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The ancient Arabs used poetry not only to entertain themselvcs in the midst

of their harsh life in the Arabian desert, but also to proclaim their cultural values,

which were the moral-spiritual and material basis of their nomad society.

Composing poetry therefore was almost a sacred rite for them. Its recitation in

particular, was a main feature of certain ritual customs held annually during the

aswaq (sg. süq, festival) season. The most common themes touched upon were the

attributes of which a tribe may have been particularly proud, such as its victories

and gen~rosity to the vanquished, the bravery of its beroes in battle and on hard

joumeys, the beauty of its women and of nature, the genealogy of the tribe, and

prayers ta the Almighty.

Through verse the ancient Arabs expressed how they conceived of their

deities, whether, idols representing various gods and goddesses, or Allah. These

verses make it clear that Allah alone was not represented by any idol, allowing us

to infer that He was regarded as superior to other deities. This thesis, therefore,

attempts to show how the ancient Arabs expressed through poetry their belief in

Allah as the Lord of Gods, \vhich was the true nature of their ancestral belief, the

qanlfiyya, the religion of their forefathers Abraham and Isbmael.
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Les anciens Arabes ont utilisé la poésîe non seulement comme divertissement

mais aussi afin de proclamer leurs valeurs culturelles, qui étaient le fondement moral,

spirituel et matériel de leur société nomade. La composition de poèmes était tout

particulièrement une attraction de certaines coutumes rituelles tenues annuellement

pendant la saison du aswiq (plur. de süq, festival). Les thémes abordés les plus

communs étaient les attributs dont une tribu était particulièrement fière, telles que les

victoires de guerre et la générosité à l'égard des vaincus, la bravoure de ses héros au

combat, les voyages hasardeux, la beauté des femmes de la tribu, la nature, la

généalogie ainsi que les prières au Tout-Puissant.

Grâce à la récitation, les anciens Arabes exprimaient leur conception de leurs

déités, c'est-à-dire, les idoles représentant la variété de dieux, deésses, et Allah. Ces

vers indiquaient clairement que seul Allah n'était pas représenté par aucune idole, ce

qui laisse supposer qu'U était supérieur aux autres déités. Ce mémoire tentera donc de

présenter comment les anciens Arabes ont exprimé à travers leur croyance ancestrale,

le /]anlDyya, la religion de leurs péres, Abraham et Ishmael.
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INTRODUCTION

The Background

Poetry played an important role in the life and literature of the carly Arabs,

far exceeding other intellectual pursuits such as genealogy and astrology. Arab

literary critics regarded it as the crowning achievement of Arabic belles-lettres,

while philologists considered ancient Arabic poetry to exceed, in terms of quality,

even that of later periods. This is perhaps because il treats the universal subjects

of nomadic tribal life: moral and materia! issues, as well as transcendent and

profane themes.

This study focuses on the religious life of the Arabs before Islam-the

period known as the Jibiliyya or "age of ignorance"-through a discussion of their

poetry. Through poetry the Arabs expressed their emotions and thoughts. Poetry

May offer an insight into the very depths of an author's soul, and given the social

importance of poetry among the pre-Islamic Arabs, ioto that of the people as a

whole.

Before Islam the Arabie language sufficed for the simple habituai activities

ofnomadic merchants, e.g., livestock breeding and trading. The Arabs of this time

had little use for the scientific theories of their Persian, Roman, and Egyptian

oeighbors. This, however, did not prevent them from writing poetry that was both

eloquent and original. Every year poetic toumaments would be held, 'Ukiz being

the best known of them, where poets demonstrated their talent for composing.

According to legend, the winning verses would be hung up in the Ka'ba of Mecca



• written on calf-skin with golden inle, until these were superseded by the poetry of

another winner.

In tenns of religious life, the Arabs held for the most part pagan beliefs, but

not to the extent that Many assume, since they also believed in a supreme god

named Allah, the Creator and Sustainer of the universe, as suggested by the Qur'an

29: 61 and 63.

If you asked them who it is tbat has created the heavens and the earth, and
subjected the sun and the Moon, they will surely reply: "God." How lben cao tbey
tum away from Him? Ifyou ask them who it is tbat sends water from the sky and
thus resurrects the earth aCter its death, tbey will certainly reply: "Gad." Say:
"Praise, then, be to Gad!" But Most of tbem are seoseless.1

When they felt the urge to make a vow or invocation, they seldom referred

to their various gods or goddesses. Instead, they called more often upon Allah as

their witness. For example, Imru' al-Qays (d. about 500-540 AD)2 bas a woman

swear on several occasions:

J L'_": L' _:'11~ i·, L.
~ - ~ !S.J c.J. .J

•

She (bis lover) said: 1swear by Allah tbat you have 00

Way of attaining wbat you desire,
Even if1see alluremenl appear from you

1 The Koran \Vith Parallel Arabic Text. trans. with notes by N. J. Dawood (London: Penguin, 1995)
402.

2 He was Imru' al-Qays b. ijujr b. EJarith al-Mulk b. 'Umar al-Maq~ür b. IJujr Âkil al-Murir b.
'Umar b. Mu'awiyya b. Thawr or Kinda. He was bom in Nejd and died on bis way home from a
visit to Constanitople. He was the most prominent pre-Islamic poets. Fu'ad Afrim al-Bustin1,
Diwan [nui' al-Oays (Beirut: al-Matba'a al-Kathulikiyya. 1963); 'Umar Fâriiq al-ribi·, in the
introduction to his edition of Diwan [mri' al-Oays (Beirut: Dar al-Qalam, 1997/8) 7, says that some
historian say that Imru' al-Qays died in 560AD; cf. Mu4ammad Abü Fa41lbrabim, Diwan Imre al­
Qm (Cairo: Dar al-Ma'arif, 1990). See al50 Abü M~ammad 'Abd Allah Ibn Qutayba, al-Shi'r wa
al-Shu'ara' 1 (Beirut: al-Thaqifa, 1980) 50-57; C.J. Lyall, Kitib Sharh al-Oasi'id al-Shi'r
(Calcutta: Dir al-Imira, 1892) 1-30; Fuat Sezgin writes tbat he dicd after 550, Gcscbichte des
arabischen Schrifttums 2 (Leiden: Brill. 1967) 122-126.

J Al-ribi', Diwan [mri' al-Qays, 101; Abu Fa4l, Dlwin Imri' al-Qays, 14; Diwan [mri' al-Oays
(Beirut: Dar Sa4ir, 1377 AHl1958 AD) 40. See also Zawzinl. Sharh al-Mu'allagat, 18; Hafiz
Ghutam Mustafa, Religious Trends in Pre-[slamic Arabie Poetty (Bombay: Aligarh MusUm
University Press, 1971) 42; LyaU, Kitib, 14. This is one ofmu·1l11aqit Unes.

2



•
1 said: 1swear by Allah that 1 will still be in my place
even ifthey cut offmy head and my Iimbs in your presence

By Allah, 1swore to ber a brazen oath

Similarly, Zuhayr 6(d. 530?-627) takes the following oaths in his poems:

1 swear by Allah that we and our allies are aU
ln an age whose e1aws will not be trimmed

.- ....,

.--/

•

4 Al-"I:'iba' Diwan Imri' al-Oays, 124; Abü Fa4I. Diwan Imri' al-Oays, 32; Diwan Imri' al-Oays, 140.
See also Mustafa, Religious Trends, 42, It is said that these verses are the same nature and quality
as bis mu'slJaqa .

5 al-"I:'ibi', Diwan Imri' al-Oays, 124; Abü Fa41, Diwan Imri' al-Oays, 32; Diwan Imri' al-Oays, 140;
Mul}.ammad Faiid Abü f!adid, al-Malik al-Dam [mru' al-Oays (Egypt: Dar al-Ma'irif). See aIso
Mustafa, Religious, 42.

6 He was Zuhayr b. Ab1 Sulma b. Rabl'a b. Qurra b. al-f!ar1th. See Fu'ad Afram al-Bustanl, Diwan
Zuhayr ibn Abl Sulma (Beirut: al-Matba'a al-Kathülikiyya, 1963); Ibn Qutayba. al-Shi'r, 76-78;
Lyall, Sharh al-Oasa'id, 53-66. Most of bis verses are encomia addressed to Harim b. Sinan, his
father, and bis tribe. al-f!arlth b. 'Auf. Only a few were written in condemnation of his enemies.
However, bath the praise and condemnation are cleverly expressed. According to al-BustinJ,
Zuhayr was the third m05t promïnent mu'slJaqà/ poet afier Imru' aI-Qays and al-Nablgha al­
Dhiby8n1. [n bis preface to Diwan Zuhayr ibn Abl Sulma (Beirut: Dar ~idir, 1383 AH! 1963 AD),
Karam al-Bustin1 says that Zuhayr bclieved in Allah, resurrection and the Day of Judgement as
shown by the following verses: fslà /aktUlDU1JJ1 B1Jàba ma 0 nutUsikum - Jiyakhlii wa mabma
yuktam alJàJJu ya-Jam; yu'akbldJar /âyüda' 0 ki/ibin lilyudakllkJJar -. JiylUD sI-1Jisàb aw yu·.jjsl
/âyunqami "so do not hide anything from Allah; 50 be afraid (of Him) whetber or not it is hidden,
indeed Allah knows it; if (the punishment) is po5tponed, then il will be written in the book and will
he c::ounted in the Day of Judgement, and if il is to be done here (in the world), 50 it must be (Le.
sooner or later, il will happen to you)" (p. 5); Lyall, Kitab, 59. See also Fakhr al-Dln Qabiwa, Sbi'r
Zuhayr ibn Ab. Sulma (Halb: Dar al-Qalam al-'Arabl, 1979); al-Suwaydi. Diwan Zuhavr ibn Abl
Sulma ma'a Sharhihi li al-A'ia al-Shantaman (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1306 AH! 1889 AD); Abü 'Abbis
b. Ya4ya b. Zayd Tha'iab aI-ShaybinJ, Sharh Diwin Zubavr ibn Ab. Sulma (Caire: al-Dar aI­
Qawmiyya, 1384 AHl1964 AD); Ibn Qutayba, Shi'r 1, 76-88.

7 Al-Dustin1, Sbarh Diwan Zuhavr, 24; this one line of verse he composed in praise of Aus; al­
Suwaydi, Diwin Zuhavr. 87; al-Shaybanl, Sharh Diwan, 24. Sec also Mustafa, Rcligious, 42.

3



• 1swear by Allâb that Qays knew when
The wind ofwinter blew and wiped out the bouses of people with -unarl

10.11 .-. t ·l:.·_1 .1_' -ü
.~~ ~.j ~.)~ ..1..-.J

You must know ( 0 man) tbat an oath belongs to Allah
So direct your footsteps and watch where you go

Zuhayr reminds the audience here not ta take idle oaths or make promises

that one cannot fulfill because such actions are witnessed by Allah, and one will be

questioned about them in His presence in the Hereafter.

We also find Dhü al-Isba' al-Adwanl l1 saying the following:

1swear to Allih tbat ifshe did not Iike (me),
she should bave desisted from accompanying me
So 1said if you do not like being near me, then stay away

Moreover, while the names of deities and idols are found alongside the

name of Allah in Many oaths, this is never the case with invocations, as shown by

the following Hnes of Imrut al-Qays:

•

8 Al-Bustin1,~. 12; tbis single Hne of verse he composed for Hiram b. Sinan b. Ab1 Har1th. Sec
also Mustafa, Religious Trends, 42.

9 A/-' UDanu (plural of 'unna), large lrees planted around a bouses to protect it from the wind, and
yet dangerous because wben the wind blows strongly, they can he uprooted and fall on the house;
sec al-Bustinl, Sharh, 121.

10 Tll'allami means j'lima; 50 j'limi lll'IUIU aJJ8bi dbi qas8llJan. Hi lanbib 'attention!,' or in other
words j'liman bidbi qasaman, Clpay attention ta or Dotice this oath!" ~mi'1 says lâqdur
bidbar'ikll: qaddir kba!waka 'watch your footstep or pace. A/-dbar- is the measurement of a
footstep, meaning, do Dot burden or entrust me with what 1cannat bear; al-Suwaydi. Diwan Zuhavr,
182. Mustafa, Religious Trends, 42.

II There is no specifie information about bis life except tbat he lived long before Islam. His name
was Hurthin. Lyall. Mufaddilivvat I(Oxford: tbe Clarendon Press, 1918) 311-315, 321-327;-2: 107­
108. Sec also Abii fJadid, al-Malik.

12 Mustafa, Religious Trends, 42; Lyall, al-Mufaddaliyit l, 160.

4



• She said: UMay Allah estrange you!
Did you not see companions and people around me?U

---:' ~;
-'

•

Did not Allâh hate the Barâjim all,
and eut off the nase ofYarbü' and scaller dust on Dirim?ls

Likewise 'Urwa b. al-Wardl6 (d. 6161) said:

Allâb gives recompense whenever His name is mentioned

18~. I~I 1.S _1- -..iI1 _ 1
-~. ~ c.s--

Allâh cursed the beggar when His night was dark

Historians of Islam suspect that the occurrence of names such as 'Abd

Allah, 'Abd al-Qadir, 'Ubayd Allah, etc., among the pre-Islamic Arabs, is

indicative of a strong belief in Allah among them, especially given the fact that

they also considered the latter to be the owner of the Ka'ba,19 the ancient shrine at

Mecca to which Arabs came to perform the 1J8jj, or pilgrimage, every year.

Il Abü FacJl, Diwan Imri' al-Oays, 31; Diwan Irnri' al-Oays, 141; Abü }Jadid, al-Malik, 87. See also
Mustafa, Religious, 43.

14 Abü FacJl, Diwan Imru' al-Oays, 130; Diwan Imru' al-Oays, 165. See also Mustafa, Religious. 43;

1.5 Al-Barajim, Yarbü", and Dirim are names of tribes who inhabited the southem portion of the
Arabian pcninsula .

16 Ibn Qutayba, Shi"r 1,566-567; Aghinl 3, 73; Baghdadi, Khazinat al-Adab 4, 194; Diwan "Urwa
ibn al-Ward (Beirut: Maktabat ~adir, (953).

17 Diwan "Urwa, 6; Ibr3hlm ShalJada al-Khawaja, "Urwa ibn al-Ward: Hayatuhu wa Shi"rubu
(Libya: al-Mansha'a al-Sha"biyya, 1981) 192. See also Mustafa, Religious. 43.

18 Diwan 'Urwa. 12; al-Khawaja. ·Urwi!. 154. See also Mustafa, Religious. 43;.

19 In the Qur'in 3: 96-97 it is said. '·Verily. the first Rouse (ofworship) appoinled for mankind was
that of Bakka(Le., Mecca), full ofblessing. and a guidance for the universe (i.e.• mankind. jinn. and
all that exist). In il are manifest signs (for cxample) the maqam (place) of Abraham; whosocver

5
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Furthennore, Meccan Arabs and their neighbors seem to have

acknowledged Allah as the Greatest Being, and as having divine attributes which

exceeded those of ail other deities, idols, angels, jinn, and even ghosts. Indeed,

they admitted that people are "the slaves of Allah" as expressed by the following

verse of al-A'sha,:2o

1swear by Allah whose servant 1 am

According to Peters, the word Allah in pre-Islamic Urnes was a

manifestation of the Arabs' original religion-that of the lfaniDyya-which was

considered to be the religion of Abraham and Ishmael. Peters argues that {or

Muslims Efanitiyya serves as eUher another name for Islam or designates the

monotheistic religious system of Abraham,22 re{erred ta in the Qur'an 3: 95, and 4:

125:

Say (0 MulJammad) Allah speaks the truth; follow the religion of Abraham the
/janl!; who was Dot of a/-musbJ'ikün (the associators).
Who can he better than one who submits (asJama) himselfto Allah, does good and
follows the religion of Abraham the /janl!; for Allah took Abraham as a friend.

enters il, he aUains security. And lfajj to the House is a duty that mankind owes to Allâb, those
who can afford expenses (for one's conveyance, provision and residence); and whoever disbelieves
(i.e., denies the lfa.ij. therefore a disbeliever in Allah) then Allah stands not in need of any of the

• numverse.

20 He was MaymÜD b. Qays who was barn in a village near by Yamama among the tribe of Banü
Qays b. Tha~laba. plwin al-A~sha (Beirut: Dar Sadir, 1966) 5; Kitab al-Subh al-Munir fi Shi'r Abl
Baslr MaymÜD ibn Oays ibn Jandal al-A'shi wa al-A'shaw al-Akharayn (London: Messr Luzac &
Co, 1928) ed. Rudolf Geyer, 58. A'sha, Diwan al-A~sha al-Kabir Maymün ibn Oays, ed.
Mu1)ammad and M~ammad IJusayn Irm (Mecea: Maktabat al-Adab, n.d.). See also 'Abbas
Bayyünl ~Ajlin. 'Anisir al-AbIa' al-Fannl fi Shior al-A'sha (Alexandria: Dar al-Ma'~ri:, 1931), ~~~~

Abü ijadid, al-fvfalik; al-Bustânl. Muntakhabât Shi'riyya (Beirut: Ma~ba'at al-Kathülikiyya, 1963).

21 Diwan A'shi.178; cf. al-Subh al-Munir, 58; cf. Mu~tafa, Religious Trends, 45.

6
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The Foeus ofthis Study and the its Sources

This work will attempt a study of pre-Islamic Arabie poetry with a view to

determioing to what extent Allah \vas seen as the Supreme Deity prior to the

mission of the Prophet MuJ,ammad. Certainly, historians dealing with the history

of the ancient Arabs have attempted to give an account of the religious beliefs of

this people; yet their main object, obviously, was to sketch a general history of the

faith held by the Arabs before Islam. For tbis reason, they employa wide variety

of sources of wbich pre-Islamic poetry is only one. Hence this body of literature

has not been fully exploited for the purposes of tbis topic.

The purpose of this thesis is to trace the thought of the pagan Arabs

conceming the idea of God as expressed in tbeir verse. The position of Allah and

the development of religious ideas among the ancient Arabs can be understood

ooly when set against the powerful precedent of the long tradition of pre-Islamic

poetry. The results are intended both as a contribution to literary history, and as

providing a missing link in the early development of religious ideas and norms in

Arabia before Islam in continuation of lfanlDyya teachings.

The investigation extends only to the study of pre-Islamic religious poetry,

i.e., the pre-Islamic perception of Allah among other Arab deities in the verse

produced during the one hundred and sixtY years that preceded the mission of the

Prophet Muhammad. This was the era of the mu"allaqit poets, as well as the

22 F. E. Peterst Muhammad and the Origin of Islam (New York: New York State University Presst

1994) 122.

7
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period in which lfanlDyya faith experienced sorne of its most significant

developments.

Our primary sources for this study consist solely therefore of the surviving

body of poetry from this period, generally accepted by scholars to be authentic for

the following reasons:

1. It is agreed that there is Httle of pre-Islamic Arabie religious poetry still

available. The modem scholar Y~ya al-Jubuii says that, if had it not

been for the fact that philologists began collecting tbis matenal only at

the beginning of the second century of the Islamic calender, more of it

would have been preserved.23 This May be true. On the other hand, we

have statements of the early philologists that a large amount of Arabic

poetry did not survive even into the early Islamic period.24

Though sorne claim that ancient Arabic poetry suffered from the

interpolation of later Islamic ideas, the standard of poetic excellence

generally remained the same. According to al-Qurashl the early Arabs

of the desert were true master-poets who aspired both to the highest

level of Arabie eloquence and to the richest voeabulary. No later poet

fails to acknowledge the excellence of their expression.25 The difficulty

23 Y~yi al-Juburl. al-Islam wa al-Shi'r (Baghdad: M"'~~&ol~<l~ ~1-Nah4a, 1383/1964) 35-37; cf. Linda
Clarke, "Arabie Elegy between the Jahiliyya and Islam" (M. A. thesis, McGill University.1988) 7.

24 Ibn Sallam al-Jumahl in his Biographies of the Poets writes tbat when Islam came the Arabs
tumed their attention frOID poetry to the new faith. Many of those who engaged in poetry died or
were killed in the Islamie conquests. When the fust Muslims state was established. they werc able
to preserve only very liule of their preeious ancient poetry; see Tabagit Fubùl Shu'ari' l, cd.
MéÙ1-müd MuJ,ammad Shikir (Cairo: Ma~ba'at al-Madanl. 1394/(974) 25.
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is still, however, to establish the authenticity of sentiments against the

claim that ail religious poetry was introduced later under influence of

Islarnic doctrines. Could it be that the early philologists engaged in

such pious interpolation?

2. Many writers have noticed a lack of references to Islamic doctrines

throughout the poetry of the first century. Yet, in 1937 'Umar Farrükh

claimed that al the beginning of the Prophetie mission, poetry

manifested the rapid and overwhelming influence of Islam both on the

culture and the way of thinking ("If the Arabs.26 For example, we find

elegies for martyred Muslims and poems that caU for morality in line

with Islamic teachings.27 Von Grunebaum, however, in reply to

Farrükh's claim, says that these verses contain Iittle in the way of

relïgious expression, but rather reflect the political controversies raised

among early Muslim thinkers.28 It was ooly "by the end of the eighth

ceotury AD, however, (that) religious thinking and feeling had pervaded

the mind of the average Muslim to such an extent that it found ils way

2S Abü Zayd Mul}.ammad b. Ab1 al-Khanab al-Qurashl, Jamharit Asb-ir al-' Arab 1 (Cairo: Dar
Nah4at Mi~, 1387 AHl1967 AD) 1.

26 Clarke, "Arabie Elegy." 8; citcd ûom Das Bild des Frühislam. 2; M~ammadRa4atullah Khan,
Vom Einfluss des Our'ans Buf die arabische Dichtung: Eine Untersuebung über die diehterischen
Werke von Hassan b. Thibit. Ka'b b. Milik und -Abd Allih b. Rawiha (Leipzig: Otto Harrassowitz,
1938.

27 'Umar FatrÜkh. Tirllch al-Adab al-'Arabl1 (Beirut: Dar 'llm Ii-al-Maliylo. 1984) 256.

2& Clarke. ··Arabie Elegy," 8·9 citing Von Grunebaum's review of Farrükh's work in Wiener
Zcitsehrift fiir die Kunde des Morgenlandes 45 (1938): 293·295. Gabrieli, however seems to agree
witb Farrükh; see bis "Religious Poetry in Early Islam," Arabie Poetty. Theoty and Development
:Tbird Giorgio Levi Della Vida Biennial Conference, ed. G. E. von Grunebaum (Wiesbaden: Otto
Harrassowitz, 1973): 6-7.
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ioto poetry without being considered ao innovatioo.,,29 Thus pre-Islamic

Arabie religious poetry is logieally acceptable as an authentic source.

3. According to Goldziher, lJassan b. Thibit and Ka'b b. Malik, among the

Many who composed Islamic verse, stood outside the general tendencies

oftheir lime.JO However Farrükh succeeded in traeing names from about

two hundred years before Islam to whom a verse or verses 00 religious

thernes are aseribed,JI lending more validity to the claim tbat there is a

spiritual vein in ancient Arabic poetry.

4. The "discontinuity" and "interruption" in the steady lioe of the poetie

tradition at the beginning of the Prophet Mw"ammad's mission,

stemming from the decline of the typical values of desert life as upheld

in Jahiliyya poetry, are likewise factors which strengthen the case for

the authenticity ofpre-Islamic Arabic poetry in its present written form.

The sources for this study have been carefully chosen from the original

texts, and have been compared witb recognized English translations. Thus,

quotations from Ibn al-Kalbl's Kitib al-Asnam, for example, will appear side by

side with the translations made by Faris in his The Book of Idols, while Ibn I~hiq's

Sirat al-Nubuwwa is verified against Guillaume's English version, The Life of

Muhammad.

29 Gustave E. von Grunebau~"The Early Development of Islamic reIigious Poetry," Journal of the
Ameriean Oriental Society 60 (1940): 24.

JO Clarke, "Arabie Elegy,·' 9; citing from "Der Diwan des Garwal b. Aus al-ijutc'a:' Zeitsehrift der
Deutschen Morgenliindischen Gesellschaft 46 (1892): 1.

II Clarke. "Arabie Elegy." 9; eiting Das Bild des Frühislam, 2.

10



•

-'

•

The Method ofThis Study

This thesis will take a textual approach, examining passages selected from

both primary and secondary sources. Primary sources in Arabie include the Kitab

al-Asnam by Ibn al-Kalbl, and other original works, such as DIwan Irnri' al-Oays,

Diwan Zuhayr, Diwan Khansa', as weil as collection of other pre-Islamic poets.

Books and scholarly articles, such as Margoliouth's The Origins of Pre-Islamic

Poetry, will be considered among the secondary sources. A1so, sorne background

information will he provided by works discussing Qur'anic and IJadith studies in

general, including the biography of the Prophet Mul].ammad. These sources will

provide alexical frame of reference which will enable me to explore how the word

"Allah" in particular was understood among the Arabs of the Jibiliyya.

This essay will consist of two parts. Chapter 1 will trace the ongins of the

lfanlDyya faith, and its development (perhaps "deviation" would be a more

suitable word), as weil as other religious practices of the Arabs prior to Islam.

lfanlDyya was considered the religion of Abraham, the "Friend of God," and of his

son Ishmael, the founder of the Arab people. Like several other revealed religions,

the lfanlDyyataught monotheism, or worship of the one God, called Allah. Due to

the times and, perhaps, external influences, the Arabs later on invented other gods

and practiced idolatry. Despite these practices the Arabs did not totally discard ail

lfanlDyya rituals, for every year they still went to Mecca to perform lfaJJ, which

was one of the primary rituals of lfanlfiyya, to show their reverence for the Ka'ba,

the ancient shrine built by Abraham and his son Ishmael.

Il
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Chapter II Iists the deities worshipped in pre-Islamic Arabia, for which

references May he found in the compilations of ancient Arabic poetry such as the

Mu'allagat and Asma'ivvat, and in historical records of Arabic Iiterature. It is said

that every lribe preferred having ils own god or goddess to whom members paid

special visits and offered magnificent sacrifices and gifts, which could he eitber in

the form of animal victims or valuable objects left before an image of the deity.

Every god or goddess was represented by an idol, which could take the shape of a

human being; tbis they called $annl (pl. 8$Dam), or also a standing rock or statue,

referred to as nU$h (pl. an~ib). Allah, however, was the only who was not

represented by any image or statue, an acknowledgement perhaps that He was the

Lord of ail gods and goddesses. Allah was superior to other gods and goddesses

while the latter were actually considered to be the intermediaries between Allah

and the human race.

Note on Transliteration

Throughout this study, the Arabie transliteration rules of the Institute of

Islamic Studies, McGill University, will be followed.

12
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CHAPTERONE

ijANIFIYYA

lfanlfiyya (:i,; i_· = Il), a term given to a pre-Islamic monotheism native to

Arabia other than Judaism and Christianity, is a derlvative of IJanlf, generally

acknowledged to be a borrowing from the Syrlac 'hanpa' meaning originally

"pagan heretic" but theo later developing ioto the sense of "religious dissident."

Accordiog to Gabrieli, the lfanlfiyya practitioners or (IJanlfJ practiced an ascetic

liCe and sought through Meditation explanation of the transcendental phenomena

which the majorlty of ancient Arabs accepted with fatalistic gesture.1

According to Jfanlfiyya belief, there \vas only one true God who \Vas Allah,

the creator and sustainer of the universe. Records show that the name of Allah

uscd extensively among ancient Arabs for serious affairs like taking oaths and in

invocations. There is also a suspicion among Islamic historians that the existence

oC names such as ~bd Allah (~1~) and ~bd al-Qadfr (.H.J.à.JI~) among the

pagan Arabs \Vas indicative of their belief in AlI3h. Furthermore they also

considered Allah to be the owner of the Ka'ba, the ancient shrine at Mecca where

Arabs came to perform the 1}8jjor pilgrimage every year.

Peters supports this idea saying that the occurrence of the word Allah

during pre-Islamic limes was a manifestation of the religion native to the Hijaz

1 Fransesco Gabrieli, Muhammad and the Conguest of Islam, trans. Virginia Luling and Rosamund
Linell (New York, Toronto: McGraw-Hill Book Company, 1968) 43. See aIso Andrew Rippin,
"lUJMNN and the f!anlfs," in Islamic Studies presented to Charles J. Adams, ed. Wael B. Hallaq
and Donald P. Little (Leiden, New York, Kabenhavn, Kain: E. J. Brill, 1991) 152-68; Toshihiko
Izutsu, God and Man in the Koran: Semantics of the Koranic Weltanschauung (Tokyo: the Kcio
Institute ofCulturaI and Linguistic Studies, 1964) 112.
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region of the Arabian Peninsula, i.e., the lfanifiyya, which was considered to be the

religion of Abraham and Ishmael. According ta him, Muslim scholars consider

Ifanlfiyya to be another tenn for Islam and the original form of Arabian

monotheism adopted and practiced by Abraham.2

However, before embarking on any discussion of the existence of

Abrahamic practices and ideas in pre-Islamic times, it seems advisable to discuss

first the genealogy of the pagan Arabs for purposes of clarity. Generally, the

ancient Arabs have been categorized into three chronologically-distinct groups: the

~8riba (~)....JI, genuine Arabs), also called the bi'ida (o~41I, extinct); muta ~arriba

(~~I, naturalized Arabs of an earlier period); and the musta ~riba (~J ft ft .. 11,

later, naturalized Arabs).3

The ~ariba were regarded as genuine Arabs who were the descendants of

Iram and Lawidh, the grandsons of Noah by his son Sam. According to Fariq, the

'ariba were spread throughout the Arabian peninsula, but had already long been

extinct by the lime of Christ. Among them were the ~Amaliqa, the'Ad, the

Thamiid, the ~asm and the Jadis, and the Jurhum.4 Even though their story is

mostly legendary, the 'Amaliqa were reported to be the inhabitants of Oman,

2 Peters. Muhammad. 122, translation of Ibn Is~aq. 1985, 100-01.

J Jil)Î Zaydin. 81-'Arab Oabl al·lslim (Beirut: Dir Maktabat al-ijayat. 1900z) 11-14; see also
A1)mad Anùn, Fajr al-Islam (Cairo: Maktabat al-Nah4a al-Mi~riyya, 1965) 1-11; cf. K. A. Fariq.
History of Arabie Litera!ure ( Delhi: Vikas Publications. 1972) Il.
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Bahrain, the Hijiz.lraq, Mesopotamia, Syria, and Egypt. They even govemed two

great early kingdoms: one in Iraq (Babylon), and the other in Egypt.5 Historians

disagree about the exact whereabouts of the •Ad. Sorne give the region around

Alexandria, sorne prefer Damascus, others argue for Yemen. But from the

description of the 'Ad's home as a golden city with rivers beneath and decorated

with various colors of pearl, it was very likely in the southem Arabian Peninsula,

i.e., in the Yemen, Oman, or Ha4ramawt6 because those regions are known for their

rich mines. The Thamüd dwelled in Hijr, known as the city of the prophet $ali~,

and in the Widi al-Qura in the western Hijàz.7 The rasm and the Jadis on the other

hand dwelt in Yamama in the eastern Nejd, the one succeeding the other over

time.·

Muta ~arribaArabs (~~,)

The muta 6arriba tribes were reported to be the next inhabitants after the

'ariba ofYemen, Ija4ramaut and Hijr, i.e., the area forming the Persian Gulf coast

of the Arabian mainland. Their genealogy is traditionally linked to Ya'rub b.

Qal}~an, the first and g;eatest king of the famous Sabaean and Himyarid 'tubba'

kings ofsouthem Arabia. But there is no historical record ofbis background apart

• Fariq, ibid.

5 Zaydan, al-'Arab, 53-54.

6 Ibid, 83-85.

7 Ibid, 86-89.

8 Ibid, 89. But Fariq adds tbat this included with the a1Jqif; the sandy tracts between Yemen and
Oman.
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from the story that one day he came to Yemen, settled there, and adopted both the

native culture and the language. Ultimately when his people had increased and

become dominant, he seized power from the native &8riba.9 He and his people were

nevertheless known as muta &aniba because they were not of Arab origine Among

them were the ijarndan, the '(ayyi', the MadhlJij, the Kinda, the Lakhm, and the

,Azd (eomprising the'Aus, the Khazraj and the Ghassan).lo

MustafribaArabs (~~.- ,,11)

The musta ~jba were the alleged descendants of Ishmael who had been

domiciled in Mecca about nineteen centuries before Christ. Il Thus they were also

called Isma7/iyya or Ishamaelite. Ishmael, the son of Abraham by bis concubine

Hagar, married a daughter of Mu<J,a<J, b. Bashir, the last king of the Jurhum of the

fariba Arabs. Later on their offspring were to be popularly referred to as the

'Adnanites aCter one of their famous progeny named 'Adnan.12 The Adninites

settled in the countries to the north of Yernen: Tihama, the Hijaz, and Nejd, as far

as Syria and Iraq.13 They were known as the northemers and were commonly

referred to in Arabie literature as Ma'ad, Nizar, and Mudar. Among them the most

popular tribes were the Quraysh, dwelling in Mecca and its environs; the Taghlib,

9 Zaydin, al.'Arab. 141-142.
10 Fariq, Historv, 12.

Il Zaydan, al-' Arab, 223.

12 Ibid. According to Zaydan, historians disagree about the number of generations separating mm
from Isbmael. Some give the number as Corly, sorne put il at twenty, others put il at fifteen or even
less; cf. Fariq History, 14.
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residing in Mesopotamia; the Thaqlf in eastem Mecca; the Bakr, spread over

Yamama to Hijr; and the Thamlm to the south and south-east of B~ra. The'Abd

al-Manaf and the'Abd al-Dârl. were highly respected among the Quraysh because

they played an important role in the pre-Islamic pilgrimage every year.

A. THE ORIGIN Of THE ijANIFlYYA

As pointed out before, the lfanlfiyya religion of the pagan Arabs remained

relatively unintluenced by the Judeo-Christian traditions that preceded

Mul)ammad's prophetie mission. However, this does not necessarily mean that the

Arabs were unaware of these traditions. On the contrary, they were quite

conscious of the Abrahamic tradition by which Arabs traced their monotheism

through Abraham and bis son Ishmael, the legendary founder of the Arab nation,

which was tben continued by Moses and Jesus, and finally reached Mu~ammad.

Yet this tradition had been overlaid by the pagan developments of later centuries.

It is human nature to respect things or objects surrounding one that seem to

offer comfort and protection. As it is natural in the desert for sandstorms to occur,

trees and stones sometimes provide the only shelter. Gradually tbis feeling

develops ioto a kind of belief that those things or objects are agents of the

divinities or the divinities themselves. It is very likely for this reason that the

ancient Arabs offered their sacred rituals to trees and stones, not as the divinities

themselves, but rather as tbeir agents, houses and dwellings. Later on, due ta their

13 Zaydin. al-·Arab. 219; cf. Fariq. History. 14.

14 Zaydin. al-·Arab. 1: 103-251; Nuwayrl. Nihayât al-·Arab 2: 262-303; and Qalqashandi. 1: 315-60;
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contacts with foreign countries through trade, abstract characteristics came to he

applied to these divinities. The Bedouin, however, did not give up their nomadic

tradition of worship, perhaps because the gods of agricultural communities did not

suit their nomadic way of life. 15

The Qur'an makes explicit statements about the beliefs of the pagan Arabs

and about certain ideas wbich were passed down through the Prophet MUQammad

and Muslims.

As cited by Ibn IslJ.aq, Ibn Hisham mentions four Meccans of the Prophet's

generation who abandoned pagan practices. They were:

1. Waraqa b. Naufal b. Asad b. Abd al-'Uzza b. Qu~ayy b. Kilab b. Murra b. Ka'ab

b. Lu'ayy.

2. 'Ubayd Allah b. la1J.sh b. Ri'ab b. Ya'mar b. Abra b. Murra b. Kablr b. Ghanm

b. Düdan b. Asad b. Khuzayma al-Asadi

3. 'Uthmin b. al-IJuwayrith b. Asad b. 'Abd al-'Uzza b. Qu~ayy.

4. Zayd b. 'Amr b. Nufayl b. 'Abd al-'Uzza b. 'Abd Allah b. Quq b. Riyah b.

Razaq b. 'Adiy b. Ka'b b. Lu'ayy.

Waraqa became a Christian and studied the scriptures until he mastered the~

whereas 'Ubayd Allah went on searching until the rise of Islam. He became a

Muslim and took part in the migration to Abyssinia together with bis Muslim wife

Umm IJablba, daughter of Abü Sufyan. Once there, however, he converted to

Christianity and died as a Christian. 'Uthman b. al-I-Juwayrith went to Byzantium

cf. fariq, Historv, 14.

15 See W. Montgomery Watt, Muhammad at Mecca (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1972) 23.
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and adopted Christianity. He was honored with a highly respected position beside

the Byzantine emperor. Unlike the others, Zayd b. 'Amr converted to neither

Judaism nor Christianity. He instead maintained his belief in the lfanlOyya, or

Hanafite religion. 16 Ibn Qu~ayba mentions six other persans ta whom the adjective

1}anlfwas applied, including Umayya b. Abl al-~alt and Abü al-Qays b. al-A~lat.17

Abü al-Qays used to say:

And remember the account you must render,
for God is the best reckoner.
Man's Lord has chosen a religion,
So let none guard you but the Lord ofheaven,
Raise up for us !Jan/Jireligion.
You are our abject; one is guided in travel by heights,
You are a Iight and protection ta this people,
You lead the way, not lacking in virtues.18

16 Ibn Ishaq, The Life of Muhammad, trans. A. Guillaume (London: Oxford University Press, 1955)
98-99. See also Watt. Muhammad, 162; MuJ,Ammad Ibn IJablb al-Baghdadi. Kitab al-Muhabbar
(Ma~ba'at Janù'at Da'rat al-Ma'inf al-'Uthmaniyya, 1361 AH! 1942 AD) 171; Ibn IJablb, Kitib al­
Munammag fi Akhbir Ouraysh (Hyederabad: Matba'at Majlis Da'irat al-Ma'Brif al-'Uthminiyya,
1384 AH/1964 AD) 176-77.531-32.

17 He was ~ayfi b. al-Aslat b. Jusham b. Wi'il b. Zayd b. Qays b. 'Amir b. Muna b. Mallik b. al­
Aus. See Ibn Is~iq, Life of Muhammad, 128.201; and Watt, Muhammad. Abü Qays was brother
of Banü Waqif of Yathrib or Medina, wbo was weil acquainted of the sayings of Jewish rabbis
about the apostle of God. Fariq in his History, 92-94 says that Umayya, a second cousin of the
Prophet M~ammad on the mother's side, had an inquisitive mind. and was keenly interested in
religious inquiries. He was an inOuential resident of al-1a'if, a hitly town with fine climate about
fi fty miles eastem of Mecca, which was belonged to Thaqiftribe. He was said to have been in touch
with the monles and priests ofSyiria during his wandering. He had read some of the revealed books,
which resulted in his hatred of idols. and only believed in one and all-powerful true Gad, sbunncd
wine, and wore coarse dress of camel or goat haïr. His ideas about God, life aCter death and human
conduct closely resembled the Qur'an, as is a150 shown by his poems. He was very much aware of
the last Prophet. Sorne reporters said that he wanted to be the expected Propbet. See Abù al-faraj
al-Isfahinl (d. 356 AHll076 AD), Kitib al-Aghani 8 (Beirut: Dir al-Kutub al-'Ilmiyya, 1986) 187;
and sorne said he acknowledged the Prophet and even sincerely praised him in his lines, upheld his
mission and exhorted his readers to follow mm. See also Khizanat al-Adab. 1: 173).

18 Ibn Ishaq, The Life of Muhammad. trans. Alfred Guillaume (Lahore, Karachi: Oxford University
Press. (967) 129; Ibn Hisham, al-Sirah al-Nabawiyya 1 (Beirut: Dar Kitib al-'Arabl, 1408 AHl1987
AD) 315; for Arabic text. see appendix 1. This is part or bis ode in which he magnified the sanctity
of Mecca, Corbade Quraysh to fight there. urged them to stand by one another, mentioned their
merits and virtues, urged them to protect the apostle MUQammad, and reminded them of how Allah
had dealt with them and saved them in the War of the Elephant against the Abraha's army in the
year before the apostle \Vas bom. The translations. which are not authorized to any one are
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On another occasion Abü al-Qays said:

Lord of mankiod, serious things have happened.
The difficult and the simple are involved.
Lord of mankind, if we have erred
Guide us to the good path.
Were il oot for our Lord we should be Jews
And the religion ofJews is Dot convenient.
Were il not our Lord we should he Christians
Along with the monks on Mount lam.
But when wc were created we were created
lfanlFs, our religion is from all generations.
We bring the sacrificial carnels walking in feUers
Covered with cloths but their shoulders bare.19

The use of the word 1}anlf in the Qur' in suggests that tbey were the

followers of the original ideal of the Arab religion, Le., the Abrahamic faith. While

these persons did not explicitly refer to themselves as 1}anlf(~I) or say they

were in search of the lfanlfiyya way, yet their denial of either Meccan pagan

practices or Judeo-Chrïstïan traditions clearly implied that they may nevertheless

have been searching for the monotheism of the genuine ancestral religion.

In contrast to Watt's suggestion that the presence of monotheistic ideas

among the Arabs originally came from the Hellenistic influence of Syro-Arabian

religion, sorne classical sources (e.g., al-Sira al-Nabawivvil, Diwan al-HakIm, etc.)

suggest that the Arabs were already monotheists long before Islam, but that due to

foreign influences they had corrupted the original ideas.20 In addition, the earliest

passages orthe Qur'in address the people, in this case the Meccan Arabs, in tenus

translated by the writer of tbis thesis.

19 Ibn Is~aq. Life of Muhammad. 201. trans. Guillaume; Ibn Hisham, al-Slrah 2: 85-86; for Arabie
text. sec appendix 2.

20 Wall. Muhammad. 162.
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which indic.:tte that these latter believed in, a1though somewhat vaguely, a god

whom they called Allah.21 Perhaps because of the level oftheir understanding they

could not accept an unseen gode Thus, they took visual objects as the dwellings of

this god, which they sometimes treated like the god himself.

Furtbermore, Watt says that the Qur'an explains certain strange words

which were apparently not properly understood at the same time or did not exist

among the Arabs before, e.g. saqar (~I, Qur'an 74: 26-30), al-qari'ah (~.)WI,

Qur'an 101: 1-(1), al-!)utamah (:i. Le 11, Qur'an 104: 4-9). But when it cornes to

the phrase rabb bidhial-bayt (~ll~~..J' the Lord ofthis House, Le. the Ka'ba) in

siïra al-Quraysh (Qur'an 106), the fact that il does not require an explanation to

readers means that the expression must have been familîar to them. They called

the Lord of the House Allib, commonly understood to be the supreme god or

'God.' It is most Iikely that before Islam the Meccan pagans used A/lill to indicate

the principal deity worshipped at ra' if, known simply as the goddess al-Lat, and

that sorne Meccans did not see the identification of the goddess with Al/ab as

absolutely incompatible.22

Among those who held monotheistic beliefs were Lab1d b. Ab1 Rabl'ah21 (d.

41 AH/661 AD) and Umayya b. Abl al-~alt (d. 2 AHl624 AD).24 Both were

21 Ibid. 26.

22 Ibid. 26-27. \VaU even tries to prove that the 1]anlfwere simply a political movement possibly
based on Greek Philosophy, not Judeo-Christian ideas.

23 Sezgin, Geschichte, voL 2, 122-126.

24 Farrûkh. Tirlkh al-Adab al-"Arabl, 216-19; Fariq, History, 92-94.
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prominent poets of pre-Islamic times. Abü Aql1 Labld b. Abl Rabl&ah b. Mâlik b.

Ja'far b Kilib was a prominent poet of the Banü 'Am1r, a tribe which settled in

Nejd, to the northeast and northwest of Mecca. In his DIwan (a compilation of

Arabie poems), which contains hundreds of verses, Labld expresses his belief in ua

decent, orderly and morailife, and his belief in predestination, God the Aimighty,

resurrection, and the Day ofJudgmenl.,,2s In a long elegy composed for Nu'man b.

Mundhlf6
, Labld says:

Every thing, but Allah, is vain
And ail happiness, unconditionally, will vanish
When a man is on a night joumey, he thinles that he has accomplisheù sorne deed
But man spends his life in hopes
Say to him: UICyou return back your liCe, does the lime remind you? lCoot,
You mother is Hahil (who watched his own interest)
ICyou do not trust your self, approve it
Perhaps the past would unclose it to you
When you do not fiod a father other tban 'Adnan and Ma'ad,
The j udge (God) will punish you
On the day when every body will be infonned of his deeds
When the record ofhis life is opened before Allih"27

Umayya's poems are aiso mostly charged with deep religious fervor and an

eamest consciousness of the glory, might and wisdom of God. Featuring

remarkable 1ucidity and refinement of expression, these verses exhort readers to

give up passion, discipline their lives and develop a sense of accountability to

GOd.28 In one ofhis verses, Umayya says:

25 Fariq, History, 89. See also Ibn Qu~ayba. al-Shi"r WB al-Shu'ari' l, 194-204.

26 He was Abü al-Qibus al-Nu'man b. Mundhir (580 - 602) King of Hira', in whose service Labid
spent most of his liCe.

27 Ibn Qutayba, al-Shi"r. 199; for Arabie text see appendix 3. See also IQsin 'Abbas, Sharh Diwan
Labld ibn Rabl"a al-"Amirl (Kuwait: Wizaral al-Irshad wa al-Anba', 1984) 254-257, with slightly
different order. Trans. The author ofthis thesis.

28 Abu al-Faraj al-Isfahani (d. 356AHJI076 AD), Kitib al-Aghin14, 127 - 140.
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Every religion will be declared untruth on the Day ofJudgment before Allah
Except the J)llJ1ifiyya religion.

In another short poem Umayya describes the event wben God commanded

Abraham to sacrifice bis son Ishmae1.30 It has been said that Umayya hoped that

he himself was the expected prophet written of in previous holy books. Hence

Umayya was very upset when that person appeared to be Mu4ammad, the ummi,

and on that account doubted his prophecy. Umayya expresses his bitter feelings in

the following verse:

1 know thal lfaDiliyya(practice) is true,
And yel doubt conceming Mu~ammadhas come over me

In another poem conceming deatb, Umayya says:

•

Every life however long is fated by time
to ils final end when it ceases
If ooly l, before il appeared to me,
had pastured wild goats on the tops orthe mountains

29 Ibid, 130.

30 Fariq, Historv, 92.4. Sorne historians say that these verses \Vere made up by later Muslims and
were connected to pre-Islamic poets to make a Iink to the Qur'inic phrases dealing with Meccan
pagans.

JI Abü a1-Farij, al-Aghani, 4: 138.

32 Ibid, 139. See also Ibn Qu~ayba, al-Shi'r, 371.
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Set death before your eyes
And beware offate for fate bas a demon

Elsewhere he wrote:

Praise to Allah who blesses our aftemoons and momings with goodness
o my Lord, Thou bless our momings and aftemoons
(He is) the Lord of }fanlfiyya, do not fight for His treasures are abundant
His power is widespread throughout the universe
Is not a prophet sent from among us sa he speaks ta us
About what is behind our destination presiding over our lives
He explained to us that our fathers who brought us up have died
WhiIe wc infatuate our children with foolishness
If only we knew that our knowing would benefit us
So that our lives in the Hereafter will afflx ours here]]

Ibn al-Kalb1 (d. 821), a scholar who made a special study of the pre-Islamic

Arabs in his Kitâb al-Asnam ,34 Iinked their paganism directly to the degeneracy of

the Bani Isma'il.

The reason which led them to the worship of images and stones was the following:
No one left Meeca wilhout earrying away with him a stone from the stones of the
Sacred House (al-Ffaram) as a token of referenee to il, and as a sign of deep
affection ta Meeca. Wherever he settled he would ereet tbat stone and
circumambulate it in the same manner he used ta cireumambulate the Ka'bab
[before bis departure from Mecea), seeking thereby ils blessing and affinniog his
deep affection for the Sacred House. In fact, the Arabs still venerate the Ka'bah
and Mecca and journey to them in arder ta perfoon the pilgrimage and visitation,
conforming thereby ta the time-honored custom whieh tbey inherited from
Abraham and Isbmael.

[n time this led them ta the worship of whatever took their fancy, and caused
them ta forget their former worsbip. They exchanged the religion of Abraham and
Ishmael for another. Consequently they took ta the worship of images, becoming
like the nations before them. 35

Following the Qur'an 71: 20-24, Ibn al-Kalb1 refers in his explanation to the

story of how gods were worshipped in pre-Islamic Arabia, practices which can be

33 Abü al-Faraj, AI-Aghanl 13: 6. For Arabic text, see appendi:< 4. Trans. Tbe autbor ofthis thesis.

34 Translated \Vith introduction and notes by Nabih Amin Faris as The Book of Idols (princeton•
New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1952) 4.

3.5 Ibid, 4-5 .
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traced back to the lime of Noah: uO Lord, they rebel against me, and they follow

those whose riches and children ooly aggravate their ruin. And they plotted a great

plot, and they said, 'Forsake not your gods; forsake not Wadd and Suwi', nor

Yaghüth and Ya'üq and Nasr.' And they caused many to err...." He says a1so:

UThey sought and determined what the people of Noah had worshipped of these

images and adopted the worship of those which were still remembered among

them."36

Sorne of these practices therefore were supposed to have survived from

Noah's lime, ooly to be adopted by the people of Abraham's era, and preserved

uotil the coming of the Prophet Mu~ammad; this will be discussed later uoder a

separate heading.

One example of those inherited practïces was the pre-Islamic ta/biyya

(:,_.';, acclamation prayer), which was slightly changed with the coming of Islam

to read "Here we are, 0 Lord! Here we are! Here we are! You have no partoer save

the one who is Yours; You bave dominion over him and whatever he possesses."]7

Through the ta/biyya Meccan pagans indeed acknowledged the unity of God but at

the same time associated Him with their other gods, making them subordinate to

Him.

Regarding Ibn al-Kalb1, Peters says that stone worship is not quite the same

as idol worship. In stone worship the Arabs first expressed their admiration of the

Ka'ba io Mecca, while idol worship was introduced ioto the Meccan cult in the

]6 Ibid, 4.

2S



•

•

time of the Khuzi'a. According to many authorities, including Peters, the pagan

practices in Mecca took a new tum when the Khuzi'a, under their leader 'Amr b.

LulJayy, a son-in-Iaw of the last Jurhum leader'Amr b. al-fJaiith, replaced the

Jurhum as the leading tribe in the area.JK

(W)hen Amr ibn-Lul)ayy came (to Mecca) he disputed his right to ils
custody, and with the aid of the children of Ishmad he fought the
Jurhumites, defeated them, and c1eared them out of the Ka~ba; he then drove
them out ofMecca and took over the custody of the Sacred House (al-Bayt)
after them.

He then became very sicle, and was told, "There is a hot spring in al­
Balqa', in Syria (Sha'm); ifyou would go there, you would he cured." So he
went to the hot spring, bathed therein, and was cured. During his stay there,
he noticed that the inhabitants of the place worshipped idols. He, therefore.
queried them saying, UWhat are these things?" To which they replied, "To
them we pray for rain, and from them we seek victory over the eoemy."
Tbereupon he asked them to give him (a few of those idols) and they did.
He took them back with him to Mecca and erected them around the
Ka'bah.J9

Thereafter, Meccan pagans adopted the newly introduced idols and the

sacred area in its vicinity as their faith. Almost every family in Mecca kept an idol

at home. Whenever a family member would set out on a journey, he would touch

the idol before leaving the house, hoping that it would bless his joumey; and on bis

retum, the first thing he would do was to louch it again in gratitude.

In addition, Ibn IslJâq lists the names of the Arab idols and the places where

they used to be erected. He writes:

Quraysh bad an idol by a weIl io the middle of the Ka'ba called Hubal. And
tbey adopted Asif (Isit) and Ni'Ha by the place of Zarnzam. sacrificing
beside them. They were a man and woman of Jurhum-Isaf b. Baghy and

37 Ibid, 5. See also Peters, Muhammad, 13.

38 Peters, Ibid, 14.

39 Ibn al-Kalbl, Book ofldo1s, 7. See also Peters, Muhammad, 14.
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Na'ila d. Dik-who were guilty ofsexual relations in the Ka'ba and 50 Gad
transformed them into two stones. 'Abdullah b. Abü Bakr...on the
authority of'Arnra b. 'Abd al-Rahman (states) tbat she said, '[ heard A'isha
say, "We always heard tbat Isif and Ni'ila were a man and a woman of
Jurhum who copulated in the Ka'ba sa God transformed them into two
stones." But Gad aJone knows the truth. ,4{)

On the authority of MaI]müd b. Labld from 'Abd Allah b. 'Abbas, 'Aslm b.

'Umar b. Qatada al-An~m told Ibn Is4aq the story of how Salman al-Farisl became

a Muslim. Tempted by his curiosity about the praying and singing priests in a

Christian church Salman abandoned his beloved father. He joined a caravan of

Christian merchants from Syria and went to study under the most leamed person in

Chrlstianity. When his master was about to die Salman asked him to whom he

would confide him. The master said, "My dear son, 1 do not know anyone who is

as 1 am. Men have died and have either altered or abandoned most of their true

religion, except a man in Mau~il; he follows my faith, 50 join yourself to him."41

Then Salman attached himself to the man of Mau~i1, and found him just as he had

been described, but it was not long before he died and recommended to him that he

go to a man in Na~lbJn (Nisibis). Salman stayed with the man ofNa~lbln for sorne

time but as the latter saw death approaching he counseled him to go to his friend in

'Ammuriyya. When this master of Salman was about ta die he toid him that he

knew of DO one who fol1owed his way of worship, but that a prophet was about to

arise who would be sent with the religion of Abraham. That prophet would come

forth in Arabia and would migrate to a country between two lava belts, between

40 Ibn Is1J.aq, Life of Muhammad, 37-38.

41 Ibid, 96.
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which were planted palms, Le., Medina. Thus, Salman headed at last to Medina

where he met the Prophet.42

Bravmann43 sees certain connections between what he calls the ideological

and psychological background of early Islam and this pre-Islamic period.

Reviewing or sometimes objecting to the opinions of other scholars, he proposes

four concepts, which he daims make these connections clear: a. ~.1.l1 .J o.J~t,

muruwwa and din, b. f~!' Islim, c. w~!, Iman; and d. ~t .J ~.1.lI, aJ-dunyi' wa

al-ba ~d/al-bu~d or o~"il .J 4=a.1.lI, al-dunyi' wa aJ-ikhira. We will look at each of

theses concepts in tum before proceeding with our study.

a. ~.1.I1 .J 0.J~I, murUWlva and din

Lane defines muruwwa or moru'a as "manliness" or "manly perfection;" in

othel words il is an attitude "consisting in abstinence from things unlawful, or in

abstaining secretly from what one should be ashamed to do openly; or in the habit

of doing what is approved; or in quality of the mind by preserving which a man is

made to preserve in good manners and habits."'" Some moreover caU it virtue or

rather, manly virtue and moral goodness.

42 Ibid, 95.98.

43 He is a historian who has written on the spirituallife of the pre-Islamic Arahs. 1 should say that,
although 1do not agree with sorne ofhis postulates, 1 found bis book very helpful. 1have relied on
bis interpretation whenever it appears that he understood correctly bis sources. See M. M.
Bravmann, The Spiritual Background of Early Islam: Studies in ancient Arab concepts (Leiden: E.
J. Brill, 1972).

44 E. W. Lane, Arabic-English Lexicon (Edinburgh. London: WiUiams and Norgate, 1963) Book l,
part 1: 2702-2103. See also Ibn M~ür, Lisan al·'Arab 5 (Beirut: D'ir al-Jayl. Dar Lisan al·'Arab,
1988) 358.
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According to Goldziher, it is an accepted view that there exists a sharp

contrast between the spiritual and ethical foundations of pre-Islamic Arab life, or

the traditions derived from ancestral custom, and Islamic values as the revelation

ofGad. Goldziher writes: "The gulf between the moral views of the Arabs and the

prophet's teachings is deep and unbridgeable."·s He therefore caUs the former

0.J~I umuruwwa" and the latter ~..ul '''din''.C6

Despite his agreement with Goldziher's interpretation of muruwwa as

"virtues', Bravmann does not see any contrast bet\veen muruwwa and clin. Hence

muruwwa played an important role even in the Islamic period because in fact, it is

one of the fundamental Islamic values. The statement ..J o,J,>oA ~ v-J ~.) 'J la diDa

li-man la muruwwata lahu "there is no religion without muruwwa," Le., manly

virtues and virile ethics of the pagan period, was to sorne degree true even in

Islamic limes, with the difference, perhaps, that religious character was added to

them.·' However, Farescs maintains that in the pre-Islamic period, muruwwa

denoted Uthe material condition of liCe," which then slowly evolved into the sense

which Goldziher identified.·9

Muruwwa, according to Bravmann, comprises not just a single meaning but

several different kinds, which are occasionally implied in ancient Arabie poetry

4S Ignaz Goldziher, Muslim Studies 1 (Chicago: Aldine Publishing Company, 1974) 21.

46 For more detail, see Ibid,11-44; cf Bravmann, Spiritual Background,1.

47 Bravmann, Ibid, 1-2.

48 Bichr Fares, uMurü'a," Encyclopaedia oflslam Suppl. (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1987) 157-58.

49 Bravrnann,. Spiritual Background, 5-6.
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without always using the word muruwwa. He believes moreover that al-muruwwa,

which is derived from aJ-mar'~ applies to an emphatie meaning: "one possessed of

mUrU~VlYa." This meaning is implied by its frequent appearance in early Arabie

poems before certain names. For example, al-mar'u Nü4 (al-A'sha' Maymun, 28:

79), al-mar'u Kisra (al-raban, 1, 5: 2434, 15), al-mar'u 1."ubba' (I1amasit al-

BUQtür1, 14: 1059), and al-mar'u A4mad or Mu~ammad (Ibn Hisham, 995, 10),

etc.SU

Bravrnann confines himself to a characteristic verse of fJassin b. al-Thibit.51

(d. 670 AD/50 AH?), a companion of the Prophet and a poet, who in spite of bis

conversion to Islam preserved the spiritual heritage of the pagan era:

Wc will choose as our master him who bas little property
When bis murüwwa becomes apparent in our midst- even though he be poor.52

Referring to the same source, Bravmann questions Fares's understanding of

the word muruwwa. According to Bravmann, Fares seems to misunderstand the

story of a poet of the Rishidüo period who asked the govemor of a city to help him

to meet bis murulVlya : "'to appease my hunger to prevent me coveting the food of

.50 Ibid, 1,1.

SI Diwan Hassan ibn Thabit al-Ansarl (Beirut: Dar Sadir, 1980).

52 Muhammad Tahir Darwlsb, Hassan ibn Thabit (Cairo: Dar al-Ma"arif) 249; Diwan Hassin ibn
Thabii, 220; ed. ·Hirschfeld, vol. 29: 4; •Abd al-Ra4min al-Bartüty, Sharh DIwan Hassan ibn Thibit
(Beirut: Dir al-Andalus, 1978) 427.
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athers."s3 This misunderstanding is due to the fact that Fares did not consider the

continuation of the passage, i.e., the govemor's reply: sc

What cao be the muruwwa of one who disobeys the Compassionate, speaks lies,
and who cuts what Allâb has conunanded him to joïn. By Allah, if 1 had come to
you, l would have helped you in unbelief and sin

The ending of the passage contains the implication that mUru~vwa in the

sense of"a material condition of Iife," e.g., hunger, cannot be the antonym for /cuIT

(infidelity) or ~i~yin (disobedience or sin). But il must bave something to do with

the state's obedience to God. Muruwwa as virtue in this source has a parallel in the

story about the mu~alJaqitpoet Lab1d b. Ab1 Rab1'ah who vowed to feed people

whenever the east wind blew, and to do so until il subsided. He kept bis voweven

in the Islamic period. Knowing of tbis vow, al-Wafid b. 'Uqba, the leader of the

Kuffa, called upon bis people to help bim, and sent him one bundred camels. For

his help Labld's daugbter praised al-Wafid saying I~ ~,J..,)-A ~ ùL:.l: a~ina 'a/i

muruwwatihi labldi"be who helped Lab1d to discharge his muruWlva,nss which is

confirmed in the following verses:

•

Abü Wahb, may Allah reward you with good.
We have slaughtered them and fed the people with bread t

S6

53 - 1~ •. ~ . _~ 1~ j'i'tuka litu7Dll111 "81amuruwwatl
..r.J~cs-~ .

54 Bravmann. Spiritual Background, 6.

55 Ibn Qutayba, al-Shi'r, 1: 149. See also A Hubert Die Gedichte des Lebid, ed. 13rockelmann
(Leiden: BrUI, 1891) 52; Sharh Diwan Labld, 37. The word a/i in Arabie usually expresses
"obligation"; cf. Bravmann, Spiritual Background, 6-7.

S6 Bra"mann, Spiritual Background, 7. Compare to Labld's uUerance in A1].mad b. al·Amin al-
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And (he is) a noble-hearted man who belps (others) to display generosilyS7

These verses also eonfirm the Asma ~iyatverse:

S8
~. ~_I ~

•• <J""I • - r""'"~ .-

There may weep for you a generous one
Who does nol find anyone who will help him.

It is fair to say therefore that muruWJva was oecasionally associated with a

eoncrete condition of material nature, as weil as being applied to moral or spiritual

circumstanees, as evidenced in the above sources and in Bravmann's and

Goldziher's respective evaluations.59

b. Islam

Nowadays Islamicists mostly take islam to Mean "surrender, resignation to

(the will of) God,"60 or as beeoming usincere in religion, or without hypocrisy

towards God."61 On the other band, Grinune interprets it as Uman's salvation as a

result of purification," and assumes that it is semantically related to an early

expression of zakah or purity. Hence, for Grimme asJama is "to effeet one's

Sinql!l, Sharh al.Mu'allagat wa ((habiT Shu'ara'iha (Beirut: Dar al-Andalus, 1980) 37.

S7 Bravmann, Spiritual Background, 7.

S8 Asma'iyit 11,20 (Cairo: Dâr al-Ma'arit: (979), 14.

59 Bravmann, Spiritual Background, 1-7

60 Goldziher. Mohammed and Islam, transe K. C. Seelye, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 19(7)
2; "Islam", Encyclopaedia of Islam; Theodor Nôldekc-Schwa1ly, Geschichte des Dorans 2
(Hildesheim. New York: G. Ohns, 1970) 206; J. Horovitz. Koranische Untersuchungen, 54; Frants
Bühl, Leben Mohammed; Tor Andrae, Mohammed: The Man and his Faith (London: George Allen
& Unwin. 1936) 55; cf. Bravmann, Spiritual Background, 7.

61 Lane, Arabic-English,l, 7: 1413; also Ibn Man?ùr, Lis3n al-'Arab, 3: 193.
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salvation:962 Similarly, Lidzbarski presumes that aslama originally meant Uto enter

into the state of salvation:96l Torrey also takes islam as meaning usubmission,

resignation, self-surrender" which, according to him, was inspired in M uiJ,ammad

by the biblical stories of messengers from God and the patriarchs9particularly that

of Abraham9s willingness to sacrifice his son Ishmael at God9s sole command.64

In contrast9 Bravmann contends that the original sense of islanfU is

ureadiness to defy death and self-sacrifice (for the sake of God and his prophet),'9

which, according to him, is closely related to the termjihad(,J~)or warlike effort

(on behalfofGod and his Prophet).66

Accordingly, Bravrnann retains islam as the original concept of nomadic

virtue held by the primitive Arabs. It reflected the spirit to defy death and to fight

anyone challenging one's pride or threatening one's ideal nonns and principles.

62 Bravmann, Spiritual Bacground, 7-8; citing Hubert Grimme, Mohammed l(Münster: 1892-95) 16.

63 Mark Lidzbarski, ulslam und Salim," Zeitschrift fùr Semitistik 1 (Leipzig, 1923) 88.

64 uAnd. when he (bis son, Ishmael) was old enough to walk with him, he (Abraham) said: '0 my
son! 1 have seen in a dream that [ am slaughtering you (offering you in sacrifice to Allah). So look
what you think!' He replied: '0 my father! Do that which you are commanded, IDma Alla (if
A1lih wills), you shall find me of As-SabrÜ11 (the patient).' Then, when they had both submitted
themselves (ta the Will of A1lih, aslarni), and he (Abraham) had laid him prostrate on Ws forehead
(or on the side of bis forehead for slaughtering); We (Allah) called out to hirn: "'0 ,Abraham! You
have fulfilled the dream!' Verily thus do We reward the mubsiDÜ11 (good doers);" the Qur'ai 37:
102-10S, trans. Muhammad Taql-ud-Dl A1-Hilili and Muhammad Muhsin Khan (Medina: King
Fahd Publishing, 1417 AH) 603. Sec also Charles C. Torrey, The Jewish Foundation of Islam (New
York: Jewish Institution of Religious Press, 1972) 101-02; cf. Bravmann Spiritual Background, 8.

6S For Bravmann islam here is not religion but strictly speaking wbat he caUs U Mu~ammad's

religion" or uMu1].ammadanism."

66 Bravmann takes tbis meaning as an Interpretation of Qur'in 9:89. For hirn the religion of
Mu~ammad, as he refers to Islam, is based on two principles: jihad and imirJ or islam and im8D.
Thus, islam is the very basis of Mul,ammad's religion; Spiritual Background, 8-9.
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Hence it seems fair to say that in the pagan epoch, a natural death was considered

unusual and undesirable, and vice versa."

In this connection, Bravmann focuses on one of the meanings of the ward

aslama (L.)L,! -~ - ~, aslama - yuslimu - isliman) "to give up," Le., to give

up one's life for the sake of muruwwa or nobility. It could also mean to defend

either one's tribe or one's cult from an invader, or even to render assistance to

one's allies. Accordingly, islam did not mean simply "giving upu the soul without

a struggle. Indeed it has a more pregnant meaning in the sense of giving up a life

which is valuable only to oneself, for the sake of a more valuable or noble cause.

This could include defending one's dignity before enemies in battle (jihad),

whatever the cost might be. This sense of islam as choosing to live according to

higher principles is reminiscent of the Qur'anic verse:

Indeed, those lhat surrender themselves to God and do good works shaH be
rewarded by their Lord, they have nolbing to fear or to regret.68

The word aslama and its derivatives, evocative of an attitude deeply rooted

in the Arab character, appears everywhere in pre-Islamic literature where they

convey the sense of pursuing a goal relentlessly; a man should not give up but fight

to the death.69 It was not just a secular expression of nomadic life. Yet it also

seems to have retlected a religious system established long before Islam and

67 Ibid, 9.

68 The Qur'an 2: 112; trans. Dawood.

69 Bravrnann. Spiritual Background, 9.
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• closely related to the cult of the Meccans. For instance, in one of his poems, Fars

'Abbas b. al-Mirdâs al-SulamJ7° declares:

Upon my life, l am beginning today ta combat (the god)
Dhamad by joining the Lord (Rabb) of the Universe.71

Later in the poem, 'Abbas praises the Prophet MuJ].ammad for restoring the

cult of the sanctuary in Mecca, and for assigning it the importance it deserved. He

says:

'-\

He (the Propbet) repaired the handles of Islam arter tbey had broken,
And strengthened them until he had established the sacrificial rites.72

c. Ïman

l:a~! c.:,..J:! ~ï amana (yu 'minu/imiDan) is the fourth fonn of the basic

stem c.>--' amina, and means to believe in and trust someone or something, or to

render secure and safe, and free from fear. 73 In pre-Islamic times, this word was

used to express one's trustworthiness in both the usual and the religious senses.

For example, Jarlr, echoing the pre-Islamic spirit, says in one verse where he uses a

derivative of amanain the common sense:

•

70 Ibn Hisbim, al-SÎrah 1: 4; al-Agbinl 13: 62, 16: 34; Khazanat al·Adâb 1: 17; Mu'jam al·
Marzabanl. 262; al-Samt. 32; al.Taban, 3: 127.

71 Transmitted in Aghani 14: 297; cf. Bravmann, Spiritual Background, 26.

72 Bravmann, Ibid.

73 Lane. Arabic-Englishl: 100; Ibn Man~ür. Lisan al-"Arab, 1: 107.

74 Jarlr and Farazdaq, Naga'id Jarlr wa·aJ·Farazdag 2, ed. Anthony Ashley Bevan (Leiden: E. J.
Brill. 1907) 988.
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When a man trusted somebody, your beart Celt saCe (under bis protection);
But wben you were scare~ you were highly deCensive.

In a religious sense, amana was usually related lo the concept of~WI aJ-

maniyya or fate, which was of great concern to the pre-Islamic Arabs, and was said

to be lurking everywhere. In these situations, the ideal man was the one who

scomed the danger posed by rate and sought assurance and safety in God alone,

thereby demonstrating Iman. 7S

It is frequently the case that in early Arabic texts the appearance of amana

coincides \Vith ~.,.u ~! i!ma 'inna qulubuhum, i.e., to feel secure and at ease.

This can be seen, for instance, in the following verse by Abü Khiras al-Huzhall:

- 1':. _.. loi •• t •':. :.
~.,.- , . - ..J"r"...--

They Ceil secure about (believed in) me,
and their minds were at ease (trusting, assured),
for they did not know ail tbat within me,
(Le., tbey are not afraid of any danger).76

Accordingly, the Qur'in says:

Whose hearts fmd comfort in the remembrance of God. Surely, in the
remembrance ofGod ail hearts are comforted. 77

In addition, pre-Islamic Arabs recognized the existence of two worlds: the

temporal world and the world to come, Le., aJ-dunya and al-skhira (o~~I ..J ~.l.1I).

7S Bravmann, Spiritual Background, 2S-31. For a detailed explanation of miDiyya see Helmer
Ringgren. Studies in Arabian Fatalism (Uppsala: Almqvist & Wiksells. 1955).

76 Hell, Neue Hudailiten-Diwane, 2. S; Kilab Sharh Ash'ar al-Hudhaylitin (Hildesheim: G. Ofms,
1983); cf. Bravmann, Spiritual Background, 27.

77 The Qur'an 13: 28, trans. Dawood.
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• Such an idea is suggested by one of the verses of the pagan poet 1arafah b. al-

l'Abd:

•

(They are) men of noble striving (sprung) from a stem
That forsakes the nearby and reaches for the far away. 78

The above verse alludes to the ideal nobility which early Arab noblemen

were supposed to attain during their lives. Although the words a/-dunyàor a/-adnà

(~.ul or ~.J~I), according to Bravmann, essentially Mean "what is near" in a

geographical sense (in contrast to aJ-bu~dor al-ba ~d (~I), which refers to what is

at a distance), yet in a poetic context they "reflect the life-aim and longing of the

pre-Islamic Arabs"79 to achieve noble ambitions wherever tltey may be. This

sentiment is expressed in the following line ofNibigha:

He who possesses nobility is both in the nearby and in the far away. Ba

Thus a/-adnàor a/-dunya express the religious sense, i.e., the present Iife as

the antonym of a/-skhira and the one after it as well. 11I Fariq supports this view,

saying that we cannot ignored the historical and literary evidence that many pre-

7& Diwan Tarafah ibn al- •Abd (Beirut: Dar Sadie. 1980) 42; ed. Ahlwardt. no. 3. vol. 6; 54: cf.
Bravmann, Spiritual Background. 32.

79 Bravmann, Spiritual Background, 32.

80 Diwan Nabigha al-Dhibyanl, ed. Ahlwardt, no. 5: 7.

81 Bravmann. Spiritual Background. 32.
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Islamic Arabs, particularly among the township communities, "also believed in

resurrection and the Day ofJudgement."12

Izutsu respectively treats al-dunya and al-akhira as "correlation words,"

which means that the occurrence of one word semantically refers to the other, that

is to say, neither word bas any meaning without the other. Other examples of this

concept are the terms husband and wife, brother and brother/sister, etc. One can

only be a brother when one has a sibling and one can ooly be a husband when one

has a wife. Similarly, the concept of al-dunyi, i.e., this world or the lower world,

implies al-ikhira (the other world or the world to come), because "to look on the

present world as something ~ Iower' is possible only where there is finnly

established the idea of the Other World being far more valuable and important than

the present world."83

B. IJANiFIYYA PRACTICES AMONO THE ARABS

We saw earlier how, despite their pagan nature, pre-Islamic Arabs were

aware of, and often practiced, sorne of the Abrahamic rituals. For example, the

Meccan pagans performed ritual circumcision in front of the idol Hubal.84

According to Josephus, a Jewish historian of the 1st ceotury A.D., the Arabs

circumcised boys on reachiog their thirteenth birthday because the founder of their

82 Fariq. History. 20.

83 Izutsu. God and Man in the Koran. 85-86.

~ It was one of the statues worshipped by the Meccan pagans. whicb \Vas regarded as the dwelling
ofand one level below God; cf. Ibn al·Kalbl. Kitab al-Asnam.
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nation, Ishmael, had been circumcised at that age. 85 Later, however, tbey lapsed

from tbeir original faith, the religion of Abraham or 1Janlfiyya~ ioto forms of

idolatry.

Supporting this view, Ibn al-Kalbl describes the attitudes of the pagan

Arabs toward their idols, which they were very fond of worshipping. Sorne built

temples around their centre of worship, while others offered adoration to their

adopted ido!. Those who could not afford a temple or adopt.an idol would put a

stone in front of the Ka4 ba or in front of any other temple tbey might choose, and

then venerale it in the same way they would venerate the Ka~ba itself. The pagan

Arabs named these stones an~ib (~l.-:a~1, baetyls); however, if lhey resembled a

human being or a living creature they called them a~Dam (r~~I, idols) or awtbin

(w~.,,'i'1, images). They termed the act of venerating these stones dawir (J'."..1.JI,

circumrotation), iostead of !awwif (...iI~I, circumambulation). Whenever the

pagan Arabs camped for a rest during a joumey, tbey would choose four fine

stones, select the best one as a god, and use the rest to support their cooking pot.

On their departure they would leave them behind, and would perfonn the same

ritual at subsequent stopS.1I6

Despite their tendency to worship idols and offer sacrifices before them,

pagan Arabs were still aware of the superiority of the ancient shrine of Mecca,

as Flavius Josephus, The Works of Flavius Josephus (philadelphia: Porter & Coates,1875?) 45;
Wellhausen Reste Arabischen Heidentums (Berlin: Druck und Verlag ....on Georg Reimer, 1897)
174-6; also Peters, Muhammad, 120.

86 Ibn al-Kalbl, Book ofldols, 28-9. See also Peters, Muhammad, 14-5.
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which they visited each year in the course of a Ffajj The connection between their

veneration of stones in the desert and this tradition was obvious to Ibn al-Kalbl,

who writes: "What they did on their travels was merely a perpetuation of what

they did at the Ka'ba. because oftheir devotion to it.'t&7

However, not ail of the early Arabs practiced idolatry. It is said that a

small group proclaimed that they were seeking the true religion of theie fathee

Abraham, Le., the ffanlfiyya. One of them was the \vell-known mu ~allaqit

(ül..:&la.....ll) poet Zayd b. Amr b. Nufaylll (d. 605-610?). He is considered an

important religious figure in pre-Islamic times because of his devotion to the

Ifanifiyya, and because of his rejection of both Judaism and Christianity. He

distanced himself trom the religion of bis people and refrained from worshipping

idols or eating animais that had been sacrificed to them. He forbade the killing of

infant daughters saying that he worshipped the God of Abraham. In one of his

poems Zayd publicly rebukes the Quraysh for their idolatrous practices, saying:

To God 1 give my praise and my tbanksgiving,
A sure word that will not fail as long as lime lasts.
To the heavenly King, tbere is no God beyond Him.
And no lord can draw near to Him.
Beware, 0 men, of what follows death!
Vou cao bide notbing from God.

K71bn al-Kalb1, Books ofldols, 28-29.

88 There is a prophetie tradition on the authority of Mul,ammad b. Abl Bakr from Fudayl b.
Sulayman from MUsa from Salim b. 'Abd Allah from 'Abd Allah b. 'Umar who said that one day
the Prophet Mul,ammad met Zayd b. •Amr b. Nufayl in the bottom of the valley-stream Baldaq­
between Fakh and Hudaybiyya-before the prophetie mission. Zayd offered the Prophet his food,
and the Prophet offered his too. But Zayd refused it saying '[ do Dot cat what is killed in the Damc
of your (Le., Quraysh) baetyls. and 1 do not eal but what is kiUed by the name of Allah.' Hence
Zayd reproved Quraysh sacrifices saying that il is •Allah who creates the shit. He sends down the
rain 50 that the herbage grows from the ground, Then they do sacrifices for other than Allah? Whal
a pitY and a big mistakc: (Sahlh al-Bukhari 4: 233; Musnad Ahmad 1:189; Nasb Ouraysh 374;
Tahdh1b Tirlkh Dimashg 6: 30, 34; cf. Ibn Hishim, al-SIrah, 85-86, 253). See also Ibn lfablb,
Muhabbar, 171-72; Ibn lfab1b, Munammag, 176-77.
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Beware of putting anolher beside God,
For the uprighl way has bccome clear.
Mercy l implore, others trust in the jinn,
But thou, my Gad, art our Lord and our hope.
l am salisfied with thee, 0 God, as a Lord,
And will not worship another Gad beside Thee.
Thou ofThy goodness and Mercy
Didst send a messenger to Moses as a herald.
Thou saidst ta Moses, Go thou and Aaron
And summon Pharaoh the tyrant ta tum ta Gad
And say ta him, 'Did you spread out Ihis (eartb) without a support?
Say ta him, 'Did you set the moon in thereof
As a lighl to guide when night eovered il?'
Say to him. 'Who sent forth Ihe sun by day
So lhat the earth il touched reflected ils splendour?'
Until il stood fast as it does?"
Say to him, 'Did you raise this (heaven) without support?
What a fine builder you were then!·
Say to him, 'Who planted seeds in the dust
That herbage might grow and wax great,
And brought forth ils seed in the head of the plant?'
Therein are signs for the understanding.
Thou in Tby kindness did deliver Jonah
Who spent nights in the beUy of the fisb
Thougb 1glorify Tby name, [ oCten repeat:
'0 LordJ forgive my sins.
0, Lord ofcreatures, beslow thy gifts and Mercy upon me
And bless my sons and property.89

When he left the faith of bis fellows Zayd said:

Am [ ta worsbip one lord or a tbousand?
Ifthere are as Many as you daim,
1rcoouoee al-Lat and al-'Uzza both ofthem
As any strong mindcd person would.
l will not worship al-'Uzza and her two daughters,
Nor will l visit the two images of the Banü 'Amr.
l will Dot worship Hubal though he was our lord
In the days when 1 had Httle sense.
l wondered (for in the oight much is strange
Which in daylight is plain ta disceming).
That Gad had annihilated Many men
Whose deeds were thorougbly evil
And spared others through the piety of a people
50 that a little child eould grow ta manhood.

89 Ibn Hisham. al-Sirah 1: 256-58; Ibn Is1)âq, Lire of Muhammad, trans. Guillaume, 100-01;
Guillame translates the word Allih in the original text as God; for the Arabie text, see Appendix 5.
Cf. Peters. Muhammad, 123-25.
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A man May languish for a time and the recover
As the branch ofa tree revives arter rain.
1 serve my Lord the compassionatc
That the forgiving Lord may pardon my sin,
So keep to tbe fcar ofGad your Lord;
\Vhile you hold that you will not perish.
You will sec the pious living in gardcns.
While for the intidcls heU tire is buming.
Sharncd in lirc, whcn they die
Thcir breasts will contract in anguish.90

On another occasion Zayd is supposed ta have said: uThis [that is, the

Ka'ba] is the qibla(~I) of Abraham and Ishmael. 1 do not worship stones and do

not pray to\vard them and do not sacrifice to them, and do not eat what is

sacrificcd to them, and do not dra\v lots \vith arro\vs. 1 will not pray toward

anything but this House till 1dic.,,91

Hisham b. 'UI"\\"a reported that his mother Asmu', daughter of Abii Bakr.

once saw Zayd. \vho \vas a vcry old man, lean his back on the Ka'ba, and addrcss

the Quraysh thus: "0 Quraysh, By him whose hand is the soul of Zayd, not one of

you folIo\vs the religion of Abraham but 1." Thcn he cried "0 God, if 1 knC\V how

You \vished to be \vorshipped 1 would so \vorship You: but 1 do not know."

prostrating himselfon his own hands.92

On the authority of one of Zayd's family, Ibn Istlaq \vrites lhat \vhen Zayd

faccd the Ka'ba inside the Masque, he used to say, "Here 1 am in trutlt, in \vorship

and in service. 1 take refuge in that in which Abraham took refuge. ft He also said:

90 Ibn Isl)aq. Life of Muhammad, trans. Guillaumc. 100; Ibn Hisham. al-Slrah 1: 255-56. For Arabie
text, sec Appendix 6.

91 PClcrs, Muhamm;ld. 126; this is 3 tradition rcportcd by Ibn Sa 'd of Zayd 's manncr of worshipping.

"'2 Ibn Isl}aq. Lire of Muhammad, 99-100.
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A humble prisoner, 0 God, my face in the dust,
Whatever Thy commandment do [ must.
Pride l seek not, but piety's boon.
The traveler at midday is not as he who sleeps at noon. 93

Then he also says:

1submit myself to Him to Whom
The earth which bears mighty rocks is subjecl.
He spread it out and when He saw it was settled
Upon the waters, He fixed the Mountains on il.
1 submit myselfto Him to Whom clouds which bear
Sweet water are subject.
When they are borne along to a land
They obediently pour copious rain upon il. 94

. -"
" .

...-

•

Stin hungering after the truth, Zayd is said to have set out on a joumey to

Syria, and came to Balq, where he found a knowledgeable Christian monk, and

questioned him about the religion of Abraham. The monk told him that no one

would be able to instruct him in it but a prophet who would emerge from among

his own people, i.e., the Quraysh. He advised Zayd to go back to Mecca because it

was about the time that the prophet was to be sent.9S Zayd immediately headed

back to Mecca. Unfortunately, however, he was ambushed and killed in the

country of Lakhm. Waraqa b. Naufal b. Asad (d. 610?) composed an elegy for him:

You were altogether 00 the right path Ibn'Amr,
You have escaped heU's buming oven
By serving the one and ooly God
And abandoning vain idols.
And by attaining the religion which you sought

93 Ibn Hisham, al·Sirah 1: 259·260; Ibn Is~aq. Lire of Muhammad. trans. Guillaume, 102.

94 Ibid. trans. Guillaume. For the Arabie text see Appendix 7.

9S Ibn ISQiq, Lire of Muhammad. 103.
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Not being unmindful of the unity ofyour Lord
You have reached a noble dwelling
Wherein you will rejoice in your generous (reatment.
You will meet there the friend ofGOd,96
Since you were not a tyrant ripe for hell,
For the mercy ofrichest men,
Though they be seventy valleys deep below the earth.97

Among the devotional practices of the Arabs were sorne which had come

down from the time of Abraham and Ishmael. These included the veneration of the

House and its circumambulation (-.iI~1 a/-t~wwiilj during the pilgrimage (~I al-

lfajj ), the Iittle pilgrirnage ('ô~1 a/- ~umra), the "standing" on 'Arafât and

Muzda/ilà (1oooÏ.,i."J1, al-wuqufj, sacrificing she-camels tj4.".&,n al-qurbin), and

raising the voice in acclamation of the names of Allah (:i_.'i, talbiyya) saying

~...-u'~ /abbayka a1libumma /abbayka 'Here 1 am, 0 Allah, here 1 am' during

the lfajj and the ·umra rituals. However, the pagans performed these ritual

practices slightly differently from what was assumed to be the Abrahamic versions.

98 For example, the Kinana and the Quraysh used to chant as they performed

!awwafaround the Ka'ba saying their ta/biyya

Here 1 am, 0 Allah! Here 1 am!
Thou hast no partner except such partner Thou hast.
Thou ownest him and what he owns.99

96 That is Abraham Khalll Allâh.

97 Ibn Hisham. al-S'Îrah 1: 261; Ibn ISQaq, Life of Muhammad. transe Guillaume, 103. For the Arabie
text see Appendix 8.

98 Ibn Kalbi. Idols, 28-29. See also Ibn IsQaq. Life of Muhammad, 35-36.

99 Ibn Kalbi. Book of Idols, 4-5, my translation; cf. ed. ~ad ZaD Bashi (Cairo, 1343/1924) 4;
Muqatil b. Sulayman al-Balkhl. Kitab Tafslr al-Khams Mi'at Kya, ed. Isaiah Goldfeld (Shfaram:
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The acclamation indicates that, as Ibn al-Kalbl points out, the Meccan

pagans acknowledged AlIih's unity and might through the ta/biyya while at the

same lime associating their gods or their idols with Him, although making them

subordinate. However, prayers were offered up to Allah, not to the gods or the

goddesses, as the devotees moved in a processionalliturgy around the Ka'ba. tOO

Many sources show that different tribes in Arabia before Islam acclaimed

different forms of ta/biyya in accordance with the idol they worshipped. For

example, Kister reports that fJusain records twenty five ta/biyyas uttered by

Jahiliyya tribes during the I-Jajj procession.101 He also mentions that in Risi/at a/-

Ghu5an, Abü al-'Ali' al-Ma'arrl records seven talbiyya fonnulae which are

classified according to their prosody and meter. l'fusain further says that perhaps

Dar al-Mashriq, (980) 84-85. See also Peters, Muhammad, 107, Ibn [s~aq, Lire of Muhammad; Abü
al-Walid Mu~ammad b. 'Abd Allah al-Azraql, Kilib Akhbir Makkat al-Musharrafa (Gôttingen:
Ma~ba'at al-Madrasa al-Ma~a, 1275 AH) 134; al-Kala'i, al-[khtifi' fi Maghiz1 Rasùlillihi wa
Thalithat al-Khulafi', ed. Mustafa 'Abd al-W34id. [(Cairo, 1387/(968) 94; Abü la'far Mu~ammad
b. Jarlr al-Tabar., Tafslr (Cairo, 1969) ed. Sbikir, XVI, 289, no. 19973; 'Abd al-Ra~man b. aI­
Kamal al-Suyüt1, al-Dure al-Manthûr (Cairo, 13(4) IV, 40, 359; al-Bay~aql. al-Sunan al-Kubra
(Hyderabad, (352) V, 45 inf.; Ibn }fazm, Haiiat al-Wada' ,ed. Mamdü4 }faqq1 (Beirut, (966) 349­
50; al-}fasan b. Mul)ammad al-Naysibün, Ghara'ib al-Our' in, ed. Ibrahim 'Atwa 'Awa4, XVII
(Cairo, 1384/(965) 94; al-Khizin, Lubab al-Ta'w1l (Cairo, 138) III, 261, V, 13; al-ijusayn b.
Mas'ut al-Baghawl, Ma'alim al-Tanzll: on mugin of Lubab al-Ta'wll, III, 261, V. 13; Mu1}.ammad
b. 'Abd al'Karlm al-Shahrastw, ai-MUai wa-l-Nihal (Cairo, 1387/1967) II, 238, 247; Ibn Sa'id 'An
b. Mûsa al-Andalusl, Nashwat al-Tarab fi Ta'nkhl J3hilivvat al-'Arab, Ms.Tübingen l, fol. 194, inf.;
Nur al-Dln 'Ali b. Abl Bakr al-HaythaDÙ, Majma' al-Zawi'id, (Beirut, Dar al-Kitab al-'Arabl,
1967) ln, 223; Abu al-'A1a' al-Ma'am, Risalit al-Ghufriïn (Cairo. 1382/1963) ed. 'A'isha 'Abd al­
Ral}.min. 535 (with an additional hemistich: AbübaDaUn bi-fadalc; it is explained by Abü al-'Ali' as
pointing to the idols that were in that lime in Fadak); Ibn al-Atblr Majd al-Dln al-Mubarak b.
Mul)ammad, Jami' al-Usül (Cairo. 1368/(949) H[, 444, no. 1377; 'Umar b. Mu1)ammad a1-Mau~m

al-Dabifi, Kitab al-Was1la (Hyderabad, 1392/1973) 196; A. Guthrie, The Significance of Abraham
(1955) 116.

100 Peters, Muhammad, 114.

101 S. M. }fusain, "Talbiyyat al-Jihiliyya" Proceedings of the 91h A1llndia Organization Conference
(poona: India Organization Conference, 1937) 361-369; cf. M.I. Kister, ULabbayka. a1lihumma
Labbayka... : On a monotheistic aspect of a lahiliyya practice" lerusalem Studies in Arabic and
Islam (Jerusalem, (980) 33-57; and Society and Religion from Jahiliyya to Islam [(Hampshire:
Variorum, 1990) collected studies in memory of Dr. Isaiah Sachar, 33.
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the /abbayka aI/mlumma /abbayka ''was adopted from the tirst responders to the

caU of Abraham.nlll2 Although he carefully collected and edited the texts of

ta/biyya, however, ijusain does oot indicate in most cases the sources from which

he derived the material. lOl

AI-Ya'qübl (d. 248 H) records twenty-two ta/biyyas of certain tribes

preceded by a short explanation of the gods and idols \vorshipped by the pagan

Arabs in bis Tankh. 104 More detailed explanations are given by Mu~ammad b.

fJablb (d. 145 H) in his al-Muhabbar,105 where he gives a list ofidols worshipped by

different tribes. Yet Muqitil b. Sulayman offers the complete texts of several

ta/biyyas in the course of his commentary on the phrase: ... wajtanibü qaula a/-mi

(Qur'ao 22: 31) in his Tafslr, accompanied by a Iist of the idols worsbipped by

various tribes. Muqatil for bis part considers ZÜF to be equivalent to aI-kadhbl

lying, which is synonymous with aJ-shirk inherent in the pre-Islamic ta/biyya, i.e.,

associatiog gods, goddesses and idols with AUih, the one true God. Thus he

defines ZÜf as al-shirk if al-ta/biyya, Le., attribution of a partner to Allah in the

ta/biyya. 106

Muqatil lists fifty-six forms of talbiyya. However, several of these

lal I-Jusain, Talbiyyit, 362.

103 Kister, ULabbayka," in Society, 33-57.

104 Aqmad b. Ab1 Ya'qub b. Ja'far b. Wahb al-Khitib al-Ya'qubl, Tiiikh al-Ya'giibl (Najt: Ma~ba'at
aI-Ghary. 1358 SHl1939 AD) 1: 212-13.

10.5 Mubammad b. I-Jablb, al-Muhabbar, ed. lise Lichtenstaedter (Hyderabad: Malba'at Jam1'at
Da'irat al-Ma'arlf al-'Uthariiniyya, 1361 AHl1942 AD) 311-315; the list orthe idols is on 315-18.

106 Muqatil, Tafslr al·Khamst 84·85; cf. lGster. "Labbayka,." in Society, 34-35.
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ta/biyyas are in fact variations on others. The first eight ta/biyyas were uttered

referriDg to the Dames of gods. The ninth was uttered by non-lfum women who

perfonned the !aJvwafwhile naked. The tenth one listed is the ta/biyya of Adam.

The following tweDty (1Ist-3Ird) are the ta/biyyas of different tribes addressed to

certain gods or idols. Muqatil introduces these ta/biyyas with the phrase ta/biyat

a/- 6arab fi a/-jihi/iyya, and closes by saying wa hadhihi ru 'usu .tawaghltihim....

These forms of ta/biyya correspond to those reeorded by Mul.Jammad b. I-Jablb. In

ta/biyya no. 23, whieh was uttered by Sa~da's worshippers, the last line breaks the

s;y"~rhyme: miyiIJa and raqil}a followed by.ta6a. Similar phrases are recorded in

the al-Muhabbar of Ibn liabib except that they end with a1-D~iJJa.IOJ Finally,

ta/biyyas (32nd_56th
) are Iisted in conjuction with specifie tribes, or with bath the

tribes and the idols' names. Three ofthis series (33 rd
, 34th

, 36th
) are reported on the

authority of Ibn Is4aq; one (35th
) is on the authority ofal-Sha'bl (d.109 AH).IOI

However, the variety of the ta/biyyas as recorded in Muqatil's Tafslr, and

the different utterance formulae and authorities, indicates that the chapter was

constructed by combining many different sources. This is made clear by the fact

that two out of five basically contain only the first ten of these ta/biyyas. One

could, as Kister speculated, say that sorne parts were added by the transmitter of

the Tafslr, al-Hudhayl b. fJablb al-Dandanl. I09

107 Ibn I-Jablb, AI-Muhabbar. 313; cf. Kister, ULabbayka," in Society, 34-35.

lOI' Kister. ULabbayka:' in Society, 35.

109 Ibid, 36.
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A discussion of the ta/biyyas mentioned above, in addition to a few other

sources which May shed sorne Iight on important aspects of this ritual utterance,

will be given in the second part of the next chapter, entitled ~Allah as the Highest

God'.

As in Islamic limes, the pre-Islamic lfajjwas not a single act but a series of

complex rituals. Each of its elements identified a moment in the Abrahamic story.

For example, the construction of the Ka'ba by Abraham and his son Ishmael, as

described in the Qur'an 2: 127-129,"0 and the walk around ~afii and Marwa as

mentioned by the Qur'an 2: 158111 and 22: 26-29,112 are circumstantial evidence of

the continuity ofAbrahamic belief among the pre-Islamic Quraysh.11J

Muslims believe that the walk between al-~afii and al-Marwa, crossing on

area which is called Sa'1, commemorates the moment when Ishmael and his mother

Hagar were left by Abraham in the desert. At that time Ishmael was ooly a little

110 "When Abraham and Ishmael built the House (i.e. Ka'ba), they dedicated il saying •Accept this
from us, lord. You are the One that hears and knows aiL Lord, make us Muslims (submissive to
You); make of our descendants a nation that will be Muslims. Teach us our rite of worship, and
tum to us with mercy. You are the most forgiving and merciful. Lord, send forth to them an
apostle of their own who shaH declare to them You revelations, shall teach them the Book and
wisdom, and shall purify them of sin (Le.. incorrect ways of worship). You are the Mighty and the
Wise One."

III "Indeed ~afi and Marwa are two of Allih's shrines. Il should be no offence for those who
perform lfa,Ü or 'umra to the the house to walk around them. He who does good of his own accord
shaH be rewarded by Allah. Allah has knowledge of all things."

112 "When We prepared for Abraham tbe site of the Sacred bouse We said: 'Worship none bcside
Me. Keep my House clean for those who waIk around it, and those stand upright or meel in
worship.' Exhort aIl men to make the lfajj. They will come to you on foot and on the backs of
swift camels from every distant quarter; That they will come to avait themselves of Many benefits,
and to pronounce the name of Allah on the appointed days over the cattle which He has given them
for food. Eat of their flesb, and feed the poor and the unfort unate. Then let them clean themselves,
fulfill their vows, and do .tawwifaround the Ancient House."

113 Peters, Muhammad. 116.
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child. He was thirsty, and his mother went to find water for him. She went to a1­

~ara praying to Allah and asking help for Ishmael; then she went to al-Marwa and

did the same. ACter a while, she was terrified by the cries of wild beasts around

IshmaeI. She therefore went hurrying back to Ishmael and found him scrabbling

with his hand at a pool water beneath his cheek while he drank. She made him a

smail hole, and gathered"4 the water saying 'zunïi, zumT meaning ~gather!'. Thus

it was forever aCter called 'Zamzam'.

Based on al-Azraqi's'U view, Peters regards the teon Ffums as designating

the pre-Islamic religious practitioners who called themselves "the people of the

Ffaram" (that is Ka'ba). This group consisted of tribesmen from the Quraysh,

Kinana, Khuza'a, Am1r b. Sa'sa'a, al-Aus, al-Khazraj, Judham, Zubayd, the Banu

Dakbwan of B. Safim, 'Amr al-Lit, Thaqlf, Ghatafiin, Ghauth, 'Adwin, 'Allif, and

Quqi'a. They declared that they were the sons of Abraham, the people of the holy

territory, guardians of the shrine and citizens of Mecca. They used to perform the

Ffajj pilgrimage every year. 116 During the pilgrimage season the fJums used to

make the hait at 'Aratat, whence they would depart, and cry out the ta/biyya: "We

are present (/abbayka), 0 Lord, we are present,"117 which they recognized as one of

the institutions of the Abrahamic lfajj The pilgrims could not perform the !awwaf

around the Ka'ba except with the cloth of IJums. If they could not afford il they

114 Ibn Isl].aq. LiCe oC Muhammad. 45.

liS AI-Azraql. Akhbaf MakJcah, 122-32.

116 Ibid, 132; cf. Peters, Muhammad, 94-8. See also Ibn Is~aq, LiCe ofMuhammad, 87-89
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could do lawwifin their ordinary clothes or naked; the men went completely naked

while the women laid aside aU their garments except for a shift with an open back

or front. Afterwards they had to throw the clothes away so neither they nor

anybody else could make use of them again. 1111

In the context of tbis acclamation, Allah was addressed not only as " the Lord

of the Ka'ba," but was also declared to be the master of the other gods, sueh as

Manat, al-Lat and al-'Uzza (rabb aJ-tbilitbat al-ukbrà), and Sirius (rabb al-

Besides the ta/biyya, the Qurayshites performed ~a/it (;)l.-JI the specifie

ritua!- when one submits oneself to Allah, now generally taken to mean Islamie

prayer) at certain times and perfonned dU6i~ (L:..ul), calling upon God as weil.

Quoting Qur'an 8:35, Peters says the Quraysh ~alitwas "nothing but whistling and

clapping" whereas dUfi~ was "a personal prayer of supplication, directed... to the

various idols worshipped by the Arabs...They bear the name of the god, the name

of the suppliant and a fonnula of supplication, a request for help, a cure,

prosperity." 120 It May he presumed that they also preserved specifie times and

places to perform this ritual.

117 Kister. "Labbayka," Society. 33-57. He remaries. "This May be a quite faithful exposition of
their belief."

118 Ibn Is~iq. Life of Muhammad. 87-88. Kister. "Mecca and the Tribes of Arabia," in Studies in
Istamic Historv and Civilization (Jerusalem: Cana, leiden: E. J. Drill. 1986) 33-34.

119 Peters. Muhammad. 98. See also Kister. "Labbayka," in Society; and Gibb. Arabie Literature
(1962) who refers to Qur'an 53: 49.

120 Peters, Muhammad. 114-15.
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CHAPTERTWO

ALLAH

A. ARAB DEITIES

Before the advent of Islam, Arabs professed a number of belief systems, such

as the Sabean, the Manichean, and the Zandaqa, in addition to Judaism and

Chrïstianity. Sorne adopted what theologians, along with Freud, cali 'natural

religion,' wherein nature is considered to be the only cause of life and death, and so

denied the existence of God or any notion of life aCter death. Others, particularly

the settled population, acknowledged God and resurrection but rejected the

messengers of God, while still others believed in the transmigration of the human

spirit after death (tanasukh).' However, the ancient Arabs mostly worshipped

either idols or stars, in addition ta unseen creatures, such as angels and Jjnn. For

example, the Himyar, the Thaqlf and the Iyad in the Hijaz worshipped the sun

goddess personified by the idol al-Lit,2 whom they regarded as a daughter of God;

the Kinana of southem Hijaz worshipped the moon goddess personified by al-Hilil

or al-Qamar;3 the Lakhm, who resided on the border between Arabia and Iraq, and

the Judham of the Syrian desert, paid hornage to the planet Jupiter (al-Mushtaii);

! Shahrastini, al-Mitai wa-a1-Nihill (Beirut: Mu'assasat N~ li-al-Thaqifa. 1981) 432-433. See
also Ifaufi. aI-Hayat al-'ArabiYY~ 290. Zaydan. Tinkh al-Adab wa-al-Lugha al-'ArabiYY~ 1: 61,
W. Robertson Smith, The Religion of the Semites (New York: Meridian Books, 1956) 49; cf. Fariq,
Historv, 20.

2 Gonzague Ryckmans. Les religions arabes préislamigues (Louvain: Publications Universitaires,
1951) 8.
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the "tayyi of north-west Nejd adopted Canopus (Suhayl); the Asad in the western

Nejd worshipped Mercury (Utaiid); the Tam1rn, who dwelled in the region

between Nejd and the Shan al-'Arab, worshipped the fifth star in the constellation

of Taurus (al-Dabaran); and the Aus and the Khazraj in Yathrlb, laler called

Medina, worshipped the goddess of fate and death personified by al-Manat, which

they also considered another of God's daughters. Of ail the gods and goddesses,

however, the planet Venus (al-'Athir) personified by Hubil and al-'Uzza,4 was the

most popular.s

The inhabitants of the ijijaz worshipped the gods or goddesses in their

vicinity; those living in towns went to venerate the gods or goddesses at special

places called masijid, while the Bedouin usually perfonned such rituals in the

oases near their carnpsites. Besides worshipping idols, stars, and heavenly bodies,

sorne Arabs also revered stones and trees with special characteristics, which often

came to be used to describe the tribes, or were passed on from one tribe to another.

Hence, it was not unusual for a tribal confederation to share a divine patron, which

then was adopted as the lord of a shrine and served as the central cult of the

federat ion.6

Ibn Isbaq7 and other Islamic historians have listed the idols worshiped by the

pagan Arabs as follows:

4 Ibid.

S For more details see Ibn f-!:ablb, Muhabbar, 322; and Shahrastanl, ai-Mitai, l, 433-34; Ryckmans,
Les Noms 1, 27; cf. Fariq, History 20.

6 Peters, Muhammad, 105-7; cf. Fariq, Historv, 20.

7 Ibn Is~aq. Life of Muhammad.
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1. ManatS was reported to be the oldest of the idols of the Arabs, and was adopted

by the Aws and the Khazraj of Yathrlb or Medina. It was the Arabs custom to

name their children 'Abd Manat9 and Zayd Manat their respect. JO 'Amr b.

Lul].ayy set up Manat on the seashore of al-Mushallal ll in Qudayd: 2 a region

between Mecca and Medina. The Arabs, particularly the Aws and the

Khazraj,13 and the inhabitants ofMecca and Medina, including the Azd and the

Ghassan, used to pay hornage to her by venerating and offering her sacrifices

gifis. But the descendants of the Ma'add, Rabl'ah, and Mu4ar tribes14 still

preserved to a slight degree the faith of the religion of Isbmael.IS

According to Abü Mun~ir, on the authority of Abü 'Ubaydab b. 'Abd Allah

b. 'Ammir b. Yisirl6
-- a most knowledgeable person on the subject of the Aws

and the Khazraj -- these two tribes as weIl as the residents of Yathrlb l7 would

8 This was one of the names of the Arabs' gods mcntioned in the Qur'in 53: 20: "And Manit. the
third idol besides;" Ryckmans, Les Religions, 14; Ryckmans, Les Noms Propres Sud-Sémitiques 1
(Louvain: Bureaux du Muséon, 1934) 18; Wellhausen, Reste, 25-29; Azraqi, Akhbir Makkil, 1. 78­
79; Ibn ijablb, Muhabbar, 316; Ya"qiibl, Tarllch l, 212.

9 Ibn Durayd, Ishtiqaq. 105, 144.

10 Ibid, 133, 284.

Il AI-fJamdini, Sirat Jazirat, 214; al-ijamawi, Buldan IV. 543.

12 Al-ijamdw. Sirat Jazlrat, 120.185; Yaqut b. 'Abd Allah al-Hamawl. Mu'jam al-Buldin IV
(Beirut: Dar ~adir wa Dar BayIÜt. 1955-57) 42.

13 They were two orthe main groups ofSouth Arabian tribes. Ibn Durayd. Ishtigag. 83. 259.

loi They were three of the main groups of North Arabian tribes. Ibn Durayd,lshtigag,20.

IS Ibn al-Kalbl. Kitab al-Asnam, ed. A4mad Zakl Bàsha•• (Cairo: Dar al-Ma'arif, 1952) 8; idem,
Idols, L2. Also see Mu~ammad b. 'Abd Allih Azraql Akhbir Malcka, 75.

16 Cf. 'tabari. Tarikh Il, 863,868; Yaqut. Buldan IV, 653.

17 a1-l-Jamdinl, Sifat Jazlrat, 2, 124; Yaqut, Buldan IV. 458-468. 1009-1010.



• not shave their heads after the lfajj, but instead waited until, having made the

compass of the Ka'ba, hastened from 'Arafat and completed the rites at Mina,

they got to Manat, to whom they would cry Jabbayka, etc. They would not

consider the lfajj complete unless they had visited Manat. For this reason,

'Abd al-'Uzza b. Wadi'a al-Muzannl and others said:

- - • ~ "1
O~"'~~ ~.

An oath, truthful and just, l swore
By Manit, at the sacred place of the Khazraj. 18

She continued to be venerated by the Quraysh and others until the idol was

destroyed by 'An b. Ab1 '{alib and aU of its treasures were taken away.19

Among these treasures were two swords presented to ber by al-fJar1th b. Ab1

Shamir al-Ghassanl,20 the king of Ghassin. One sword was called Mikhdam

and the other Rasüb, as mentioned by ,Alqama in bis poem:

•

Wearing two coats of mail as weil as
Two studded swords, Mikhdam and Rasüb.21

Anotber report, however, said that these swords were found in the temple of

the Fals,22 another idol belonging to the 1'ayyi, which was also destroyed by

18 Ibn al-Kalb1. Kitib al-Asnam, 8-9; Book of Idols, trans. Faris, 12-13. During the Jahlliyya, the
Aws and the Khazraj were ca11ed by a single generic name, namely the Khazraj. Thal is why the
poets mention only "the sacred placed of the Khazraj' wbcn lhey mean both.

19 I.e. the caplure of Mecca 629-630 A.D.; Ibn Durayd, Ishtigag, 108-110,276.

20 The same as AI-I-Jaiitb b. Jabala. See Theodore Noldeke, The Princes ofGhassan (rom the House
ofGafnib trans. Pendali Jouse and Costi K. Zurayk (Beirut: 1933) 22.

21 Ibn al-Kalb1, Kitab al-Asnam, 9. Idem, Book of [dols, trans. Faris 13,; Wilhelm Ahlwardt, The
Divans of the Six Ancient Arabie Poets (London: 1870) 107.
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2. Al_Lit24 belonged to the'Attab b. Malik of Thaqlf of ra'if, who had built an

edifice over her. She was a rock in the form of a cube, beside which certain

Jews used to prepare barley porridge, on the site of the left minaret of the

present Mosque of al-~a'if. She was reported to be more recent date than the

Manat. It was also visited and venerated by the majority of the Arabs. They

also named their children after her, such as Taym al-Lat b. Tha'laba b.

'Ukaba,2S Taym al-Lat b. Rufayda b. Thawr, Zayd al-Lat b. Rufayda b. Thawr

b. Wabara b. Murr b. Ud b. l;'abikha, Taym al-Lat b. al-Nam1r b. Qisi~ b. Zayd

al-Lat, etc.26 'Amr b. al-Ju'ayd refers to al-Lat in the following verse:

"

./. In forswearing wine l am Iike him who bath abjured al-Lat,
Altbough he bad been at one lime her devotee. 27

Al-Mutalammis28 alludes to the same idol in his satire addressed to 'Amir

b. al-Mundhir:29

•

22 Ryclanans, Les Religions, 9; Yaqut, Buldan III. 911-913.

23 Ibn Kalbi, Asnam. 9-10; idem, [dols, 13-14. Also see "(aban, Tirlkh l, 1706-1710.

24 Ryckmans, Les Religions. 3; Ryckmans, Les Noms. 3; Wellhausen. Reste, 29-34. Qur'in 53: 19
Ibn Durayd.lshtigag, 183; Azraqï. Akhbir, 79-84; Ya'qübl, Tirlkh, 212; Ibn ijablb, Muhabbar, 315.

2S Ibid, 315.

26 Ibid.

17 Ibn al-Kalb1, Asnam. 10; Book of Idols, trans. Faris, 14.

28 Ibn Qutayba, al-Shi'r wa-al-Shu'ara' l, 85-88.

29 The king of Lakhm, who was better known as •Amr b. Hind; Abu al-Faraj al-lsfa4ani, Kitib aI­
'Aghanl, 109-110.
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• Thou hast banished me for fear of larnpooo and satire.
No! By al-Lat and ail the sacred baetyls,JO thou shalt not escape. JI

AI-Lit continued ta be worshipped until the Thaqlf converted to Islam,32

and it was destroyed and bumt by al-Mughlra b. Shu'ban.33 Referring to this

event, Shaddid b. 'Ari4 al-Jushami34 called upon the Thaqlf neither to worship

her anymore Dor attempt ta avenge ber:

• 1.I ..j. 1.. _ 1 • :. 1:. ,
.~ ........ ~~~.J'~

-! •• ï ~ L:JI -- -:. ~ Il • 1
l' • '\..a j ~..-~ c.s- c.J.

• <~ - L-a J' . - J 11·1
~ . ~~ .J-..J-' U.

•

Come oot to al-Lat, for Allah hath doomed ber ta destruction!
How can you stand by one which doth not triumph?
Verily that which, when set on tire, resisted not the flames,
Nor saved ber stones, is inglorious and worthless.
Heoce when the Prophet in your place shaH arrive
And then leave, not one of her votaries shall be left. 3S

Aws b. fJajar, swearing by al-Lit, writes:

!~j~ ~t 0! 1~4 .J

By al-Lit and al-'Uzza and those who in them believe,
And by Allah, verily He is the greater than both.J6

30 George Aaron Sarton, "Poles and Posts" in James Hastings, Encyclopaedia of Religion and Ethics
(Edinburgh: T. &. T, 1908·1927); D. M. Kay "M~ëbbah", Ibid; G. A. Barton, Semitic and Hamitic
Origins: Social & Religion (philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1934) 150ff.

31 Ibn al-Kalb1, Asnim, 10; Idols. trans. Faris. 14·15. Cf. Abü al·Faraj, al·Aghin1 XXI, 207.

32 9 A.H.l630·631 A.D; see Ibn Hishim al.Sirah. 914·917.

33 Later became the govemor ofB~ra and Küfa; d. 50 A.H.l670 A.D.; al-Ma'anf, 150-151; Yaqut.
Buldan IV, 337·338; cf. Ibn Hisham al-Sirah, 871.

34 Ibn Hishim, Ibid.

J5 Ibn al-Kalh1, Asnim. Il; Book of [dols, trans. Faris, 15. Cf. Yaqut, Buldin X, 6-8; Ibn Qutayba,
al-Shi'r wa-al·Shu'ara', 99-102. Also RudolfGeyer, uGedichte und Fragmente des •Aus ibn ijajar,"
Sitzungsherichte der Philosophisch-Historischen Classe der Kaiserlichen Akademie der
Wissenschatten 126 (Vienna, 1892) pt. XIII, sec. XI, line 2.
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3. Al- 6Uzzà37 belonged to the Quraysh and Banü Kinana. She was overseen by

the Banü Shaybin and Banii Hasb1m in }Jura4,38 and stood in a valley ofNakhla

al-Shamiyya,39 alongside al-GhumaYr40to the right side of the road from Mecca

to Iraq, above Dhit 'Irq"l approximately nine miles from al-Bustin.42 She was

reported to be more recent than either al-Lat or Manit, as is shown by the fact

that Arab personal names incorporating the element "al-6Uzzi" were a later

phenomenon than those based on al-Lat, e.g., 'Abd al-6Uzza b. Ka'b b. Sa'd b.

Zayd Manat b. Tam1m. It is said that 'Abd al-'Uzzi b. Ka'b was among the

earliest names used in conjunction with al-'Uzzi.43

The first person to introduce al-'Uzza to the Arabs was ~alim b. As6ad b.

Ribi'a b. MaIik b. Murra b. 'Awf.44 He built a bouse over her called Buss4S in

which the Arabs used to have oracular communications. According to Ibn al-

Kalb1, al- 'Uzzi was the greatest idol among the Quraysb, to which they offered

36 Ibn al-Kalbl, Asnam, II; Book ofldols, trans. Faris, 15.

37 Ryckmans, Les Religions, 26, Wcllhausen, Reste, 34-35; Azraql, Akhbir, 79-84; Ibn Is1)aq, Life of
Muhammad, 38; Ibn fJablb, Muhabbar, 315; Ya'qiib1, Tir1kh, 212.

38 Yaqut, Buldin Il. 229.

39 Ibid, [V. 769.

40 Ibid. [II, 816.

41 Ibid, 111.651-652.

42 Yaqut, Buldin 1. 611-612.

43 Ibn al-Kalb1. Asnam, 11; Book ofldols, 16.

44 MuI,ammad b. Mu~ammad Murta4a al-Zabldi. Tai al-'Arüs min Jaw8hir al-Qamus 15 (Kuwait:
Matba'at I-Jukumat al-Kuwayt. 1965) cntdes bss, 223.

4S Yaqut, Buldin l, 622-623; Murta4a al-Zabldi. Tai al-' Arüs, 443.
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• exclusive gifts and sacrifices.46 The Quraysh used to invoke her during their

circumambulatioD of the Ka~ba saying:

, - -1 • - l..&..:."
.~~~ u • .J

By al-Lat and al-'Uzza, and Manat, the third idol besides!
Verily they are the Most exalted females
Whose intercession is to he sought.47

The Quraysh presented to her a ravine (sbrb) called Suqam,48 quite close to

the sacred tenitory of the Ka'ba. Abü Jundub al-Hudhall al-Qirdi composed a

poem describing a woman, with whom he was in love, \vho made him swear by

al-'Uzza:

•

She swore an eamest and solemn oath
By her to whom the vales ofSuqim were dedicated:
'Ifthou wouldst not retum my clothes, gO.,49

Dirham b. Zayd al-Awsl said:

46 Ibn al-Kalbl, Kitab al-Asnam, 12; Book ofldols. 16.

47 Ibn al-Katbl. Kitib al-Asnim,12; Bookofldols. trans. Faris, 17. Cf.l:'abar1 Tirikh 1,1192-1196.
They were also called the daughters of Allah; al-raban. Jimi' al-Bayin fi Tafslr al-Our'in XXVII
(Cairo, 1323-1330) 34-36; Frederick Victor Winnett. 'The Daughters of Allih." The Moslem World
30 (1940): 113-130. The Qur'in 53: 19-20 rejects this claim saying that what they said was not
from Him but merely names they and their father invented.

41 Yaqut, Buldin III, 100.

49 Ibn al-Kalbi. Kitib al-Asnam. 12-13; Book of Idols. 17-18; trans. Faris. See also Yaqut. Buldin
III, 100.
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• By the Lord of al-'Uzz~ the propilious,
And by Allah betwixt whose House (and Suqim) Sarifstands. 50

The Quraysh also made a special place for al-'Uzza called Ghabghab51

where they offered sacrifices. AI-Hudhall speaks satirically about her in

attacking a man married to a beautïful woman named Asma':

•

Asma' was married to the jawbone of a Httle cow
Which one of the Banü Ghanm had offered for sacrifice.
As he led il to the Ghabghab ofal-'Uzzi,
He noticed some defects in its eye;
And when the cow was offered upon the altar,
And its flesh divided, his portion was foul.s2

IJassin b. Thibit,5J addressing al-'Uzza in Nakhla, said:

Through the grace ofGod 1testïfied that Mubammad
Is the apostle ofHim who reigneth above the Heavens;
And that John's father and John
Have worshipped Him with acceptable and meritorious works;S4
And that which standeth by the dam in the valley ofNakhlass

And those who worship her are removed from truth, hopelessly lost. S6

The last persan to have custody of al- 'Uzza was Dubayya b. lJarami al-

50 Ibn al-Kalbi, Asnam, 13; Book of Idols, transe Faris, 17-18. See also Abü al-Faraj, a1-Aghini Il,
166-168; Yaqut, Buldin III, 665.

SI Ibn Durayd, Sirat 1azlrat, 177; Yaqut, Buldân lU. 772-773.

51 Ibn al-Kalbl, Asnim, 13; Book ofldols. transe Faris 18. See also Ibn Durayd, Ishtigig, 87.

53 Ibn Qu~ayba. AI-Shi'r. 170-173; Abü al-Faraj. al-Aghinl IV, 2-17.

54 Cf. the Qur'in 3: 32-36.4: 85,19:1-15,21:89-90.

55 Namely al-'Uzzi; see above.

56 Ibn al-Kalbl, Kitab al-Asnim, 28; Book of [dols, transe Faris 38. For Arabie text see appendix 9.
Cf. Abü al·Faraj. al-Aghinl IV. 10; Diwan Hassan ibn Thibit (Leiden and London, 1910) ed. ed.
Hartwig Hirsehfeld. 44-45.
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Sulaml.S7 Her final destruction was a bitter pHI for the Quraysh to swallow.

WheD Abü U4ayha Sa'id b. al-'A~ b. Umayya b. 'Abd Sbams b. 'Abd Manif

was on the point of dying, Abü Lahab found bim weeping. He told Abü Labab

that he would die very soon but that it did not matter; what did bother him was

the fact that nobody would worship al- 'Uzza after he was gODe. Once Abii

Lahab assured him that he would take care of her, Abü {]4ayba was relieved.S8

Despite her recent origin al-'Uzza was the most respected of the gods. After

her came al-Lat and tben Manat;S9 indeed the Quraysh offered ber exclusive

honor of visitations and offerings. This was perhaps because of her close

proximity, as the Thaqlfpreferred Manat. Nevertheless an Arabs visited those

idols, eveD if they did oot hold each of them in the same regard.6O

4. Hubal was aDother idol of the Quraysh, the greatest in fact amongst those idols

set up arouod the Ka'ba.61 It was a red agate image with the right hand broken

off. Later the Quraysh made a gold hand for it. The first to worship Hubal was

Khuzayma b. Mudrika b. al-Ya's b. Muqar. Thus it was also called

Khuzayma's Hubal. Located in the middle of the Ka'ba alongside a well,62

there were traditionally placed before it seveD divination arrows each bearing a

S7 Ibn al-Kalbi, Kitab al-Asnam. 14; Book ofldols, 20.

ss Ibn al-Kalbi, Kitab al-Asnam. 14-15; Book ofldols, 21.

S9 Ibn al-Kalbi, Kitab al-Asnam. 16; Book ofldols, 22-23.

60 Ibid.

61 Ryckmans, Les Religions, 8, 14; Ryckmans, Les Noms, 9; Azraql, Akhbar, 73; Ibn lfabib,
Muhabbar, 315-18; Ya'qübi, Tarlkh, 211; cf. Ibn al-Kalb1, Book of[dols, 23-24.

62 Ibn Is~aq, Life of Muhammad, 64, 66.
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different inscription. On one of them was written ~arl1J &pure' or 'clear', while

on another was found mu/~aq 'alien or unclear' .63 These two were often used

by the Quraysh to seek divine decision whenever they doubted the lineage of a

newbom baby. They would bring the baby before Hubal and shufflc the arrows,

then throw them to Hubai. If the word wriUen on the arrow closets to it said

~arl1J, they would declare the child legitimate and accept it, white if it said

mul~aq they considered the child illegitimate and so rejected it. These arrows

were also used for divination on deaths, marriages, setting out on joumey, etc.

In short, they tumed to Hubal whenever they disagreed upon or doubted

sometbing.64

Il was before this Rubal that 'Abd al-Munalib shuffled the arrows to find

out which of bis children should be sacrificed to fulfil his vow, and it was also

the same Rubal whom Abü Sufyan b. Harb addressed after his victory at the

battle of ~ud saying: !~ ~i u~/u huba}. "Exalt Ruba!!" (Le. may tby

religion triumph). 65

5. Isaf (AsaO and Ni'i1a, who were sacrificed to at Zamzam were worshipped by

the Quraysh and KhuZa'a.66 On the authority of Abu ~ili~ 'Abd Allah b.

'Abbas67 and Ibn al-Kalb1, Abü Mundhir Hisham b. Muçammad said lhat these

63 Ibn al-Kalbl, Kitib al-Asnâm. 17-18; Boo ofldols, 23·24.

64 Ibid. See also Azraql. Akhbar 1. 73-74.

6S Ibn al-Kalbl, Kitib al-Asnam. 18; Book of Idols, 24.

66 Ryckmans. Les Religions, 16; Ya'qübl, Tarlkh. 211; Ibn lfablb, Muhabbar, 218.
67 The cousin of the Prophet M~ammad, d. 69AH/688-689 AD; Abü Nu'aym al-I~fahanl.Hilyat
al-Awliyi' wa Tabaqat aI-Asfiyi' 1 (Cairo: Maktabat al-Khanji, 1932-38) 314-329: al-Nawawl,
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• had once been Isaf b. Ya'liIBaghy, and Ni'ila d. ZaydlDik of Jurhum. They

were found guilty of having had sexual relations in the Ka'ba and were

transformed into miskhs (stones) by Allah. The first person among Ishmael's

offspring to worship them as idols was Hudhayl b. Mudrika.6
l< Bishr b. Abl

Khazim al-Asam says:

~ •. ..L.aL. Lll~'-Jy _ ~ _

•

Full of awe, they draw not Digh unto il,
Bul stand afar like the menstruating women before Isif.69

6. Suwi' was adopted by Hudhayl b. Mudrika b. Ilyas b. Mudar in Ru4at70 in the

vicinity of Yanbu' ,71 one of the villages near Medina. The custodians of the

temple were the Banii La4yin.72 However, the Hudhailites'3 do not mention

this fact in their poems. Inslead, we find mention ofil in the works ofYemeni

poets. According to Ryckmans it is aIso probable that the idol was a goddess

worshipped by the Hamndin tribe, though the word Suwa' was masculine in

Tahdhlb al-Asmi' wa-al-Lughat (Damascus: Idârat al-ribi'at al-Munlriyya. 1997) 351-354.

68 Ibn al-Kalbl. Kitib ai-Asnanb 6; Book of !dols. 8; Ibn Durayd Ibn Duraya, Ishtigag (Egypt:
Mu'assasat al-Khanji, 1958) ed. f. Wüstenfeld, 108; Azraql. Akhbir, 74-75; cf. Ibn Is~iq, Lire of
Muhammad. 37-38.

69 Ibn al-Kalbi, Kilib al-Asnim,17.

70 Yaqut, Buldin Il,878; Azraql, Akhbir, 85.

71 Ibid, IV: 1038-1039; Ryckmans, Les Religion, 16; Ryckmans, Les Noms l, 23; Wellhausen.
Reste. 18-19; Ibn ijablb. Muhabbar, 216; Munammag, 405; Ya'qübl, Tiiikh, 212.

72 Ibn Durayd. lshtigag, 109.

73 A part of the Hudhailites' poems \Vas published by John Godfrey Lewis Kosegarten under the
tille Kitab Sharh Ash'ar al-Hudhayfin (Hildesheim: G. 01ms, 1983); the remaining part was
published by Julius Wellhausen in Skizzen und Vorarbeiten 1 (Berlin: Druch und Verlag von Georg
Reimer, 1884).
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• the Thamudite language. 74

7. Wadd was worshipped by Kalb b. Wabra of Qu4a~a in Dümat al-Jandal,

according to these verses from Ishtiqiq:75

May Wadd keep thee alive! For to us il is unlawful
With the women to dally and wanton, so our faith hath resolved.76

8. Yaghüth was worshipped by the An~um of Tayyi'and the Mad41j of Jurash.77

According Ryckmans, it took the form of a lion, and symbolized the sun.78 One

poet reportedly said:

---,

--

•--

Yaghüth led us unto the Murad
And we vanquished them before the moming.79

9. Ya'üq was adopted as god by the tribe of Khaywin and Hamdin, 80 who lived

7~ Ryckmans, Les Religions, 16; Ryckmans, Les noms, 23; cf. Ibn al-Kalbl, Kitab al-Asnim, 6; Book
ofldols, 8-9.

7S Ibn Durayd, Isbtigig, 13; Ryclanans. Les Religions, 16; Rycbnans, Les Noms 1,8; Yaqut, Buldin
Il,625-629. and IV, 912-916; Wellhausen, Reste, 14-18. It is aIso called Dawmat aJ-Jandal. See also
Ibn fJablb. Muhabbar, 316; ibn IJabib, Munammag, 405; Ya'qübl. Târilch, 212.

76 Ibn aI-Kalbi, Kitib al-Asnam, 6; Book of Idols, 9; trans. Faris. The verse is by a1-Nabigha aI­
Dhubyani; cf. Le Diwan de Nabiga Dhobyani (paris, 1869) ed. and trans. Hartwig Derenbourg; aIso
Carlo Alfonso Nallino "n verso d'an-Nabigah sul dio Wadd." in Rendiconti della Reale Accademia
dei Lincei 29 (1920): 283-290.

TI Ibn Durayd, Ishtigag, 237; Yaqut, Buldin II, 59-61; Ryckmans.Les Noms 1, 16; Rycbnans. Les
Religions, 16; Wellhausen, Reste, 19-22; Ibn I-Jablb. Muhabbar, 317; Munammag, 405.

78 Ryckmans. Les Religions, 16.

79 Ibn al-Katbl, Asnim, 7; book ofldols, trans. Faris 9. See also Ishtigig, 238; Nashwin b. Si'id 81­
lfimyari, Muntakhabat fi Akhbir al-Yaman min Kitib Shams al-'U1üm wa Dawa' Kalam al-'Arab
min aI-Kulum (Leiden: 1916) ed. 'Azlm al·Dln A4mad, 97.

80 Ibn Durayd, Ishtigag, 252, Yaqut, Buldan U. 512; Wellhausen, Reste Arabischen, 22-23,
Ryclcmans. Les Religions, 16; Ibn ffablb, Muhabbar, 317; Munammag. 405; cf. Ibn Isl)iq, Lire of
Muhammad. 36.

63



•

--'

•

about two nights' joumey from Mecca. Yet Ibn al-Kalbl was unable to find any

Hamdanite or other Arab tribe members named after Ya"üq nor any verses

referring to it. Perhaps because the Hamdanites were close ta ~an'a,,81 they

May later have become mixed with the ijimyar,K2 who accepted Judaism.83

10. Nasr was worshipped by the Dhü al-Khala' of l-Jimyar, who were located in a

place called Balkha. 84 There is no record of this idol either, very likely

because, as just pointed out, the fJimyarites relinquished idolatry and embraced

Judaism .85

The five aforementioned idols (Wadd, Suwa', Yaghüth, Ya'üq, and Nasr),

according ta Abü al-Mundhir, were the idols which the people of Noah used to

worship, as stated in the Qur'an 71: 21-24: "Said Noah, "0 Lord! they rebel

against me, and follow those whose riches and children do but aggravate their

ruin. ' And they plotted a great plot; and said, 'Forsake not your gods, Forsake

not Wadd and Suwa" nor Yaghüth and Ya'üq and Nasr.' And they caused

Many ta err; and thou, tao, shalt be the means of increasing only error in the

Bt Al-liasan b. ~mad al-ijamdan1, Sifat Jaiirat al-'Arab (Lcydcn, 1884-1891. reprint San'a:
Markaz al-Dirisa wa-al-Bu4uth al-Yamani. 1983) cd. D. H. Müller. 55.

82 Ibn Durayd. Ishtigag, 217.

BJ Ibn al-Kalb1, Idols, 9; l)bari, Tarikh al-Rusul wa-al-Muluk 1 (Cairo: Dar al-Ma·arif. 1977-1987)
918ff; lfamza b. lfasan al-I~afahini. Tirikh Sana Muluk al-"Ard wa al-Anbiya' (Leipzig,
1884/Beirut: Dar Maktabat al-fJayit, 19--) 133-134.

84 Ryckmans. Les Religions. 16; Ryckmans. Les Noms l, 23; Wellhausen, Reste. 22-24, Yaqut,
Buldan 1. 714, IV, 780-791; Ya·qübi. Tarikh, 212; Ibn ijablb. Muhabbar.217.

85 It was during the reign ofTubba', the royal title of the kings of the second Himyarite kingdom
(ca. 300-525 AD, interrupted only by the first Abyssinian period, A.D. 340-378); cf. Ibn al-Katb1,
Book of Idols. 10.

64



r.

- ......

----'

wicked.tt86

Il. Ri'am, a temple, belonged to the ijimyar and the Yemenites in ~an"i,81 where

they offered sacrifices and performed ritual veneration. Il was destroyed by

Tubba' when the fJimyarites converted to Judaism.H8 Ho\vever, when "Amr h.

LUQayy brought an image to them they retumed to their fonner practice,

idolatry.

12. Dhü al-Khal~a, an idol with a crown of white quartz upon its head was

worshipped and presented with sacrifices by the Daws, the Khath'am, the

BaJîla, and the Azd89 of al-Sarâh90 as weil as the tribes of Hawazin living in the

vicinity of Tabala, located between Mecca and Yemen about seven nights

joumey from the former. 91 Its was looked after by the Umama of the Bihila b.

A'~ur.92 One poet wrote:

tJ~.,.....Jl ;; 01;, 1\ t:S4~ ,.,J

•

86 Ibn al-Kalbi, Asnam, 7-8; Book of Idols. 10-11; Wellhausen, Reste. 13; Ryckmans. Les Religions.
16.

87 Yaqut. Buldin II. 882-883; al-ijamdini. Sifat Jazirat. 203; al-ffamdw. al-Iklil min Akhbar al­
Yaman wa-Ansab Himyar VIII. ed. Nabih Amin Faris (Beirut: Dar al-Yamaniyya. 1987/Princeton.
1940) 66-67;al-lfamdinl, The Antiguities of South Arabia (princeton, 1938) trans. N. A. Faris. 46­
48. Ya'qübl, Tinkh, 212; cf. Ibn al-Kalb1, Book ofIdols. 10-11.

88 Cf. al-I~fahini. 131; Wahb Ibn Munabbih. Kitib al-THin (Hyderabad. 1347) 292-297; '(aban,
Tarikh l, 903-906; Yaqut. Buldin Il, 882; cf.ijamdinl. al-Ildil, 66; al-ijamdini, The Antiguities of
South Arabia, 47.

89 Better known as the Asd; see Nashwan b. Sa'id al-IJimyarl. Sbams al-'Ulüm (Leiden: E. J. Brill.
1951) 3; Ibn Durayd, Ishtigig. 283;al-IJamdinl. Sifat Jazirat. 70.

90 The range of Mountains stretching from the extreme limits of Yemen north to the Hijaz; see al­
ijamdanl. Sifat Jazirat. 67-71.

91 Ibn Durayd, Isbtigag. 177.

92 Ibn al-Kalbi, Kitab al-Asnam, 22; Book of Idols. 29·30; Ibn Durayd, Ishligag, 164-165;
Ryckmans. Les Religions. 8. 17; Wellhausen, Reste Arabischen. 45-48.
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•
If thou, 0 Dhu-I·Khal~a, wert the one wronged,
Thy father the one murdered and buried,
Thou wouldst not have forbidden the killing of the eoemy. 93

Khidish b. Zuhayr al-'Amiri,94 referring to Dhü al-Khala~a, addressed

'Ath'ath b. Wa4shi al-Khath'ami thus conceming an agreement contracted

bctwccn them but violated by the latter:

.I~~~~I •• ,.,J

"'.

•

And by Allah 1reminded hint of the c:oveoant that existed betweeo us twaio,
And of the age long fiiendship which both of us sbared;
And by the White Quartz Idol ofTabila.9s

And the oath of al·Nu'min96 when he embraced the faith ofChrist. 97

According to Ibn Is4aq, the image of Dhü al-Kha1~a was erected in the

lower part of Mecca. It was said that its worshippers decorated the idol with

beautiful necldaces, and offered it various gifts such as barley, wheat, mille, or

ostrich eggs.98

It was destroyed and bumt by Jarlr b. 'Abd Allah al-Bajafi (d. 54 AH/674)99

with the aid of the AlJ.amas clan of the Bajila. Thereupon, a woman of the

93 Ibn al-Kalbl. Kitib a1-Asninl, 22; Boole of Idols, 30; trans. faris.

94 Ibn Qutayba, al-Shi'r wa-a1-Shu'ara', 37-56.

9S That is, Dhu-l-Khal~a

9'6 He was AI-Nu'man [lI (580-602), son of al-Mundhir, nicknamed Abü Qibüs; see al-[~fahini. Ill;
P. K. Hitti, History of the Arabs (London, (949) 83-84.

97 Ibn al-Kalb', Kitib al-Asnim, 22; Book of Idols, trans. faris, 30-31 .

98 Ibn Is~iq, Life of Muhammad, 9.
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The Banü-Urnama, each wielding his spear,
Were slaughtered at al-WaIiyya. their abode;
They came to defend their shrine, only to find
Lions with brandished swords clamoring for blood.
The wornen of the Khath'am were. then, humiliated
By the men of the ~as, and abased. 100

Later on the Muslims were to build a threshold al the gate the Mosque of

Tabala where Dhii al-Khal~a used to stand. 101

13. 'Ammanas or Ammianas102 was worshipped by the Khaulan. Ibn ISQaq as weil

as Ibn al-Kalbl report that al-'Adim, 103 a clan of Khaulan, used to divide their

crops and cattle between 'Ammanas and Allah. If any portion of the berd

earmarked for Allah wandered into that destined for 'Ammanas' they left it

alone; but if any of 'Ammanas' share was in Allah's, they retumed it to its

proper place. I04 Il was said that there is a reference to this custom of Khaulin

99 Ibn Hishim, Sirah, 56;Nashwan al-ijimyari, al-Ma'arif, 149; Ibn Duraya, (shtigag, 304-305.

100 Ibn al-Kalb1. Kitib al-Asnim. 23; Book of [dols, 31; trans. Faris.

101 Ibid.

102 Ibn al-Kalbi writes il 'Umayinus and 'Umyinis. See Kitib al-Asnim, 27-28; Book of Idols. 37­
38; Ryckmans Les Religions. 17; Ibn Hishim, al-SÏrah, 53; Yaqut, Buldan Ill, 731, IV: 941,
Wellhausen, Reste, 23-24.

103 The text of Ibn al-Kalbl gives this as al-Udüm which also called al-Usum. whereas al-liamdinl,
Sifah. 144, and Ibn Hishim. al-Sirah, 53. have 'al-'Amm. In Yaqut. Buldin Ill, 731, it is 'a1­
Adhum.

104 Ibn aI-Kalbl, Kitib al-Asnim. 27; Book of Idols. 37-38; Ibn Durayd. Ishtigag. 227; Yaqut.
Buldan Il. 499; Ryckmans Les Religions. 17; Ibn ls1}iq. Lire ofMuhammad. 36-37.
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• in the Qur'an 6: 137: "They assigned a portion to Allah of the crops and caule

He has created; and say this is All3h's and this is for our partners. Thus what is

for their partners does not reach Allah and what is for Allah goes ta their

partncrs. Evil is thcir judgrncnt."IOS

14. Fals, an idol adopted by the ~ayyi', was an image made ofred rock set up in a

patch of black stone lying between the two mountains Aja' and Salma.106 !ts

was the Bawlin who worshipped il for the first time, and looked after il. 107

The last of the Bawlan to retain it was ~ayfi.108

1S. Ruqa' was a temple belonging to the Rabl~a b. Sa'd b. Zayd b. Manat. 109 It was

destroyed by al-Mustaghir ~Amr b. Rabl'a b. Zayd b. Manat b. Tamlm110 in the

early years of Islam. The latter is reported to have said:

!L.>-....u~~I ~ JW ..J

•

l marched against Ru4i' and bumt it down,
And left il a heap of ashes, cbarred and black.

lOS Qur'in 61: 137.

106 Abii a1-Fara], al-Aghinl X, 155; this is reported by al-'Anaii Abii 'An on the authority of
Hisham b. Mu1)ammad Abü Mundhir related to Abii Basil al-ri~ from bis unele 'Antara b. al­
Akhras. See a1so Abu Tanunam. Ash'ir al-Hamasa (Bonn, IS2S) ed. Freytag, lOS, 784; Ibn Durayd,
Ishtigâq, 232; Wellhausen, Reste, 51-53; Ryelcmans. Les Religions, 17; Yaqut. Buldan [II, 912, 1:
122-130; al-lJamdâni, Sifah, 125-126. 137, 144.

l07 Ya'qübl. Tirikh, 212; Ibn Durayd, Ishtigag,237. Ibn IJabib gives Nejd for the place it was
erected. Muhabbar, 316.

l08 Ibn al-Kalb., Kitab al-Asnam, 37-38; Book ofldols, SI-53; Ibn Is1}.aq, Life of Muhammad, 39.

109 [bn al-Kalbi. Kitib al.Asnam, 19; idem, Book of Idols, 25; Yaqut, Buldan Il, 789; Ibn Durayd.
Ishtigaq, 154; Ryekmans, Les Religions, 18; Wellhausen, Reste, 5S·59; Ibn ISQaq, Life of
Muhammad, 39.

llO Ibn Durayd, Ishtigaq, 154.
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• 1 called upon 6Abd Allah's aid for ilS destruction;
Verily il is one like 'Abd Allah who would dare unlawful things ta do. III

16. Sa6d, a taU rock image in the desert near Jedda, \vas adopted by the Malik and

the Milkan of Banü Kinana b. Khuzayma b. Mudrika b. IIyas b. Mudar. 112 But

later on they abandoned it \vhen one of their tribesmen, who had brought his

carnels to it for ils blessing, saw them shy and boit in every direction on

smelling the blood shed upon il. Thereupon the man became furious, and

picked up a stone and threw it at it at the idol saying, UMay Allah accurse you,

o god! (Le., Sa'd) Thou hast caused my carnels to fly away." Gathering his

carne1s he retumed home saying:

We came to Sa6d in hope he would unite our ranles,
But he broke them up. We will have none ofhim.
Ys he not but a rock in barren land,
Deaf ta bath evil and good. 113

17. Dhü al-Kaffayn was worshipped by the Munhib b. Daws. It was destroyed and

bumt by al-1ufayl b. 'Amr al-Dawsl when they converted to Islam. 114 While

doing this he is said to bave declared:

•

III Ibn al-Kalbl, Kitab, 19; Book ofldols, trans. Faris, 26. Cf. Sifah, 56; Buldin U, 789.

112 Ibn ourayd, Ishtigag, 11; 1'abari l, 1105; al-ijarndinl, Sifah, 41; Yaqut, Buldan III, 92;
Ryckmans, Les Religions, 9, 17; Wellhausen, ~, 59-60; Ibn fJablb, Muhabbar, 316; Azraql,
Akhbiir, 212; cf. Ibn al-Kalb•• Book ofldols, 32; Ibn lsJ,aq, Life of Muhammad. 37.

113 Ibn al-Kalb., Kilab al-Asnam. 23-24; Book of Idols, trans. Faris 32; Ibn 1s1)aq, Life of
Muhammad.37.

114 Ibn Hisham, al-Sirah, 252-255; Ibn Durayd, Ishtigag, 296; Wellhausen, Reste, 65; Azraq1,
Akhbir, 85; Ya'qübl, Tinkh, 212; cf. Ibn al-Kalh1, Book ofldols, 32.
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o Dhü al-Kaffayn, [am not one ofthy servants (anymore)
Our birth is nobler than thine.
I have stuffed thy head with fire and bumt thy shrine. Ils

18. Dhü al-Shara116 was adopted by the Banü I-Janth b. Yashkur b. Mubashshirl17 of

the Azd. According to Ryekmans, il was originally worshipped by the

Nabatean and Aramaen. IIH One of the Ghatiiir l9 referred to it:

--..
.\

--",,'

We would descend upon the region surrounding Dhu-l-Shara,
And our mighty anny would then smite the foe. 120

19. AJ-Uqay~ir was an image set up by the Lakhm, the Judhim, the'Âmila, and the

Ghatafiin. 121 It stood in the hills of Syria. Zuhayr b. Ab1 Sulma mentioned it in

one ofbis verses saying:

•

I swore by the baetyls of al-Uqay~ira solemn oath,

liS Ibn a1-Kalbl. Kitab al-Asnam, 24; Book of Idols, trans. Faris. 33. Cf. Ibn Hisham. al-Sirah. 254.
Ibn Ifablb, Muhabbar, 318, with slightly different ending of the first Hne: tuladika instead of
~jbadjka.

116 Ryckmans. Les Religions, 17; Ryckmans, Les Noms l, 9. This was the chief god of the
Nabataens. lts chief sanctuary was in Petra, where a large, black, quadrangular unhewn stone was
dedicated to it in a temple. See also F. Buhl, uDhu-al-Shara." The Encyclopaedia of Islam Il. 1sI

edition (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 19(3): 965-66; Alexander B. W. Kennedy. Petra. lts History and
Monuments (London. 1925) 35,41,57, 73, 76, 77; Wellhausen, Reste. 48-51.

117 Ibn Durayd.lshtigag. 300; where Yashkur is the brother of Mubashir.

118 Ryckmans, Les Noms l, 9.

119 The name under which the'Amir b. Mubashshir were known.

120 Ibn aI-Kalbl. Kitib al-Asnam. 24; Book of [dols, trans. Faris, 33.

121 Ibn Durayd, Ishtigag, 164. 167, 313, 225; al-fJarndinl, Sifah, 129, 132; Wellhausen, Reste
Arabischen. 62-64; Ryckmans, Les Religions. 16-17. See also G. L. Della Vida, ual-Ukaisir." The
Encyclopaedia of[slam; cf. Ibn al-Kalb!, Book of [dols, 33-34.
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• Where the foreparts of the heads and the lice are shaven. 122

Rabi' b. Qabu' al-Fazan praised il in bis verse saying:

By him to whom the melodies of mankind rise,
And round al-Uqay~irmen sing his praise and glory. 123

Another poet who mentioned al-Uqay~ir was al-Shanfara al-Azdi, a

confederate of the Banii Fahm who said:

By the (honorcd) g3rmcnts of :!!-Uq2ysir!
One who bath come to the aid of'Amr and bis friends reproacheth me. 1201

20. Nuhm belonged to the Muzayna. Its was looked after by Khusa'1 b. 'Abd Nuhm

of the Muzayna of Banü 'Ada' .125 Later when he was infonned about

MuIJammad's mission, he destroyed the idol and cursed il saying:

.J ;,,;-. n~WI ~l.....-..JI ~!

•

1went to Nuhm to offer unto it
A sacrifice ofdevotion, as 1 was wont to do.
But on the second thougbt 1 said to myself.
'This is but a mute god, dumb and void ofwit?'
1 refused to sacrifice; from this day my faitb is that ofM~ammad

122 Ibn al-Kalb1, Kitab al-Asnam, 24; Book ofldols, 33; trans. Faris.

123 Ibid; cf. al-Isfahani, al-Aghanl VIII, 72, XIX, 99.

124 (bn al-Kalbl, Kitab al-Asnam, 25; Book of Idols, trans. Faris, 34. Cf. Abü al-Faraj, al-Aghanl
XXI. 134-143. 141; Ibn Durayd, Ishtigag, 162.

125 Ibn Durayd, Ishligag, ll1; cf. Ryckmans Les Religions, 17-18; WellhauscD, Reste, 57-58. Sec
also Lisan al-Arab, cnlry 'dy.
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• (Servant ot) the great God ofHeaven~ the Excellent (Lord). 126

Umayya b. al-Askar also said:

.' '. 1 ~ ,:S,
~~~J _ ..

When thou meetest two black shepherds with their sheep,
Solemnly swearing by Nuhm,
With shreds offlesh between them divided~

Go tby way; let not tby gluttony prevail. 127

21. 'A'im was the idol of the Azd of al-Sarah. 128 Zayd al-Khayr or Zayd al-Khayl

wrole lue fulluwillg \i~r~~ abûut Ït:

"".

•

Thou wouldst tell those whom thou wouldst meet that [ have defeated them,
Though thou wouldst not know their mark.. nay, by 'A'im. 129

22. Su'ayr was.the idol of the 'Anaza. uo It was reported that one day Ja'far b. Ab1

Khalas al-Katb1, riding his carnels passed Su'ayr not long aCter the'Anaza had

offered it their animal victims. His camels thereupon fled away at the smell of

fresh blood spilled around the idol. 131 Ofthis Ja'far said:

126 Ibn al-Kalbl. Kitab al-Asnam, 25; Book ofldols, trans. Faris. 34.

127 Ibn al-Kalbl. Kitab al-Asnam.2S; Book of Idols, trans. Faris, 35. Cf. Abü al-Faraj. al-Aghani
XVIII~ 156, 163.

128 Ibn Durayd, Ishtigaq. 35; Wellhausen, Reste, 66; cf. Ibn al-Kalbl. Book ofldols, 35.

129 Ibn aI-Kalbl, Kitab al-Asnam, 35; Book of Idols, 35; trans. Faris. Abu al-Faraj, al-Aghanl XVI,
57, where the last word of the second hemistich reads wa-J- 'ami'imu, which consequently changes
the meaniog ioto 'turbans.'

IJO Ibn Durayd. Ishtigag, 194; Ibn Man~ür, Lisan al-' Arab has Sa'ir. while Tai al-'Arus bas Su·ayr.
See also Wellhausen. Reste. 61; cf. Ibn al-Kalbl. Book ofldols. 35.

131 ln Buldin III. 94. the oame given is Ja'far b. KhaHas al-Kalbl; in the "Jamharah". Escurial, folio
21 Or-v. it is given as Ja'far b. Ab1 al-JaHis.
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My young camels were startled by the blood ofsacrifice
Offered around Su'ayr whither Yaqum and YadhkurIJ2 go
On pilgrimage, and stand before it in fear and awe,
Motionless and silent, awaiting its oracular voice. III

23. The Banü al-Hanth b. Ka'b of Najran had a house that they usually venerated

and called the Ka'ba, 134 mentioned by A'sha in one ofhis odes:

(To visit) the Ka'ba ofNajran is an arder incumbent upon you;
(You would not he relcased therefrom) until you dismount in front of its gales.
Thcre we would visil Yazld, 'Abd Manit, and Qays-in truth,
they are the best of its lords. 135

Some say that it was not intended for worship, but was merely a hall,

meeting house, or perhaps assembly place for the tribe. However, Ibn al-Kalbl

assumes that there was no such house since none of the Hanth had ever

mentioned it in their poetry.1J6 1 presume there was a celebrated house or hall

or place which was highly respected by the Har1th which they themselves

called the 'Ka'ba' but only metaphorically. A'sha however describes their

attitude towards this place as being the same as that displayed by the Arabs

towards the Ka'ba in Mecca.

24. Another Ka'ba, also known as Dhü al-Ka'abat belonged to the Bakr and the

132 Abü Mundhir said that Yaqdum and Yadhkur were the sons of "ADaza. See also Ibn Durayd.
Ishtigag, 194; Sifah. 172.

133 Ibn al-Kalbl. Kitib al-Asnim. 36; Book of Idols. trans. Faris, 35.

134 Ibn Durayd, Ishtigag, 155; cf Al-lfamdinl, Sifiih, 83-86, and 127;Yaqut. Buldan II, 703-704 and
IV. 751, 759; Ya'qübl. Tirlkh, 212.

135 Ibn Qu~ayba. al-Shi'r, 135-143; al-Aghanl VIII, 77-87. See also Diwan al-A'sha (London, 1928)
ed. Rudolf Geyer, 122; cf. Book ofldols, trans. Faris, 39.
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Taghlib; these were the sons of Wa'il and 'Iyid respectively in Sindad. It was

located in the lower part of the saw.idof Kuffa, north of Najran, 137 the region

between Küffa and B~ra. A'sha of the Banü Qays b. Tha'laba composed the

following verse about it:

Between al-Khawamaq and al-Sadir and Biriq
And the temple Dhü al-Ka'abât ofSindâd. 1JI

This was the Ka'ba mentioned by al-Aswad b. Ya'fur in one of his odes. Nor

was tbis house a place of worship, but rather a celebrated edifice, as al-Aswad

cxplained. 139

25. Many people bore names in combination with 'Abd which may or May not have

referred to an idol, such as 'Abd Yanl, 'Abd Ghanm, and 'Abd Kulil. 140 In

addition, according to Hisham b. Mul}ammad Abü Mundhir, the Quraysh had

another idol called Manaf. 141 This explains the name borne by 'Abd Manif

among them. However, it is not known where and when the idol was erected or

by whom. It was reported that menstruating women were prohibited from

136 Ibn al-Kalbl. Asnim, 28; Book ofldols. 38-39.

137 Ibn Durayd. Ishtigag. 285; al-tJamdin1. Sifah. 8. 45. 45ff.• and 176; Yaqut. Buldin 1. 171.231.
and 636-653. ni. 164-165. and IV 322-327; Ibn QUJayba. al-Shi-r. 134-135; Ya"qübl. Tirlkh. 212;
Ibn lfablb; Muhabbar. 217; cf. Book of [dols. 39.

138 Ibn IsJ,aq. Life of Muhammad. transe Guillaume. 39. He cried out tbis verse when his father was
murdered. and he sought to avenge him. He went ta Dhu-al-Khal~aand shuffied the divination
arro\Vs. but the result was a message forbidding him to seek revenge. Some said that the man was
(mru' al-Qays b. ijujr al-Kindi; Abü al-Faraj. al-Aghanl VIlly 70. For the liCe of lmru' al-Qays. see
ibid.

139 Ibn al-Kalbly Book of Idols, 39.

140 Ibn al-Kalb1, Kitab al-AsniIDY 19; Idols. 25; Ryckmans. Les Religions, 32. 111. 175.267.

141 Ryckmans. Les Religion. 17; Les Noms f. 18; Wellhausen. Reste. 56-57.
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• approaching the idol as mentioned by Bat'a' b. Qays b. 'Abd Allâb b. Ya'mar

al-Shuddakh in the following verse:

•

A matchless peer. 1 no longer augur al its shrine,
But stay away as the menstruating women stand afar off from Manaf. 142

Besides these idols and holy places, the pagan Meccans worshipped four

animais as divine, and did not eat nor mount them: these were Sâ'iba, BaI].lra,

Wa~lla, and ijaml. 143 Sa'iba was a sbe-camel which gave birth to ten fillies

without an intervening colt. She was set free, and was never ridden. Her hair was

never sbom, and only a guest was allowed to drink ber milk. When she gave birth

to a filly afterwards, and its hair was split, it was allowed to go about with its

motber, and like its mother was never ridden and was left unsbom; likewise only a

guest was allowed to drink of its milk. Tbis filly was called Ba41ra. Wa~lla on the

other band was an ewe which had ten twin ewes in succession witbout the

intervening birth of a male lamb. The last, IJaml, was a stallion who sired ten

consecutive fillies without an intervening colt being bom. His back was taboo so

he was never ridden and bis hair was left unshom. He was allowed to fun among

the camels and mount tbem. Beyond that no use \Vas made of him. 144

142 Ibn al-Kalb1, IGtab al-Asnam. 20; Book of [dols, 28; trans. Faris. This related ta the ancient
custom of the Arabs that prohibited menstruating women to come near or touch their idols.

143 Il is said that, conceming this custom. Allih revealed the verse: •Allah demands neitbcr Ba1Jlra,
nor Sa'iba, nor ~V8$11a. nor Ifaml. The unbelievers invent a lie against AŒih, though most of them
do not know il (Qur'an 5: 103).

1+1 Ibn ffablb. Muhabbar, 330-31; [bn ffablb, Munammag, 408-09; cf. Ibn Ist,.aq, Lire of Muhammad,
40.
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B. ALLAH, THE LORD OF THE GOOS

Allah was already very well-known and was highly respected among the

Quraysh before the Islamic mission. Il was simply held that Allah was not the only

God. He was associated with other gods and goddesses in both His cult and shrine,

as is demonstrated by the pagan ta/biyya "Here 1 am, 0 Allah, here 1 am; You have

no partner except such a partner as You have; You possess him and ail that is

h· "14515.

Il seems obvious that Allih was not merely a God but was widely

acknowledged as the highest God, the supreme deity of the entire Meccan

pantheon. Moreover, He had achieved this position regardless ofwhether il was the

result of a natural progression toward monotheism, or the growing influence of

Judeo-Christianity of the time, or was introduced into Arab culture through

commercial exchange from northem Jordan. Nevertheless, evidently of ail the

Meccan divinities, Allah aJone was never represented by an idol or image. 146 This

fact, of course, implies that Allah was different from others, and could not be

represented by any objecte This also implies that Allah was seen as a very high

Being, the Holy, to whom it was feh inappropriate to assign a shape. Had he been

given a shape, it would have meant that He was not different, but this was not the

case.

145 AI-Azraqi. Akhbar Makka. 134; cf. Kister, "Labbayka," in Siociety, 33-34. See a150 Peters•
Muhammad. 117-18.

'016 Peters, Muhammad, 107.
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Ibn IsI,aq writes in his SirabU7 about Abraha'sl48 invasion of Mecca in the year

the birth of the Prophet MuI,ammad (571 AD), relating how when Abraha sent his

messenger to 'Abd al-Munalib l49 telling him ofhis intention to destroy the Ka'ba,

'Abd al-Munalib said: "Allah knows that we do not wish to fight him for we have

not the power to do so. This is Allih's sanctuary and the temple of His friend

Abraham." ISO ln other words, 'Abd al·Munalib rneant that it was up to Allah to

defend it against Abraha or to let il pass to the enemy because it was His shrine

and His sanctuary. If Allah let Abraha have the Ka'ba, then there was nothing one

could do to defend it since one could not oppose His will.

The story goes on to tell ofhow 'Abd al-Munalib and one ofhis sons went to

al-Mughammisl51 to see Abraha and asked him to retum his two hundred carnets.

Dissappointed at this request Abraha said: "You pleased me much when 1saw you;

then 1 was much displeased witb you when 1heard what you said. Do you wish to

talk to me about two hundred carnels ofyours which 1have taken, and say notbing

about your religion and the religion of your forefather which 1 have come to

destroy?" 'Abd al-MuHalib replied: "1 am the owner of the carnels and the House

bas an owner wbo will defend it."152

147 Ibn IstJiq, Life of Muhammad. 20-28.

148 He was an Abysinian Christian who was sent by his master the Negus to fight Arya! of Yemen.
ACter the death of Arya~ he killed Negus amlrwho saved him from death and proclaimed himself as
the leader and the king.

149 He was the leading sbaykb ofMecca and the grandfather of the Prophet Muhammad.

ISO Ibn Is~âq, Life of Muhammad. 24.

ISI It is also pronounced al-Mughammas, a place about two nùles from Mecca.
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Realizing his inability to defend the Ka~ba, ~ Abd al-MuHalib ordered his

people to withdraw from Mecca and took up a defensive position outside the toWD.

Yet before leaving he took hold of the metal knocker of the House, and with other

Quraysh stood beside him praying to Allih and imploring His help against

Abraha's army. He said: "0 Allah, a man protects his dwelling, so proteet Yours.

Let not their cross and craft tomorrow overcome Thy craft."IS3

Ibn ISQaq reports that the Quraysh were held in great esteem among Arabs for

the event of Abraha. The Arabs said that the Quraysh were the people of Allah,

that Allah fought for them and thwarted the attacks of their enemies. They

composed many poems 154 conceming this same occurrence. Let us consider one

such by ~ Abd Allih b. al-Ziba~ra b. ~Acfi b. Sa~d b. Sahm b. 'Amr b. Hu~ay~ b. Ka~b

b. Lu'ayy b. Ghilib b. Fihr:

Withdraw from the vale ofMecca for
From ofold ils sanctuary has not been violated.
When it was sanctïfied, Sirius had not been created.
No mighty man has ever attacked il.
Ask the commander of the Abyssinians what he saw.

He who knows what happened will tell the ignorant.
SixtY thousand men retumed home,
Nor did their sick recover after their ret ume
,Ad and Jurhum were (in Mecca) before them.
God has set it above ail creatures. ISS

~ayfi Abu Qays b. ~ Amir al-Aslat b. Jusham b. Wi'il al-Khatmt also said:

Rise and pray to your Lord and stroke

152 Ibn Isl~aq, Lire of Muhammad, 24-25.

153 Ibid, 25-26.

154 1 prefer ta translate al-bayt as the House or the Shrïne rather than Guillame's translation 'the
temple', as well as referrïng to translate allih as Allah rather than as God.

155 Ibn Is~àq. Life afMuhammad, 28, trans. Guillaume; cf. Ibn Hisham, aI-Sira al-Nabawivva. 1: 72.
For Arabic text see Appendix 11.
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The corners of this temple between the Mountains.
He gave you a convincing test
On the day of Abü YaksümlS6 1eader of the squadrons.
His cavalry was in the plain, his infantry
Upon the passes of the distant bills.
When the help of the Lord of the Throne reached you,
His armies repulsed them, pelting them and covering them with dust.
Quickly tbey tumed tail in flight, and none
But a few retumed to his people from the anny.IS7

Refening to the elephant that provided Abraha's transportation, and to the

!JanifUmayya b. Abü al-~alt b. Abü Rabl'a, al-Thaqafi said:

The signs ofour Lord are illuminating.
None but infidels doubt them.
Night and Day were crealed and aU
[s abundantly plain, ils reckoning is fixed.
Then the merciful Lord revealed the day
By the sun whose rays are seen everywhere.
He held the elephant fast in al-Mughammas until
[t sank to the ground as thougb it were hamstrung.
Ils trunk curled ring-wise; il lay motionless as;
A boulder flung down from Kabkab's rock.
Round it Kinda's king, warriors.
Migbty hawks in war.
They abandoned it and departed headlong
Ail of them; the shank ofeach one of them was broken.
In God's sight al the Resurrection every religion
But the IJanlfis doomed to perdition. 1sK

On the authority of 'Ali b. Ab1 1.'alib, Yazld b. Abü IJab1b al-Mi~r1 from

Marthad b. 'Abd Allah al-Yazanl, from 'Abd Allah b. Zurayr, al-Ghafiql told the

story of how Shayba 'Abd al-MuHalib dug the weil Zamzam. When he discovered

the opening of the weil 'Abd al-MuHalib cried 'AlJ8h Akbar', showing his great

pleasure and amazement. The Quraysh disputed 'Abd al-Munalib's claim to this

156 Thal was Abraha.

157 Ibn Is~aq. Lire or Muhammad, 29, trans. Guillaume; cf. Ibn Hisba~ al S"1I'8 al-Nabawivv~ 1: 73.
For Arabie texl see Appendix 12.

158 Ibn Is~aq. Lire of Muhammad, 29-30; cf. Ibn Hisham, al Sira al-NabawiX}'a, 1: 74-75. For
Arabie text see Appendix 13.
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discovery, saying tbat tbey also had a rigbt to it. At last tbey agreed to seek out a

woman diviner of the Banü Sa'd Hudhaym, who lived in the uplands of Syria. On

the way 'Abd al-Munalib's company ran out of water, but the others refused to

give them any for fear that they tao would die of thirst. In his desperation, 'Abd

al-MuHalib told his campanions tbat each should dig a hole for himself sa that in

the event that one of them died, his companions could thrust him into it and bury

him, and that even if the last of them had no one ta bury him, it was better that

one man died unburied than the whole. Then suddenly reversing his deeission,

'Abd al-Munalib rose and urged his eompanions to mount their horses to search

the country around them for water. Miraculously, at that very moment fresh water

began to flow from beneath his feet. Instantly, he cried 'Allih Akbar'. From tbat

time on the Quraysh never disputed bis claim to Zamzam. 159

It was said that when 'Abd al-MuHalib was digging Zamzam, the Quraysh

came to prevent him from doing so. He vowed that if he had ten sons who could

proteet him from the Quraysh, he would sacrifice one of tbem. Afterwards he did

have ten sons, whom one day he adjudged mature enough to hear about his vow.

He gathered them together and told them about it, and tben in accordance with

Quraysh custom, he asked his sons ta write their names on arrows and had

somebody cast them for him. Of ail his sons, 'Abd Allah, the youngest, was his

favorite, sa he prayed tbat he above ail sbould escape tbis casting of lots, but

addressed this prayer to Allah, and not ta other gods such as Hubal, etc. 160

159 Ibn I~haq. Life of Muhammad. 62-63; cf. Ibn Hishim al-Sira al·Nabawiyya. 166·67.

160 Ibn Is~iq. Ibid, 66-68.
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Moreover, when the Prophet Mu1)ammad was born, 'Abd al-Munalib thanked and

prayed to Allah, not to Rubal or others.161

Although given to worshiping idols and images. the Meccans nevertheless

s\vore oaths in the name of Allah. For instance, when her husband told I-JaIima,

daughter of Abü Dhu'ayb of Banü Sa'd b. Bakr, the Prophet Mul}anunad's foster

mother, that she had taken in a blessed creature, she said: "By Allah, 1 hope so."

When her fellow caravaners sensed that something significant had happened to ber

and ber family, they said: "By Allah, an unusual thing has happened."162 It is

alleged that when the Christian monk ofBu~ra known as BalJlra showed hospitality

to the Quraysh caravan, which included Abü rilib and his nephew the young

MuI}ammad-something he had never done before-()ne of them said: "By Allah,

Ba41ri! Something extraordinary has happened today; you used not ta treat us so,

and we bave often passed by you. What has befalleo you today?"l63

The Arabs declared the supremacy of Allah over their gods and goddesses,

even over their principal deities Hubal, al-Lat, al-'Uzza and Manat, through their

talbiYYIB. There is 00 doubt as to the genuineness of their acknowledgement of

Allah as the Lord of the Ka'ba and even as superior to other divinities, a Cact

clearly remarked by Kister in his article on labbayka wbere he says that "this May

161 Ibid, 70.

162 Ibid. 71.

163 Ibid, 79-81. B~lra did this because he saw how a cloud overshadowed a young man among the
people, i.e. MuI,ammad. When they stopped in the shadow of a tree near his cell, the cloud
overshadowed the trees, and its branches were bending and dropping over the young man until he
\Vas in the shadow beneath it. Along with his knowledge, such a miracle happened ooly to a
messenger from God.
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be quite a faithful exposition of their belief."I64 Besides many records show that

the Arabs did have genuine affection for the Mecca sanctuary~ particularly the

Ka~ba, and did perform Hajj and «umra every year. They also invoked Allah to

protect them from enemies, and against those who violated the sanctity of the

Ka'ba and the treaty ofpeace of the holy months of the ijajj.

Further examinalion of the ta/biyya may shed sorne light on important aspects

ofthis ritual utterance, and particularly, what ideas the pagan Arabs held regarding

Allah. The ta/biyya of ijums, a group closely connected to the Ka'ba which

enjoyed a special, privileged existence among the Arabs, was weil known for its

association with AllaIt and other idols, and its religious dulies to the Ka~ba during

the lJajj season. The ta/biyyas of other tribes were usually attributed to the QUInS

as weil as to their gods. 16
.5

In their ta/biyya the Asad called Allâh the One and the Subduer, tlle Lord to

whom every creature asks for blessing and forgiveness, al-wi1Jid al-qahhir wa-a/-

rabb a/-~amad, and refused to worship any idol. Then they described themselves as

the faithful, the generous, the strong, the protectors of the weak and needy, the

wealthy, and the great in number. 166

ItOot Kister. ULabbayka," in Society, 36.

165 Ibid, 36-37; Muqatil, Tafsir. 23b. no. 41. See also H. A. R. Gibb. "Pre-Islamic Monotheism in
Arabia:' Harvard Theological Review (1962) 275-76.

166 Husain. Ali India Oriental Conference, 364. 365; Ya'qübi, Tirikh, 1: 212, Muqatil, Tafsir, 23a,
no. 35; cf. Kister. ULabbayka," in Society, 38. The very phrase occurs in the Qur'ün 112: 2. which
is one of the attributes of Allah as 'the Lord to whom people direct themselves ID their needs' .
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• The Ash'ariyyün and 'Akk uttered the ta/biyya in saj' and rajaz fonn, which is

typical ofYemeni poetry. In their ta/biyya they declared that they had come to the

magnificent House of Mecca to perform lJajj for the sake of aJ-Ra1]min the

Graciol1s; and admitted that AllaIt knows the sins of sinners, and forgives them at

once because no one is free from making mistakes. 167 On the authority of Abü

Burda, the son Abü Musa al-Ash'an, we leam that when 'Umar asked him about

the talbiyyaofthe Ash'irïyyün, Abu Burda quoted the following verse:

168_~\I' "_.\
~~w.

-'

•...-/

The Azd declared Allah as rabb a/-arbab (the Lord of lords), who distinguishes

between sinners and good-doers; they said that had il not been for Him, they would

never have made sa:r (the quick walk) between ~afii and Marwa, nor would they

have given charity, chanted the ta/biyya and joined the Quraysh in shaving their

heads. With no humble tone they boasted that if God had not enlightened them,

167 Husain, Ail India Oriental Conference, 365; Ya'qub1, Tiinkh, 213.

168 Ibn Man~urrecords the utterance of Abu Khirish aI-Hudhali during the say'
wi "l ~~ "t .J ;~~ ,....u'~ w! ; wt .ü .J ~i ~t ; w ü! u-u.. ':u. ~I

Ibn Man~ur in Tai 'I-Aruz as weil as the Kitab al-Aghinl, ascribe the latter to Umayya b. Abl al­
$al1. Ibn al-Kalbl states, on the other hand, that the verse was uttered by al-Dayyan, i.e., the
ancestor of the Banu Dayyan, during prayers. However, fJusayn and Muqatil declare it to be the
talbiyyaofthe Ash'âriyyun. See Muqatil, Tafsar, 248, no.51, ijusayn, Kitab al-Islah, p.365, no.3; al­
Suyü~1, Sharh Shawahid al-Mughn1 (Damascus, 1386/1966) ed. aI-Shinql~l, rev. Al~mad Zafir Küjan,
625, no. 388 (with the variant in the tirst hemistich: badba ribrun). A1)mad b. ijamdan Abü ijatim
al-Râz1, Kitab al-Islah ([ (Cairo: Dar al-Ma4 irif, 1958) cd. Husayn al-fJamdani, 15; cf. Kister,
Society, 42-43. According to Abü al-A"la' al-Ma'ar1, the ta/biyya may be been uttered in a form of
the q~idametres. However, most of them are in form of saj4 or rajaz. Goldziher's analysis shows
that saj' and rajaz are used in invocations, curses, wisdom sayings, and in oracular utterances. Gibb
says that saj4 and rajaz have connection with the style of the Qur'an. He assumes it as the
establisbed style of religious discourse in the period of the rahiliyya (Arabic Literature, Oxford
1963, 14-15, 34-35; and "Pre-Islamic Monotheism in Arabia" Harvard Theologieal Review, 55
(1962): 269-80. "Tradition stresses the efficacy of saj' invocations uttered in the I}aram of Mecca
in the period of the Jahiliya and dirccted against wrong-doers and oppressors" (Kister, Society, 41-
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they would never have done 1Jajj to the House either. 169

The Daus declared Allah to be a rabb al-Il$oam (the Lord of the idols),170 while

the Ghassân invoked Allah on behalf of Lbdr kings, aJJr~~sing Him as the Lord of

the Ghassan, and expressed the hardship of their joumey on foot and horseback.17l

Sïmilarly the Rabl'a addressed Allah as the Lord of Rab1 6 a al-Qash'am, 172 saying

that they meant to answer His caU upon I-Jajj sincerely and obediently. Kister,

however, mentions four other versions of the ta/biyya of Rabl'a. The First begins

~ LiJ,J I~ ~ ~ labbayka /Jajjan IJaqqan ta'abbudan wa riqqan,"J a

confirmation tbat tbey did not trade during the fJajj season. The second cantains

sorne additional phrases describing the rush to Mecca to joïn the Quraysh in

shaving their heads as the sign of having completed the ~ajj ceremonial rites, Yet

one version reflects a divergence by the Bakr b. Wi'il on hebalf of Rabi 'a who left

their idols protected and safe in arder to show their obedience and servitude to

Allah, the God who was worshipped neither by Christians nor by Jews. 174 The last

version adds that the Rabl'a came to Mecca with the pure intention to worsbip, not

42).

169 Husain, Ali India Oriental Conference, 365; Ya'qiibl. Tililch. 213.

170 Muqatil. Tafslr. no. 56; cf. Kister, "Labbayka,tt in Society, 36.

171 Ya'qübl. Tinkh, 213; cf. Kister, "Labbayka," in Society, 36; Muqi~til, Tafslr, 24a, no. 54.

172 Husain. Ali India Oriental Conference. 367; Ibn Hisham. Kitib al-TIjin (Hyderabad, 1347) 219;
and see on qasb·am as the sobriquet of Rabl'a, s. v. q sh "m; Yalqübi, Tarikh, 212. Cf Kister,
'Labbayka." Society, 37.

173 Muqalil, Tafslr, 1: 100

17.& Ibn I-Jabib, Ibid; Kister, ULabbayka." in Society. 36.
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to ask for a gift nor for economic reasons.17S Similar indications recur in the

ta/biyyas ofothers, snch as of the Azd and Banü Wabara who worshipped Si'ida.116

The I-Jimyar and Hamdin addressed Allah on behalf of their kings and rulers

( 'an aJ-mu/ük wa-a/-aqwà), who treated their kinsmen justly, and avoided shameful

acts of wickedness. In retum they promised humble submission and obedience ta

Allâb, the Gad ofmankind and the Praiseworthy (aJ-lfamld).ln

Although the Arabs spoke of their servitude and devotion to God, it was only

in rare cases that they addressed Him in a humble and gentle tone. For example, the

Judham addressing Allah as the God of the idols (i/ah aJ-a~nam), and the Gracious

(a/-Ra1Jmin) prided themselves on their royal descent, and on possessing forbearing

minds (/JaRm).111I

The Jurhum, who were 00 longer extant by the lime of the coming of Islam,

were reported to have two differeot of ta/biyyas. The firstly, a short one, which

was identified as the ta/biyya of Daws and Khuza'a-the worshippers of Dhü al-

Kaffayn; these claimed themselves ta be the servants of Allah and the first of

mankind ta take Him as Guidance. 179 The second and longer one had sorne

I7S Muqitil, Tars1r, 22, no. 4; cf.~ s.v. r q 1,: sorne people used to utter in their ta/biyya in the
period orthe rahiliyya:jinaka li-f-as,il}a wa larD aa'ii fi-f-raqàIJa. Kister, "Labbayka," in Society,
36.

176 Muqatil, Tafslr. 22b, no. 23, 23b, no. 36. 39. 44; Ibn ijabib, al-Muhabbar, 313.

ln Muqatil, Tafslr, 23b, no. 43; Kister, ULabbayka," in Society, 39.

118 Muqatil, Tafs1r, no. 52; corn. the fragmentary ta/biyya in al-Ya"qiibl, Tirikh; cf. Kister, Society.

119 Ibn ijablb, Muhabbar, 314-15.
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additional notes saying that the sal!ctuary of ijarim was a ne\v round property for

others, while for them il was an inheritance from Allih because they were the first

people in His land, and they caused it to tlourish. Hence, to be deprived of Him was

really something they could not bear. I1~O They even prided themselves being the

first to come ta Allah's meeting place, and to prevent anyone from violating and

attacking the cult of the sanctity ofQaram. 181

People in the Qadramawt, Kinda and Sakün referred to Allâh as the supreme

Gad, superior ta their gods and goddesses. So we see in their ta/biyyas that besides

associating their gods and goddesses with Allah, tbey declared tbat it was His

decision whether to destroy the former because they were His. 182 Since He was the

Wise One (a/-lfaklm), however, He would leave them aJone. IIO The Qays 'Aylin

presented themselves and their idols as humbly submissive ta a/-Ra1Jmin, and came

sincerely to the Dayyan on foot and horseback, leaving their property and family

behind.184 In addition they complained about their animosities with Bakr b. Wa. 'il

whom tbey accused of baving come between them and Allih, making thcir journey

during the qajj unsafe, and publicly exposed their disbelief in Him. Tbey implied

ISO Kister, "Labbayka," in Society, 40;

181 Husain. AIl India Oriental Conference, 366; Ya'qübl. Tirikh. 1:212; Muqitil. Tafslr, 22a. no. 6.
23a. no. 30; al-Ya'qübi. op.cit. 1. 296; al-Baghdadi. Khizinat al-Adâb II. 246. sup.; camp. Ibn
fJablb. al-Muhabbar. 314. About Jurhum see W.M. Watt. "Djurhum" Encyclopaedia of Islam
(Leiden: E.J. Brill). Cf. Kister, 'Labbayka," in Society, 40.

182 Bulaan IV, 769.

183 Husain, Ail India Oriental Conference, 366; Ya'qübl, Tir1kh, 1:213; Muqitil, Tafslr, 24a, no. 53;
cf. Kister. "Labbayka." in Society, 38.

184 Husain, Alllndia Oriental Conference, 366; Ya'qübl, Tirlkh. 1:213; Muqâtil, Tafslr, 23b, no. 37;
camp. the talbiyyaof'Akk and the Ash'âriyyün: hajjun li-I-Ral]manl dhal/at lahu I-~nim.



• that if it were not for the Bakr, people would hurry to perfonned the l}.ajj.185

Similarly, the Abü Qays tribe-the worshippers of Dhü al-Llb~ invoked Allah that

He might tum Muqar away from them, make their joumey safe, and protect them

from the lords of Hajar. 186 The Thaqlf asked forgiveness for their sins, obediently

yielding their goddesses al-Lat and al-'Uzza to Allah, and then urged Him ta

forgive them as weil. 187 The Tanùm declared Allah to be the Creator to whom they

offered prayer and invocation (.- ni:,. iJ LAlt..J ~~ wa akbla$at li rabbihi

du'i'aha).18R

The Banü Najran, preceded by Kurz b. 'A1qama, uttered the following rajaz

when they came to Medina to meet the Prophet: 189

l,· -.J ~ ~..!WI
~ J J -.

•

It is important to note that these rajaz verses are typical of Yernen1 poetry,

whicb is especially true of the talbiyyas of the Asad and Gha~atin.190 Yet these

rajaz are among Jihifi material adopted as Muslirn ritual invocations. For example,

according to several traditions 'Umar used to recite these verses during his l}ajj.191

18S Kister. "Labbayka," in Society. 45.

186 Ibn ffablb, Muhabbar. 314; cf. Kister. ULabbayka," in Society, 45.

187 Ya·qübi. Tirlkh. 1:212; Husain. Ali India Oriental Conference, 366; Muqitil. Tafslr. 24a. no. 48;
cf. Kister. "Labbayka." in Society, 36.

188 Ya·qübl. Tirllch, 1:212; Muqitil, Tafslr, 23a, no. 33; cf. Kister. "Labbayka," in Society, 38.
Comp. Husain. Ali India Oriental Conference. 366.

189 Ibn ijajar, al-Isiba, V. 586, no. 7403; al-Kala"i, al·lkhtifi. 1: 259; cf. Kister, "Labbayka," in
Society, 44.

190 Muqatil. Tafslr, 22a. no.8.

191 Al-Bayhaqi. al-Sunan al-Kubr~, V, 126; ai-Balai. Mu·jam ma Ista·jam (Cairo. 1368/1966) cd.
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Also, sorne say that the Prophet himself used to utter them during his ifiiqa from

5 Arafat. 192

Yet the ta/biyya of Adam is perhaps unique and slightly different from the rest

of those preserved from the Jâhifi period. Il describes the creation of Adam as the

magnificent craftmanship of Allah Himself, for which they were very grateful, and

then declares Him to be the Lord of the Ka5 ba. 193 Apparently, the genuineness of

this /a/biyya is disputed by scholars who say that it is based on the Islamic concept

of the first creation of humankind, namely Adam, and was ooly adapted to the

Jihifi age in order to establish a connection with the Islamic. 194

This discussion of the variety of the ta/biyyas may lead us to a better

understanding of the religious ideas held by the pre-Islamic Arabs. They obviously

had gods and goddesses they favored beside Allah, and places in which to worship

them. They also had the custom of sharing , as a tribal confederation, gods and

goddesses with their allies and neighbors. Nevertheless they believed in a supreme

M~tafi al-Saqi, 1191inf.-1192; Abü Shayba, al-MusannaCIV (Hyderabad 1386/1966) cd. 'Abd al­
Khiliq al-Afghin1, 81; 'Afi b. Abü Bakr Nur al-Dln al-Haythaoù, Majma' al-Zawi'id III (Beirut:
Dar al-Kitib al-'Arabi, 1982), 256; al-Mutlaqi al-Hindi, Kanz al-Ummal V (Hyderabad: Osmania
Oriental Pub. Bureau. 1945-1975) 116. no.866, Ill, no. 837 (with addition: wa ayyu 'abdin laka li
alammà); Mu4ibb al-Dln a1-l:abarl, al-Oiri', 414; Ibn al-Athir, al-Nihaya, s.v. wt!n, cf. al-Fikih1,
Tirllch Makkah, fol. 531a; Abü 'Ubayda, Majiz al-Our'in (Cairo, 1382/1962) ed. F. Sezgin, n,249,
no. 898; Murta4a al-Zibidi,lthifal-Sida al-Muttagln IV (Cairo: Dar al-Ma'arif.(311) 386.

192 Ibn'Athie. al-Nihiya. s.v. w4D; Mul].ibb al-Dio al-l:abarl, al-Oira', 414, Nür al-Dln al-Haythanù,
on.cit., III, 156: cf. Kister, Society and Religion. 44.

193 A1-Zurqini, Sharh Mawahibb al-Laduniyya (Cairo, (327) IV, 13-14; Ibn Kathlr, al-Sirah al­
Nabawiwa IV (Cairo. 1385/1966) ed. M~tafi 'Abd al-Wihid. 88; 'Ali b. Durhan al-Dln, aI-insi aI­
'Uyün : al-Sira al-Halabiyya III (Cairo. 1382/1962) 251. lt is recorded that the Banü Tamim and
Rabl'a used to raUy in al-MuI,assab ~nd leave according 10 an established order so as to avoid
clashes among them. See also al-Fikihi. Tirlkh Makkah, fol. 481 b; cf. Kistcr, '·Labbayka,'· in
Society, 44.

194 Kister, "Labbayka," in Society, 45-46.
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• God, whom they called Allah and acknowledged to be the Owner of the Ka'ba, as

shown in a verse uttered by Qays b. Munqidh b. 'Ubayd b. Qatirl95 b. ijubshiyya b.

Salül al-Khuza'i I96 (7th AD):

ùhJ t..:isl~~.J _.._

•

We swore tirst by the House of Allm,
And failing that, by the baetyls which in al-Gbabghab stand. t9

?

Thus it is conceivable to argue that during the ~ajj Iiturgical rites, they did

indeed direct themselves to this supreme God, despite al-Ya'qübi's report that,

before performing the IJajj in the Mecca-sanctuary, every tribe would go first to its

idols and pray there; they would then start to chant their ta/biyya uotil they

reached Mecca. 198 Howsoever they may have begun these rituals, yet their

ta/biyyas demonstrate the relation between the tribal deities and the supreme God.

From this we might infer that the Jahiliyya tribes were not purely polytheist, as it

is said that these idols were merely means to bring them closer to God. But they

were in Cact mushrikiin, i.e. while accepting and admiUing the existence and the

supremacy of Allah, they nevertheless associated their other deities with Him, even

as they subordinated them. 199

The ta/biyyas indeed expose rich veins of religious vocabulary and

terminology. The Arabs declared Allah the supreme God, and attributed ta Him

195 Cf. Abü al-Faraj. al-Aghinl XIII, 2, where it was Qayitit.

196 He \Vas Qays b. liudibiyya whose motner was of the liudib of the Kinina, though others said of
the fJudad of MuQarib. Cf. Abü al-Faraj, al-Aghan1 XIII, 2-8; Isbtigag, 276.

197 Ibn al-Kalb1, Kitab Asni~ 13; Bookofldols, transe Faris, 19.

198 Ya'qübi, Tir1kh, 1; 212.
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divine names like al-Ra1}man (the Gracious), al-Dayyan, 81-Ma~büd (the Solely to

he worshipped), al-$amad(the Self-Sufficient), al-Qabhar(the Subduer), al-Karlm

(the Privileged), al-Gbifir (the Forgiver), a/-Bid (the Guider), al-lfaDm (the

Forbearing), and al-lfakim (the Wise One). Brockelmann, the first to study the

compilations of ancient Arabie poetry and their religious terms, came to the

conclusion that various expressions pertaining to the conception of Allah in the

Jihiliyya were a genuinely Arabie religious perception, and had not been borrowed

from Judeo-Christian concepts, nor even from animist beliefs.2oo Gibb, another

historian who dealt with classical Arab history, reaches the rather similar

conclusion that the monotheistic concepts held by the Arabs were their OWD,201 a

point which cao be found particularly in the compilations of genuine old Arabic

fonns of saj~and rajaz.

199 Kister, ULabbayka," in Society, 47-48.

200 C. Brockelmann, "Allah und die Gôtzen, des Ursprung de Islamischen Monotheismus," Archiv
fùr Religionswissenschaft 21 (1922) 99-121; cf. Kister:'Labbayka," in Society, 48.

201 Gibb, "Pre-Islamic Monotheism," in Harvard Theological Review, 269·271; idem. Studies on the
Civilization of Islam (Boston, 1962) ed. S.J. Shaw and W.R. Polk, 192; cf. C. Torrey, The Jewish
Foundation of Islam (New York, 1933) 54-56; W.M. Watt, Muhammad al Mecca (Oxford, 1953)
158-161.
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CONCLUSION

This study has shown that, despite their fundamentally pagan nature, the

Arabs before Islam acknowledged the existence of Allah as the Supreme God.

Some ofthem even retained what was believed to be the pure faith of Ishmael, the

son of Abraham, who was regarded as the actual founder of their nation. Study of

their poetry furthermore indicates how they regarded nature as the creation of the

Mighty God, Allah. Undeniably, they admired beauty and pursued leisure, which is

natural. Nevertheless, in the end tbey sought blessings from Allah, not from their

gods or goddesses. In sorne cases, the pagan Arabs abandoned their idols because

these did not fulfill their needs.

A concrete link in their belief ta the religion of Abraham, the iJanlfiyy~ was

their admiration of the Ka'ba, the ancient shrine in the middle of Mecca, which

Allah ordered Abraham and his son to build in order to indicate the direction of

prayer. Tt is not surprising that they called it Bayt A/lib, the House of Allah.

Every year the Arabs went to Mecca to perform the iJajj and !aJ,vwafaround

it, crying out their ta/biyya, examples of which expose a rich religious vocabulary

and tenninology. Brockelmann, the first to draw attention ta this body of

Iiterature, adduced a copious body of references ta Allall and Ral~man in J8hi]i

poetry. He also pointed out the various expressions of the concept of Allah in the

JaJJiljyya: God the Creator, the Lord of the creatures, the Omnipotent, the Gad

who punishes and grants rewards, ail of \vhich explain why He must be feared,

revered, and praised. Brockelmann also suggests that expressions like 1}amd,
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khasbya~ huda, and taqwi, which occur in libiDpoetry, point ta a kind ofreligious

perception of a High God. Admitting the existence of Judeo-Christianity in

Arabia, he nevertheless rejects the assumption that the concept of Allah was an

idea borrowed either from one of these revealed religions or from animism.1 Gibb,

who starts from a different point of view and uses different material, reaches a

rather similar conclusion, and stresses that the original Arabian concept of

monotheism belonged to the Arabs.2 These ideas were compiled in the older

indigenous Arabie forms of sajf and rajaz, which expose their belief in Allah, the

supreme God of the Ka'ba, even though they associated Him with their gods and

goddesses.

Another Iink between pagan and 1}anlfiyya beliefs was respect for the holy

month, the avoidance of any tribal dispute during the !Jajj season, and the absolute

ban on fighting in the vicinity of Bayt Allib. The safety implicit in the sanctuary

(al-IJaram) of this enclosure was guaranteed at that time.

For a people not given ta abstraction, an unseen God was a difficult notion to

fathom. It May have been this reason, or even their distance in time from Abraham

and Ishmael, which led them to adopt material abjects as gods and goddesses,

developed slowly but certainly from the original beliefs inherited from their

forebears. First tlley did it to show their gratitude toward th~ Ka'ba wh~u~verthey

were away from it. Theo, probably, they got used to the practiee, and developed it

1 C. Brockelmann. "Allah und dei Gôtzen, der Ursprung de islamischen Monotheismus," Archiv fürr
Religionswisswnschaft 21 (1922) 99-121; cf. Kister. Society, 48.

2 H.A.R. Gibb, "Pre-Islamic Monotheism in Arabia;'269-271 ; idem, Studies on the CivilizatïoD of
Islam (Boston, 1962) ed. S.J. Shaw and W.R. Polk, 192; cf. C. Torrey. The Jewish FoundatioD of
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as a custom. Later generations May have regarded these practices as a legitimate

part of the religion. Besides, their joumeys to pagan countries during trade season

tempted them ta do so, especially when the wishes of those who served idols

seemed always to he granted.

However, the Arabs did indeed maintain their faith in one God above all

others. This was Allah, the Lord of the gods and goddesses. He was the One who

could not be represented by anything. He was the God of mankind who controlled

the fate of every single soul. Therefore, it was He alone that had to be worshipped

and feared.

This ioterpretation, however, is not without its challenges. Watt, for

example, says that the pre-Islamic monotheism of the Arabs was oot native but had

sprung originally from Judeo-Chrîstianity or even from "natural religion." Others

cast doubt on the validity of the sources indicating that monotheism existed before

Islam saying that Muslims in the early generations grafted Islamic values onto the

pre-Islamic verses. If this is so, how then could it be that the verses still retain the

same rhyme, and a cootinual flow of ideas, since we know that ancient Arabie

poetry did oot cover only one therne at a time but touched on ail subjects of a

nomadic and tribal nature? Besides, Muslims had no reason to do so, since Islam

respects highly the historical record of former generations, to he taken both as a

warniog and example what May take place if Muslims do oot follow the Revelation

of Allah. Furthermore, the Qur'ao itself does oot condemn religious poetry; on the

cootrary, it suggests that Muslims express their faith and belief in Allah in any

Islam (new York, 1933) 54-56; \V.M. \Vau. Muhammad al Mecca (Oxford. 1953) 158-161.
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possible way. Ifpoetry were the best gift, why should they not use it? Moreover, a

new idea is not easily assimilated by one community without a similar concept

already being in existence among them, already fonning the core of their identity.

As far as can be shown by Islamic historical records, the main reason that the

Quraysh rejected Islam and MuIJammad's mission was economic, and not simply

because they believed that the Arabs would desert them by accepting Islamic

teachings and abandoning paganism. What they principally feared was a loss of

revenue. For it is well-known that the Quraysh were traders, and that tbey made

other Arabs pay for food and safety during the IJajj season. The Quraysh could

oever contemplate losiog their exceptional and advantageous position among their

people.

Since their poets enjoyed a privileged reputation in their society, the Quraysh

at first claimed that Mul].ammad was an extraordinary poet and even a sorcerer.

However, his sayings could oot be classified into any type of poetry known to

them, nor could they be interpreted as the teachings of Judeo-Christianity. Thus it

was that the very ideas of their ancestral religion (iJaniDyya) , the religion of

Abraham and Ishmael, almost became extinct or known only to a few. So it May

then be assumed with sorne confidence that ancient Arabic poetry bearing on

religious subjects was an original expression of pre-Islamic Arab belief in Allah,

the supreme God and the God of the Ka'ba, which was the primary teaching of

1}aniDyya.
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This is far from the final word on this topie, although it is hoped that it will

help to clarify sorne of the issues involved on bath the politieo-religious and

literary levels.
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Arabie Transliteration

Initial Medial Final Alone Initial Medial Final Alone

"':" ~ ~ "':" b ~ ob .Jg .Jg t

'"""' ~ :i ü t ~ J:. .Jà, .JD ~

A. .. ..
~ th ... t'"""' .... ..a

ct ~ ~ ~
j t .i ..è. t gh

h ...a .À ,j ~ (

ë ~ ~ t kh J ~ .1 J q

d t!l oS. ~ k
-":
".-/

l :s dh J l J J 1

J r .. .. m

:> ) z ~ ~ .:a ~ n

- s w

~
.. .. .. sh of- ~~ h-. - ~

- - ~ ~ ~ ~
y

oÀ ...À ...,Q, ~ 4

Vowels. diphthongs. etc.:

Vowel short: :. a;": u;: i; long: 1 a;.J u;~ 1.•--.-/
Diphthongs 'i ay; .J aw alif maqsiirah: l'oF a ..--
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