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Abstract

Before the advent of Islam, the Hijaz region, due to its geographical location and climatic characteristics,
faced a combination of constraints and opportunities in the production and supply of food resources.
The hot, arid climate, scarcity of regular rainfall, absence of permanent rivers, and vast expanses of land
unsuitable for cultivation were among the most significant natural limitations of the area. These factors
led to water shortages, limited crop diversity, and instability of edible vegetation, particularly in nomadic
regions. Under such conditions, a large portion of the Bedouin population suffered from serious
nutritional deficiencies and depended heavily on limited animal-based resources such as milk and dates.
In contrast, the presence of valleys, wells, and fertile lands in areas such as Yathrib (Medina), Ta’if, and
Khaybar made possible the cultivation and production of agricultural, horticultural, and livestock
products, turning these regions into important centers of subsistence and agriculture. Moreover, Mecca’s
strategic position along the north—south trade routes facilitated the import and exchange of essential
goods from Yemen, Syria, and Egypt, thereby partially compensating for the region’s food shortages.
This study, employing a historical-analytical method and drawing upon early geographical and historical
sources, demonstrates that these geographical and climatic conditions not only determined dietary
patterns and the types of available food products but also had far-reaching social and economic
consequences.
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Introduction

Before the advent of Islam, the Hijaz region, due to its geographical location and climatic characteristics,
faced a combination of constraints and opportunities in the production and supply of food resources.
The hot, arid climate, scarcity of regular rainfall, absence of permanent rivers, and vast expanses of land
unsuitable for cultivation were among the most significant natural limitations of the area. These factors
led to water shortages, limited crop diversity, and instability of edible vegetation, particularly in nomadic
regions. Under such conditions, a large portion of the Bedouin population suffered from serious
nutritional deficiencies and depended heavily on limited animal-based resources such as milk and dates.

In contrast, the presence of valleys, wells, and fertile lands in areas such as Yathrib (Medina), Ta’if,
and Khaybar made possible the cultivation and production of agricultural, horticultural, and livestock
products, turning these regions into important centers of subsistence and agriculture. Moreover, Mecca’s
strategic position along the north—south trade routes facilitated the import and exchange of essential
goods from Yemen, Syria, and Egypt, thereby partially compensating for the region’s food shortages.

This study, using a historical-analytical method and drawing on early geographical and historical
sources, shows that these geographical and climatic conditions not only determined dietary patterns and
the types of available food products but also had far-reaching social and economic consequences. These
included the emergence of significant livelihood disparities between settled and nomadic populations,
increasing dependence of weaker social groups on the aristocracy and merchants, and the deepening of
class divisions within Hijazi society. Thus, the environmental constraints and potentials of the Hijaz can
be regarded as among the most significant underlying factors contributing to economic and social
inequalities on the eve of the rise of Islam.

Geography and climate are two key factors that directly influence the living conditions and
subsistence patterns of human societies. Geography is significant in terms of spatial location, while
climate is important for its meteorological and environmental characteristics. The geographical position
of the Hijaz within the Arabian Peninsula — situated along the routes connecting Syria, Yemen, Tihamah,
and Najd — contributed to the emergence of geographical and climatic diversity in the region. This
diversity included vast arid deserts with hot, dry climates, as well as the coastal strip along the Red Sea,
which had fertile land suitable for agriculture and a more humid climate. These variations led to
significant differences in the availability and production of food resources for the region’s inhabitants.

In addition, the commercial networks and trade routes crossing parts of the Hijaz offered
opportunities to offset food shortages through exchange and importation. However, these conditions did
not affect all areas equally; in particular, the nomadic regions faced severe constraints in obtaining and
producing basic food necessities.

This article examines the relationship between the geographical and climatic constraints and
potentials of the Hijaz and their impact on food supply — the fundamental basis of the region’s habitation
and survival. It emphasizes that the interplay among geographical location, climatic diversity, and trade
networks played a decisive role in shaping the food provision systems and livelihood patterns of Hijazi
communities.

Method
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In this article, the subject is examined using the historical-analytical method, which enables the
researcher to study past events and processes within their temporal context and to identify relationships
among various social, economic, political, and environmental factors. Historical analysis allows for the
identification and examination of the impact of natural, geographical, and climatic conditions on the
lives and livelihoods of the inhabitants of the Hijaz and Najd regions.

Conclusion

The type and quantity of food products in the Hijaz were directly and significantly influenced by the
region’s geographical position and climatic conditions. Although the western parts of the Hijaz bordered
the Red Sea and, owing to their relatively favorable climate, offered potential for the production of
agricultural, horticultural, and livestock products, the diversity and volume of this production were
insufficient to meet the needs of the entire population.

Food shortages were partially alleviated through the Hijaz’s commercial capacity and its connection
to major trade routes. Nevertheless, access to food products was not equally available to all segments of
society. A portion of the population — particularly those who lacked both the means of production and
the ability to purchase goods — faced serious livelihood challenges due to poverty and economic
constraints.

The geographical and climatic conditions of the Hijaz, while permitting agricultural and
horticultural cultivation in certain areas and enabling commercial connections, were insufficient to
provide adequate food diversity or to allow all inhabitants — especially the underprivileged and
marginalized — to meet even their basic subsistence needs. If food products are classified into cereals
and legumes, vegetables and fruits, and meat and dairy products, it is clear that both the quantitative and
qualitative diversity of available foods was extremely limited.

The lack of dietary diversity intensified subsistence and nutritional challenges for weaker social
groups, as even low-quality food products could have offered minimal sustenance if a greater variety
had been available. Historical examples of this limitation include the practices of “feeding the poor” and
“ihtifar”; according to the latter, hungry individuals would move to remote arecas away from the
community and, in some cases, die of starvation — evidence of severe food scarcity and the lack of
product diversity.

In addition to natural constraints, the dominance of the aristocracy and local elites over the Hijazi
economy further restricted low-income groups’ access to available resources. The provision of food
products, which required capital and access to resources, was particularly difficult for these segments of
society. Collectively, these factors not only created conditions for conflicts and competition over food
resources but also contributed to widening economic class gaps and reinforcing social inequalities —
circumstances that were especially evident on the eve of Islam’s emergence in the region.
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