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Introduction

Historical studies of the Qur’an increasingly emphasize the religious, linguistic, social, and
political settings of Late Antiquity, yet spatial context is still often reduced to place identification
or illustrative mapping. Historical geography instead treats place as a node within relations of
movement, environment, settlement, economy, politics, and historical change, while Historical
GIS (HGIS) can preserve the links among spatial data, time, provenance, and uncertainty (Baker,
2003; Gregory & Ell, 2007). Sarat Quraysh is particularly suitable for testing this approach
because ilaf, seasonal journeys, “this House,” hunger, and fear are tightly connected within four
verses.

The Qur’an does not name the destinations of the two journeys. Later sources, however, introduce
Syria, Gaza, Busra, Yemen, Abyssinia, and sometimes Iraq. Ibn Sa‘d associates Hashim with 1laf,
the two journeys, and the importation of food from Syria (Ibn Sa‘d, 2001: I/57); al-Baladhuri
preserves a tradition involving Syria, Abyssinia, Yemen, and Iraq (al-Baladhuri, 1996: 1/66); Ibn
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Habib links Syrian movement with security arrangements and records a tradition of products from
the Yemeni coast reaching Jeddah (Ibn Habib, 1985: 42—43, 219); and al-TabarT transmits reports
concerning Busra, Yemen, and Syrian trade (al-Tabari, 2001: XXIV/651). The methodological
problem is how to compare these heterogeneous witnesses without turning them into a single
predetermined route.

The relevant scholarship falls into four intersecting fields. Studies of Sirat Quraysh and 7laf have
examined the exegetical tradition and the economic implications of the seasonal journeys (Rubin,
1984), while the scale and commodities of Meccan trade remain contested (Crone, 1987; Serjeant,
1990; Heck, 2003). Historical-critical Qur’anic studies and research on Late Antique Arabia stress
the need to distinguish evidence according to date, genre, and provenance (Neuwirth, 2019; Sinai,
2017; Hoyland, 2001; Grasso, 2023). Historical GIS scholarship, meanwhile, has developed tools
for integrating time, spatial data, and uncertainty. The gap addressed here lies at the intersection
of these fields: a source-critical and reproducible method for turning textual spatial statements
into a historical GIS without disguising uncertainty.

Materials and Methods

The research is historical-analytical, interdisciplinary, and methodological-applied. Its main
horizon is the late sixth and early seventh centuries CE, but “event date” and “date of source
attestation” are recorded separately. Each historical-spatial statement contains the evidence, place,
source, date, edition and volume/page, relation type, spatial precision, historical confidence, and
epistemic status. Four epistemic classes are distinguished: explicit Qur’anic data;
historical/exegetical reports; scholarly inference; and computational output. Historical confidence
and spatial precision are scored independently so that a precisely located site does not
automatically become a historically secure datum.

Later geographical texts are used as control layers rather than direct witnesses to sixth-century
itineraries. Ibn Khurradadhbih records stations and water-related nodes on the Mecca—Yemen
route (1889: 116—117) and a northern Damascus—Mecca corridor through Tabiik, al-Hijr, Wadi al-
Qura, and Medina (ibid.: 127). Al-Hamdani records roads associated with Mecca in southern
Arabia (1884-1891: 110, 123), while al-Istakhr1 describes Mecca and Jeddah within the Hijaz
(2004: 21, 23). These materials make it possible to compare historically documented corridors
across periods while keeping the chronological distance of the evidence visible.

Route modeling likewise avoids a single cost surface. A baseline topographic/slope model, a
composite model incorporating water and settlements, and a scenario-based model using
historically supported nodes are compared. Least-Cost Path (LCP) outputs are treated as
computational hypotheses rather than recovered historical roads, because alternative cost
functions and Digital Elevation Model (DEM) uncertainty can produce different routes (Lewis,
2021: 911-924; Lewis, 2024: 854-874). The final analysis therefore compares scenario
robustness, source independence, and chronological compatibility rather than seeking one
definitive line.
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Discussion & Results

First, 7laf and seasonal mobility are better modeled as a network than as a single road. Ibn Habib
associates 1laf with agreements in al-Muhabbar (1942: 162) and emphasizes security along the
Syrian route in al-Munammaq (1985: 42-43). Al-Baladhuri likewise preserves traditions of
guarantees oriented toward different regions. Historical mobility therefore involves not only slope
and distance but also water, security, agreements, markets, political relations, and the social
conditions of passage. The proposed HGIS accordingly distinguishes environmental resistance
from historically attested social relations instead of forcing all variables into one numerical
friction value.

Second, the surah has a multi-scalar spatial structure. “This House” is the explicit Qur’anic
reference node; the Meccan hinterland forms an intermediate scale; wider interregional corridors
constitute the outer scale. Al-Istakhri’s later description of Mecca among mountain ravines and
Jeddah as Mecca’s port (2004: 21, 23), together with the Meccan geographical traditions
preserved by al-Azraqi and al-Fakihi, provides control material for examining a center-and-
gateway structure. The spatial grammar of the surah is therefore not a list of places but a
relationship between a fixed sacred center, recurrent movement, and access to external resources.

Third, “route reconstruction” should become scenario comparison. The evidence supports at least
three families: a north—south model linking summer movement with Syria/Gaza and winter
movement with Yemen; a model giving greater weight to the northern Syrian axis; and a
multimodal provisioning network incorporating the Jeddah coastal gateway alongside terrestrial
movement. “Corridor” is more appropriate than “road,” since caravan movement may have
shifted within broader zones according to water, season, security, settlements, and tribal relations.
The historical-geographical sources are therefore used to test spatial plausibility and continuity,
not to retroject later roads unchanged into the age of revelation.

Fourth, the surah supports the spatial interpretation of Mecca as a “connected center.” The
sequence 1laf/journey — House — feeding/security relates mobility, sacred centrality, and the
alleviation of two fundamental vulnerabilities. Q 14:37, Q 28:57, and Q 16:112 reinforce
connections among sanctuary, provision, security, hunger, and fear. This reading does not depend
on a maximalist reconstruction of Meccan long-distance trade, which remains debated (Crone,
1987; Serjeant, 1990; Heck, 2003). It instead identifies a textual relationship between centrality,
connectivity, subsistence, and security.

Finally, uncertainty must be treated as data. Spatial precision and historical confidence are
independent variables: a precisely mapped point may derive from a late report, while an
authoritative textual statement may remain spatially imprecise. Source genealogy also matters,
because several later narratives may ultimately depend on a shared earlier tradition and therefore
cannot be counted as independent confirmations. HGIS thus becomes an environment in which
evidence, chronology, source genealogy, inferred relations, gaps, conflicts, and confidence can be
inspected together.
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Conclusion

Historical geography and HGIS can make a substantive contribution to Qur’anic studies when
spatial modeling remains subordinate to source criticism. The Siirat Quraysh case shows that the
appropriate analytical unit is the historical-spatial statement and that narrative sources, later
geographical descriptions, and computational outputs must remain distinguishable. The “journey
of winter and summer” should be studied through corridors and network flows rather than through
one asserted road. At the interpretive level, the surah depicts Mecca as a “connected center”: the
House is the reference center, seasonal mobility provides external connectivity, 1laf in part of the
historical tradition facilitates movement, and feeding/security concern subsistence and spatial
resilience. The principal innovation is therefore not the claim to have discovered Quraysh’s route,
but a source-aware, time-sensitive, uncertainty-explicit HGIS workflow that can be transferred to
other spatial questions in Qur’anic and early Islamic history.
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