough money
formed loan companies or contracts with the wealthy
who did not want to participate in trade themselves, and
there is some information about these types of contracts
and examples of them, and of persons who engaged in
them, including ‘Uthman, ‘Umar, and ‘Abd Allah b.
Mas‘ud, but there are no details about their partners,
some of whom may have been from the mawali. There
are many details about these contracts in jurisprudence

and Hadith books, but this is not part of our study.

Although the conditions created by the Conquests
enabled a wider distribution of goods both socially and
geographically, nevertheless, as noted earlier, some of

these developments had a negative effect on trade in the
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city®®. This was owing to a number of factors, including
the engagement of the Muslims in the wars and the
establishment of the new state system of stipends. The
the policy of banning the leading Companions from
going to the occupied lands without ‘Umar’s permission
and then only for a limited period may also have affected
trade or at least their role in trade> The ‘ata’, as a new
source of income, led some Medinans to abandon their
traditional sources of income or to hire someone to do
their work for them, as is clear from many reports
previously cited. This affected trade in the region and
helped in the change of the trade route to its traditional
course through Iraq and Syria. These routes, which
changed from Iraq during the political unrest to come
through Hijaz from the east to the Mediterranean,
returned to their traditional courses through Iraq and
Syria towards the end of the Rightly Guided caliphs’

reign(0),
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