Jurnal Syariah, 8:2 [2000] 33-54

‘Ibadah in the Era of Jahiliyyah with
Reference to the Hanifiyyah and Idolatry

Saadan Man

Abstrak

Zaman Jahiliyyah secara umumnya merujuk kepada zaman
sebelum kedatangan Islam dengan pengutusan Nabi Muhammad
s.a.w, di mana paksi ajarannya berteraskan konsep tawhid serta
cara-cara beribadat yang telah ditentukan. Namun begitu, artikel
ini cuba menjelaskan bentuk ibadat yang dilakukan oleh dua
kumpulan, iaitu Hanifiyyah; golongan yang beramal dengan saki-
baki peninggalan Nabi Ibrahim a.s dan golongan penyembah
berhala. Jadi, adakah amalan yang diamalkan di atas diterima
pakai oleh Islam atau bagaimana?

Introduction

From the Islamic perspective, ‘ibadah (worship) is regarded as the most vital duty
of man towards God. God says in the Qur’an, “I have only created jinn and men to
worship Me” (Q. 51:56). As the main purpose of the creation of mankind, ‘ibadah
has its own system and method established in Islam as the right approach of man to
God. Throughout the twenty-three years of his prophethood, the Prophet
Muhammad, inspired by God, had instituted a specific practical system of ‘tbadah
which constitutes an important part of the basic Islamic system as found in the
Qur’an and Sunnah. One might raise a question, was this system of ‘ibadah origi-
nally established by the advent of Islam conveyed by the Prophet Muhammad with-
out any connection with the past; or was it assimilated from various existed forms
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of ‘ibadah found in the system of Jahiliyyah and then modified with a new face?
From this investigative point of departure, it is necessary to scrutinize the rites and
practices performed by the Arabs in the era of Jahiliyyah as their acts of worship.
Accordingly, this article shall deal mainly with the forms of rites which were
widely practised by the Arabs in the period of Jahiliyyah in general as found in
their practice of al-Ham}‘iyyah as well as the prevailing idolatrous worship. This
will exclude the rites practised in certain religions embraced by some Arabs such as
Christianity, Judaism, Zoroastrianism or Magian and Sabian religion at that time,
for very little is known about that.!

Accounts on the practices of ‘ibadah in Arabia, or particularly in Mecca in
the period of Jahiliyyah is scarce and mostly relies on accounts of the religion of
Arabia itself.? The religion of the Arabs in the period preceding Islam, which is
known as the state of ignorance, in opposition to the knowledge of God’s true wor-
ship taught to them by the Prophet Muhammad, was mainly idolatry. It is known
that the term Jahiliyyah, often translated as the Age of Ignorance, connotes a time
of paganism before one recognized the oneness of God or knew God’s sacred law,
but it does not mean all Arabs were totally pagans and disbelieved in the “High
God.” As a matter of fact, there is evidence in the Qur’an that some persons, while
continuing to recognize the pagan deities and to worship them, regarded God or
Allah as creator of the world and a “High God” superior to the other deities.’ Fur-
thermore, we are told that in this period there had been some Arabs who were dis-
satisfied with the idolatry and the other religions, and sought the original religion of
Abraham which was known as al-Hanifiyyah, that taught about belief in the oneness
of God and the only submissiveness to Him. We shall examine this specifically
about this in the following sections.

The Remains of the Religion of Prophet Abraham (al-lfIamTﬁyyah)4

In the milieu of the deeply rooted idolatrous religion, there had been some people
who were dissatisfied with the idolatry in which their countrymen were plunged,
and who protested emphatically against the idle and often cruel superstition of
Arabs. They were seeking for what they called al-I_‘ﬂszfiyyah,5 the religion of
Abraham. These men were called Hunafa’ (sing. Hanfﬁ the true believers), a sect
of monotheists who were neither Jews nor Christians. Their religion seems to havé
consisted chiefly in denying the superstition of the Arabs, and in only asserting the
existence of one sole-ruling God whose absolute slaves are all mankind, without
being able to decide on minor doctrines, or to determine in what manner this one
God should be worshipped.
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As the Hunafa’ could give their countrymen no more definite creed than this,
their influence was very limited. Ibn Ishaq notes a few account of the subject. He
narrated, there were four men of Quraysh, known as ‘four inquirers’, who had gone
in search of the true religion of Abraham. They were, Waraqah b. Nawfal, ‘Ubayd
Allah b. Jahsh, ‘Uthman b. al-Huwayrith and Zayd b. ‘Amr.” Ibn Ishaq describes,
one day when the Quraysh had assembled on a feast day to venerate and
circumambulate the idol to which they offered sacrifices, this being a feast which
they held annually, the four men drew apart and agreed to keep their counsel in the
bonds of friendship. They were of the opinion that their people had corrupted the
religion of their father Abraham, and that the stone they went round was of no ac-
count, it could neither hear, nor see, nor hurt nor help. They said, “Find yourselves
a religion, for by God you have none whatever.”® And the four dispersed to various
countries to seek the religion of Abraham.

Waraqah decided on Christianity and followed the books of its teachers until
he had obtained knowledge of the scripture. ‘Ubayd Allah remained in doubt until,
after the revelation, he made profession of Islam and went to Abyssinia. However,
when he arrived there he adopted Christianity, parted from Islam, and died there as
a Christian. ‘Uthman went to the Byzantine emperor (Qaysar), where he became a
Christian and attained high office. The fourth man, Zayd, became neither Jew nor
Christian, although he renounced the religion of the Quraysh and abstained from
idols, animal that had died, blood, and things offered to idols, and condemned the
burying alive of female infants, saying that he worshipped the God of Abraham,
and he publicly rebuked his people for their practices. When he was a very old
man, he was to be seen leaning with his back against the Ka‘bah, saying, “O
Quraysh! By Him in whose hand the life of Zayd is, there is not among you of the
religion of Abraham, except myself. O God, If I knew how you wished to be wor-
shipped I would so worship you, but I don’t know”. Then he prostrated himself on
the palms of his hands.” He set forth in search of the religion of Abraham and made
inquiries from monks and Jewish priests. He passed through Mesopotamia, and then
wandered through the whole of Syria until he found a monk in whom the knowl-
edge of Christianity was concentrated. He asked him about the Hanifiyyah, the re-
ligion of Abraham and the monk asserted that there was no one who can guide him
to the religion of Abraham at present, but the time was at hand when a prophet
would arise in his country, who would be sent with the religion of Abraham and he
asked Zayd to adopt it. Shortly after this, Zayd departed for Mecca, but unfortu-
nately he was attacked and died on the way.™

There were some other persons who were known to be of the religion of
Abraham, such as Abu Qays Sirmah b. Abi Anas, As‘ad b. Zurarah, al-Barra’ b.
Ma‘rur and Muhammad b. Masalmah!! and Qiss b. Sa‘idah al-Iyadi, the great judge
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at the time who used to criticize the Arab’s superstitions and remind them of the
promised Messenger in his speech to the public.'> Abu Dharr al-Ghifari, ‘Amir b.
al-Zarb al-‘Udwani, Khalid b. Sinan al-‘Absi and ‘Umayr b. Jundub al-Juhani were
also regarded among the Hunafa’. It is also possible to include in the category of
Hunafa’ the people who restrained themselves from three bad things: wine, drunk-
enness and divination by arrows, such as ‘Abd al-Muttalib b. Hashim, Qays b.
‘As_im al-Tamimi and Hanzalah al-Rahib b. Abi ‘Amir."* After the revelation, all
these people except those who died before that, believed in the prophethood of
Muhammad and embraced Islam. However, there were some men who were known
as strong actors of the Hanifiyyah in the Jahiliyyah, but later after the Prophet
Muhammad was sent, they refused to acknowledge his prophethood and even
turned to the side of the Prophet’s enemy and fought against Islam. Among them
were Abu ‘Amir ‘Abd ‘Amr b. Sayfi,' Umayyah b. Abi al-Salt’ and Aba Qays
b. al-Aslat.’® It is reported that the main reasons for their opposition against the
Prophet Muhammad were their envy of his prophethood and their great
dissapointment that they had not been choosen as the expected Prophet.!”

It is difficult to find the details of the religion of Abraham, and for those
people themselves, they never found it though they went the whole lands seeking
the Hanifiyyah. However, for us, the Qur‘an has answered this concern by equating
Islam with the religion of Abraham (Q. 4: 125; 6: 161; 16: 123), and therefore we
may conceive that the religion of Abraham resembled Islam preached by the
Prophet Muhammad. Before the revelation, the people who interested with
Hanifiyyah might know a little of its creed; they knew that the only High God is to
be worshipped and He has no associate, and they should abstain themselves from
evil deeds, but they might know nothing in what manner He should be worshipped.
In the case of Zayd b. ‘Amr, as he didn’t know the true way of worship, he might
only conjecture the worthy manner which he thought suited for God, or he did as
what he might have ever heard of it. To show his humility to God, he was seen to
pray facing the Ka‘bah and saying, “My God is the God of Abraham and my reli-
gion is the religion of Abraham.”'® Sometimes he was seen to prostrate on the
palms of his hands.!* When he faced the Ka‘bah inside the mosque he used to say,
“Here I am in truth, in worship and in service. I take refuge in what Abraham took
refuge, when he stood and faced the Qiblah...”?

On certain occasions Zayd used to compose poems which consisted of his
belief in High God and denunciation of the idolatry. His poems as recorded in Ibn
Ishaq’s and Ibn Hisham’s Sirahs signifiy that Zayd was on the true faith in accor-
dance with the Islamic faith preached later by the Prophet Muhammad. When the
Prophet Muhammad was asked about Zayd, he said “God has forgiven and has
given mercy upon him. Indeed, he died on the religion of Abraham.”?! For his right
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faith, the Prophet Muhammad had foreseen him in the Garden under the two big
tree (dauhatayn),” and he will be raised from the dead as the sole representative of
a whole people (ummat wahidah).”

There had been also some rites identified as remnants of the tradition of
Abraham especially in the matter pertaining to the city of Mecca and regarding the
ceremonies of pilgrimage (hajj). At the time, Mecca was still regarded as a holy
territory as declared by Abraham?* and was respected by friend and foe alike. At
certain seasons, all fighting was forbidden within its limit, arms were not allowed to
be carried, and no animal were allowed to be killed.”> Regarding the pilgrimage,
they could performe it in four months, namely Rajab, Dhu al-Qa‘edah, Dhu al-
Hijjah and al-Muharram, and the pilgrimage to the Ka‘bah was in the third.” The
ceremonies of pilgrimage which included halting at ‘Arafah, seven circumbulations
around the Ka‘bah, passing to and from with hasty steps seven times between the
eminence of Safa and Marwah, and offering the sacrifice to God and others were
also assumed as the traditions of Abraham. However, most of these traditions had
been muddled up with their idolatrous superstitions as we will study in due course
in this article.

The Tahannuth”

It is noteworthy that in the period of Jahiliyyah, there had been a religious practice
called tahannuth® which was said to be practised by the Hunafa’. The term
tahannuth was mentioned in some traditions in connection with the first revelation
of the Prophet and variously interpreted by scholars. Ibn Ishaq reported that “the
Prophet used to spend one month in every year in religious retreat of Hira’ which
was a part of al-tahannuth in which Quraysh used to engage during the Jahiliyyah.
Al-Tahannuth is al-tabarrur.”® The Prophet used to spend this month in every year
in reli;gious retreat and give food to the poor who came to him. After he completed
the month and returned from the seclusion, the first thing he would do on leaving
before going home was to circumambulate the Ka‘bah seven times, or as often as
God willed...”* In Sahih al-Bukhari, the tradition giving an account of the same
events also contains the expression of tahannuth, but differs in many respects from
the tradition of Ibn Ishaq. The passage we are concemed with runs in the Sahih is:
“...Then he was made to cherish solitude and he was in religious retreat alone in the
cave of Hira‘ and practised fahannuth a number of nights before he returned to his
family...”*! There are other traditions in which the word tanassuk is used instead of

tahannuth.*

The explanation of the word tahannuth is differently given in the two tradi-
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tions. In the tradition of Ibn Ishag, it is glossed by tabarrur while in the tradition of
al-Bukhari, it is glossed by ta‘abbud.®* Ta ‘abbud has a wide range of meanings and
commentators are in difficulties to define the ta ‘abbud of the Prophet before his
prophethood. Al-Qast_allEmi states that the Prophet performed three types of ‘ibadah:
seclusion (khalwah), tahannuth, and watching the Ka‘bah. He added that the idea of
ta‘abbud was assigned exclusively to the practice of seclusion because withdrawal
from people, especially people living in falsehood is a kind of ‘ibadah. Finally he
quotes an anonymous opinion that the ta ‘abbud of the Prophet was meditation
(tafakkur).3*

There are some more traditions reported by many scholars about the practice
of tahannuth by the Quraysh as quoted by Kister.>> Quoting from al-Baladhuri’s
Ansab al-Ashraf, he says that al-Baladhuri recorded the tradition that the first man
who practised tahannuth at Hira’ was ‘Abd al-Muttalib. “He was the first who prac-
tised tahannuth at Hira’. (Tahannuth says the gloss is ta’alluh or tabarrur). When
the moon of Ramadan appeared he used to enter Hira’ and did not leave till the end
of the month and fed the poor. He was distressed by the iniquity of the people of
Mecca and would perform circumambulation of the Ka‘bah many times..”*® He
notes the tradition recorded by al-Baladhuri, “when the month of Ramadan began
people of Quraysh - these intending tahannuth - used to leave for Hira’ and stayed
there a month and fed the poor who called on them. When they saw the moon of
Shawwal they (descended and) did not enter their homes until they had performed
the circumambulation of the Ka‘bah for a week. The Prophet used to performed it
(i.e. this custom)..”’

In these two traditions, two elements are emphasized: the feeding of the poor
and the ritual practices of the circumambulation of Ka‘bah, a symbol of the venera-
tion of the House. These are exactly the elements of tahannuth as related in the tra-
dition of Ibn Ishaq about the Call of Prophecy. Hence, although it might be said that
this practice was not associated with the religion of Abraham, it is possible to say
that in this period of Jahiliyyah, fahannuth was regarded by the Hunafa’ or the oth-
ers as the only right way of ‘ibadah. We may conclude that, as there were no trust-
worthy sources to find the right way of ‘ibadah taught by Abraham, they might
create their own way to worship God, by which they were considered as the worthy
way to worship God, i.e., the practice of tahannuth. This could be a reason for the
Prophet Muhammad to justify himself in practising tahannuth as a true way of
worshipping God before his prophethood, even though he might follow his
predecessor’s traditions.
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Idolatrous Worship
The Origins of Idolatry*®

From prehistoric times, man has sought to worship powers of nature, or symbols
representing those powers, or idols representing those symbols. The first who intro-
duced the idolatry is unknown, and it is believed that it has established through the
religious evolution. As the complete historical account of the origin of idolatry is
not available and knowledge on this matter is fragmentary, scholars have pro-
pounded many conjectural theories. A favourite theory among 18th century theolo-
gians and philosophers was that idolatry was a degeneration.” Man was supposed
to have begun with a very high and pure idea of the divinity. Afterwards, desiring
to have a material picture of his deity, he represented him by the noblest and most
elevated thing that he knew, normally in anthropomorphous image. Gradually he
came to regard these symbolical images as real portraits, and ended by considering
them as divine individualities.”

It is also believed that idols were originally the images of deceased ancestors
which was firstly appeared in the period of the Prophet Noah. According to Ibn
‘Abbas, within the period between Adam and Noah which was about ten centuries’
duration,* all mankind were the followers of Islam.“? After this period the tendency
of idolatry worship had gradually increased® and Noah was specifically sent to
eradicate the idolatry among his peoples.* The basic reason for idolatry as narrated
by al-Bukhari, was the adoration of particular person. He narrated from Ibn ‘Abbas,
in commenting on Q. 71: 23, that Wadd, Suwa‘, Yaghuth, Ya‘aq and Nasr were
among the pious men of the Prophet Noah. After they deceased, the people were
very grieved until Satan appeared and suggested them to build statues of each of
those pious men and named by their names respectively, and placed at their regular
meeting place, but they were not worshipped. After several times while the people
became negligent and ignorant, they started to worship those statues.”

Ibn Kathir narrated from Ibn Abi Hatim, mentioning of the beginning of idol
worship, that there was a man of piety loved by his people. After he deceased, they
felt very sad and devoted on his grave at a place called Babil. Then, Satan appeared
in the shape of a man offering them to portray his image so that they could put it in
their circle and remember him. They agreed and were grateful of it. After a long
time, Satan appeared again offering himsglf to set up for everyone of them a statue
(timthal) resembling the image of the deceased man, so that they could put it in
their house and easily remember him, and they happily accepted it. Their descen-
dants persisted in remembering the man in this way, and after a long time as people
became negligent, they had treated the deceased man’s idol as god apart from the
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true God.* He also noted that the name of the first idol worshipped by people was
Wadd,* which was named after Wadd, who was Seth* the second Prophet of God
after his father Adam.

Idolatry is also conceived as the transition of fetishism.* At a certain period
man began to experience the need for representing, in concrete and personal form,
the mysterious forces which he conceived of as being which embodied in certain
natural or artificial objects and situated at the very source of the phenomena of
nature. Man always thought that unusual and strange objects such as big stone and
big tree have natural power and therefore they should be respected and worshipped.
It is certain that man began at a given moment to make his fetishes in the form of
that he believed to dwell inside each one. Fetishism is a direct antecedent of idola-
try and is co-existent with it. The fetish and idol are both conceived of as the body
of the spirit. They are used for the same purposes and employed under the same
conditions, except that idolatry lays more stress on the anthropomorphic, or rather
zoomorphic, conception of the divinity, and so lends itself to a more accentuated
development of the cult.

Although at the beginning man’s idea of God always tend to be anthropomor-
phic, then, fear in primitive life also led to the transfer of anything mysterious or
imagined to be injurious, to the Pantheon. Such things have to be placated in order
that they may not injure man. This led to the worship of the animals noxious to
man, such as serpent worship, which still prevails in in many primitive areas.’! In
ancient Egyptian mythology, for example, the crocodile, the dog, the bull, and the
ibis were worshipped, literally and symbolically. They were thought to represent the
supernatural beings or became the companions or slaves of the divinities whom
they used to embody.”> However, after men’s knowledge growed and they observed
the wonderful heavenly bodies and their motions, they began to feel their sublimity,
beauty and mystery, and therefore they transferred their worship to the heavenly
bodies. It is believed that the worship of heavenly bodies has broadened in the pe-
riod of Abraham> among the people of Chaldea,>* who were assumed as of the first
great astronomers. The parable of Abraham in Q. 6: 74-82 points to the importance
of the cult of the worship of heavenly bodies and the fallacy among them, alongside
with idols worship. The Sabian (al-Sabi’un) worship of heavenly bodies in Arabia
before Islam had probably its source in Chaldea.

Rites of Idolatrous Worship the Era of Jahiliyyah

The accounts of the Arabian idol worship before Islam are mostly based on Ibn al-
Kalbi’s Kitab al-Asnam,” a classical work of the late second century of the Hijrah
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which recounts what is known about a large number of gods and goddesses and
about the ceremonies connected with their worship. It is known that although the
Arabs professed faith in the unity of God (Q. 23: 84-89; 29: 61-65; 31: 25; 39: 38;
43: 9-15), it was too shallow as they had adopted idolatry, thinking that their idols>®
would act as intermediaries between them and God, and in particular interceding
with God on behalf of men (Q. 39: 3, 10: 18; 30: 12). For them, divine favour could
not be obtained but through the intercession of the idols. They would therefore turn
to their pagan deities, invoking their blessing in all sorts of undertakings. Thus, it is
possible to say that their belief in the one God became as if an empty dogma, find-
ing no place in the system of their practical life. The true worship of God had been
superseded by the false worship of their idols. However, perhaps it is reasonable to
say that the manner of worshipping their idols, such as prostration before them,
circumambulation around them, and offering sacrifices to them, and others, had
derived from the true acts of worship of God practiced by the previous prophets as
hinted at in the Qur’an in the parable of Abraham (Q. 2: 125, 128; 37: 103-107).
We shall indicate briefly in the following paragraphs how such a debasing idolatry
replaced the true worship of God.

Idolatry in pre-Islamic Mecca, as reported by Ibn Ishag®” and Ibn al-Kalbi*®
originated in the following ways. When the descendants of Ishmael crowded into
Mecca and supplanted its original inhabitans, the Amelekites, dissension and strife
arose, causing them to fight among themselves. Consequently they dispersed
throughout the land seeking a livelihood. Everyone who left the city took with him
a stone from the sacred area (al-Haram) as a token of reverence to it and as a sign
of deep affection for Mecca. Wherever they settled they set it up and
circumambulated it in the same manner that they used to circumambulate the
Ka‘bah before, secking thereby its blessing and affirming his deep affection for the
Sacred House. In fact, the Arabs were still venerating the Ka‘bah and Mecca and
journeying to them in order to perform the great and lesser pilgrimage, conforming
thereby to the time-honored custom which they inherited from Abraham and
Ishmael.®

In time this led them to worship what stones they pleased and those which
made an impression on them. Thus as generations passed they forgot their former
faith and exchanged the religion of Abraham and Ishmael for another. Consequently
they took to the worship of images, becoming like the nations before them. They
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. Ac-
cording to a tradition recorded by Ibn Ishaq, the first who changed the religion of
Ishmael and set up images was ‘Amr b. Luhayy b. Qam‘a b. Khindif of the
Khuza‘ah. Ibn Ishaq narrated® that Abu Hurayrah said, “I heard the Apostle of God
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saying to Aktham b. al-Jawn al-Khuza‘i, ‘O Aktham, I saw ‘Amr b. Luhayy b.
Qam‘ah b. Khindif dragging his intestines in hell, and never did I see two men so
much alike as you and he!” ‘Will this resemblance injure me?’ asked Aktham. ‘No’,
said the Apostle, ‘for you are a believer and he is an infidel. He was the first to
change the religion of Ishmael, to set up idols, and institute the custom of the
bahirah, sa’ibah, wasilah and hami.”®' He took over the custody of the Ka‘bah
after the the Jurhumites. He was held as the worst custodian of the Sacred House in
history as he was the first to introduce the idolatry into the land of Arabia.’? Ibn
Hisham® and Ibn al-Kalbi® reported, mentioning the beginning of idol worship in
pre-Islamic Mecca, that when ‘Amr b. Luhayy became very sick, he was told that
there was a hot spring in Balqa’, in Syria,% if he go there he would be 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 asked them, “What
are these things?” They replied, “To them we pray for rain, and from them we seek
victory over the enemy.” Thereupon 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 and afterwards idolatry spread throughout the land of Arabia.

The nomadic way of life and the tribal organization of the Arabs had its im-
pact in their religious practices: the multitude of deities worshipped in Arabia were
tribal deities. Each tribe had its own god or goddess. The mobility of nomadic life
led to the adoption of suitable cultic practices. Thus, the members of the tribes
could worship their deity anywhere by investing any form of stone with the divine.
Three tribal deities were preeminent in central Arabia, namely, al-Lat, al-‘Uzza and
Manat, the three goddess mentioned in the Qur’an (Q. 53: 19-22) which were also
called “the Daughters of Allah”.*® The most ancient of these was Manat,®” which
was worshipped by the ‘Aws and the Khazraj tribes and such people in Yathrib, and
the Azd tribe, and whose sanctuary was at Qudayd, on the Red Sea, near Mecca.
Al-Lat was the goddess of the Thagif tribe but was also revered by the Quraysh.
Her sanctuary was at Ta’if and was, in the words of Ibn al-Kalbi, “a cubic rock
beside which a certain Jew used to prepare his barley porridge”.®® Al-‘Uzza was the
goddess of the Quraysh and Kinanah tribes, located at Hurad. The Arabs as well as
Quraysh were accustomed to name their children ‘Abd al-‘Uzza. Furthermore al-
‘Uzza was the greatest idol among the Quraysh. They used to journey to her, offer
gifts unto her, and seek her favours through sacrifices.%

Five other deities, all of South Arabian provenance, are also mentioned imsthe
Qur’an (71: 23-24), namely, Wadd, Suwa‘, Yaghuth, Ya‘aq and Nasr. These are
said to have been antediluvian idols, which Noah preached against, and were after-
wards taken by the Arabs for gods. Wadd was supposed to be the heaven, and was
worshipped under the form of a man by the tribe of Kalb in Dawmat al-Jandal.”
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Suwa‘ was worshipped in the shape of woman by the tribe of Hudhayl in Ruhat.”
Yaghuth was an idol in the shape of lion, and was the deity of the tribe of Madhhij
of Jurash. Ya‘uq was worshipped by the tribe of Khaywan in the figure of horse.
Nasr was a deity worshipped by the tribe of Himyar in the form of eagle, which the
name signifies.”

Two deities, Isaf (male) and Na’ilah (female) were worshipped as a couple.
Their images were placed in the proximity of Ka‘bah and were worshipped by the
Khuza‘ah and Quraysh tribes. The legend surrounding this couple states that they
were originally two persons from the Jurhum tribe in Yemen who fornicated in the
Ka‘bah and as a result were turned to stone.” Besides the idols we have mentioned,
the Arabs also worshipped a great number of others. There were about 360 idols,
equalling in number the days of their year, in and about the Ka‘bah. On the inside
wall of the Ka‘bah were the carved images of angels, Abraham, Mary and Jesus.”
Among the great number of the idols, Hubal was the important one. Hubal was
brought from Syria by ‘Amru b. Luhayy. He was described as a carnelian red statue
with a broken arm, a limb that the Quraysh tribe repaired in gold. In front of it were
seven arrows which the Arabs used in divination.” The statue was placed in the
Ka‘bah and was worshipped as a god by the Arabs of the Hijaz, especially by the
Quraysh. The legend surrounding Hubal shows him as a god of rain and a warrior
god. It was this idol who was invoked by Abu Sufyan, a leader of the Quraysh,
during the battle of Uhud.” Apart from the tribal idols, every housekeeper had his
household god or goddess, which he last took leave of at his going away and first
saluted at returning home.

Regarding the matter of how the heathen Arabs performed their worship of
idols, or their cultic practices, it is not known whether specific rituals were pre-
scribed or not, and our knowledge of this matter is very limited. We may say that
the most common cultic practice was offering. The worshippers offered a few valu-
ables in recognition of the deity’s care and support. The offering could include a
portion of the harvest, money, jewellery or gold and other things. Thus, for in-
stance, Ibn Hisham stated that money, jewellery, gold and onyx were found in the
sanctuary of al-Lat upon its destruction in Islamic times,”” while Al-Azraqi noted
that the people of the lower part of Mecca, who had Dhu al-Khalasah, used to put
necklaces on it, and bring gifts of barley and wheat to it. They poured milk on it,
sacrificed to it and hung ostrich eggs on it.”® Several accounts also mention that
worshippers gave money or camels to the keeper (sadin) of the Ka‘bah when con-
sulting Hubal for a certain prophecy. It %as customary to set apart a portion of
their livestock and the products of their land to their deities. For the Khawlan, who
had an idol called ‘Ammanas,” they used to divide their crops and animals between
their idols and God,* as stated in the Qur’an (6: 136). However they were not fair
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in the division as they gave priority to their idols: if any of God’s portion which
they had earmarked for him came into their idols’ portion they would leave it to
them; but if any of their idols’ portion was in God’s portion, they would return it to
their idols. This practice, which was later denounced by the Qur’an (6: 136),
seemed absurd as, firstly, the act of setting apart of animals and crops itself was not
reasonable, for God is the creator and owner of everything, and he has no partner,
and so he does not need anything from his creatures; and secondly, they were not
honest when they made such a division.®!

Animal sacrifice, especially of sheep and camels, was the most common prac-
tice. In fact, the Arabs used to sacrifice their animals to God or to their idols either
in fulfilment of a vow or as an expression of gratitude to the deities for the increase
of their animals. Ibn al-Kalbi recounted that the Prophet Muhammad said that, in
pre-Islamic times when he used to follow the religion of his people, he made an
offering of a white sheep to al-‘Uzza.*? Another passage from Ibn al-Kalbi implies
that the flesh of sacrificial animals was divided among the worshippers present at
the ceremony.®® The animals which they offered and slaughtered before the idols
were called ‘ata’ir (sing. ‘atirah means sacrifice), and the place where those ani-
mals were slaughtered was called ‘itr® (altar) or ghabghab.®

Apart from the sacrifice, there had been a practice of setting their animals at
liberty which was also regarded as offering to their idols. Of these consecrated ani-
mals there were various sorts, each denoted by different terms, namely the afore-
mentioned bahirah, sa’ibah, wasilah and ham.*® Those animals were not to be used
for any purpose except for needy travellers who alone were allowed to drink their
milk. The animals were pastured in areas sacred to their deities, and generally were
held inviolable. This practice, which was believed to have also been invented by
‘Amr b. Luhayy of the Khuza‘ah, the same man who first introduced idolatry into
Arabia, was later denounced by Islam. The heathen Arabs assumed that this practice
might be part of God’s teachings, but the Qur’an (Q. 5: 103) asserts that it was their
own innovated superstition.

The sacrifice of humans did not exist, and was even prevented. Ibn Ishaq re-
counts that once ‘Abd al-Muttalib was about to sacrifice his son ‘Abd Allah to God
at the Ka‘bah in accomplishing his vow,?” but the Quraysh prevented him from
doing so as the people would follow his practice and never stop bringing their sons
to sacrifice them, so that people would not survive in this way. Finally, after treat-
ing with divination on numerous occasions, he substituted ‘Abd Allah by a hundred
camels which then were duly slaughtered and left there, and no man or wild beast
was kept back from eating them.® It might be reasonable to say that ‘Abd al-
Muttalib, in making a vow to sacrifice one of his ten sons, was following in the
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tradition of Abraham who was commanded by God to sacrifice his son Ishmael®
(Q. 37: 102). Presumably he assumed this would be an ultimate sacrifice, as a sym-
bol of his praise, love and obedience to God, for his sons were the most dear to
him, even if Abraham did not really sacrifice his son. Furthermore no one could
betray his own vow made in the name of God or the idols, a common value among
them. The Qur’an (6: 137, 140; 81: 8-9) also notes the practice of wa’d al-banat
(the burial alive of infant daughters) at this time, but this should not be viewed as a
form of human sacrifice, since the real motive of this act as noted in the Qur’an was
fear of poverty (6: 151; 17: 31).

Among the devotional practices of the idols were some rites which were be-
lieved to be derived from the traditions of Abraham and Ishmael, such as the ven-
eration of the Ka‘bah and its circumambulation, performing of the great and lesser
pilgrimage, the vigil on ‘Arafah and Muzdalifah, and raising the voice in the accla-
mation of the name of God (ihlal) during the pilgrimage, and others,” by introduc-
ing elements not belonging to it. Thus, for example, whenever Nizar, Kinanah and
Quraysh raised their voice in the ihlal, they accustomed to say: “At Thy service, O
God, at Thy service! At Thy service, Thou without an associate but the associate
Thou hast. Thou ownest him and what he owns.”! They used to acknowledge his
unity in their cry, but at the same time associated their gods with Him, placing their
affairs in His hands. In this case the Qur’an mentions, “And most of them do not
believe in God without associating others with Him” (Q. 12: 106). In other words,
they do not acknowledge His unity through the knowledge of His rightful dues, but
they associated with Him some of his own creatures.

According to one tradition, the heathen Arabs, except the Quraysh and their
descendants who were called al-Hums, used to circumambulate the Ka‘bah in a
state of nudity.®> The reason for that might be they were obliged to perform the
circumambulation by wearing a particular cloth as they should not to appear before
God in their ordinary garb. Ibn Ishaq recounts that the pilgrims were not allowed to
go around ecxept in the garments of the Hums, the rule introduced by the
Quraysh.” Hence, if anyone had not the means of getting such a particular set of
clothes,” he was obliged to perform the ceremony in the state of nudity. However,
if they felt scruples when they had no Aums garments, they could go around in their
ordinary clothes, but they had to throw them away afterwards so that neither they
nor anyone else could make use of them.” This practice was abolished by Islam
after the conquest of Mecca® by Q. 7: 31-32. Al-Dhahabi also reports that in doing
circumambulation of the Ka‘bah, they also used to touch either the idol of Isaf or
Na’ilah, the practice they mingled with their worship of God.

Besides worshipping God in the manners they had modified, the heathen
Arabs worshipped their idols by imitating the manner they worshipped God. Several
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accounts recount that the heathen Arabs worshipped their idols by some practices
such as showing aggrandizement (ta ‘gfm) to them, practising veneration (i ‘tikaf),”’
offering sacrifices, shaving their hair, prostrating before them, and
circumambulating around them in the same way they circumambulated the Ka‘bah,
although they called this circumambulating circumrotation (dawar).”® They used to
pray to their idols as well as praying to God. ‘Abd al-Muttalib, for example, in ac-
complishing his vow to sacrifice one of his sons, dealt with Hubal’s divination be-
fore praying to God. The Qur’an states that they prayed to God only in certain cir-
cumstances, especially when they were in great danger, but turned back to their
deities after God saved them (Q: 30: 33; 39: 8; 29: 65). Their worship to God, in
fact, was obscured by idolatrous worship, even if they loved the idols as they loved
God (2: 165). Their love of idols was apparently obvious. Whenever one purposed
to set out on a journey, his last act before leaving the house would be to touch the
idol in hope of an auspicious journey; and on his return, the first thing he would do
was to touch it again in gratitude for a propitious return.”® During the journey one
used to bring with him four stones: three as supports for his cooking pot, and one as
his god.'” Showing love for the idols, they were accustomed to name their babies
after the idols’ name. Feeling love for the idol, Aba Uhayhah Sa‘id b. al-‘As b.
Umayyah, for example, wept upon his death fearing that al-‘Uzza would not be
worshipped after his death.'"!

However, there were some good and charitable deeds which were believed to
be done for the sake of God, such as fasting and charity. It was reported that the
Quraysh used to fast on the day of ‘Ashura during the Jahiliyyah period and this
practice was resumed by Islam until it was replaced by the fasting of Ramadan.'*
The Arabs also used to practice charity such as feeding the needy, giving their
camels for charitable purposes, manumitting slaves, honouring guests and treating
their neighbours well, the good practices they called taf'lanrmth.103 According to the
Qur’an, these good deeds were useless, as ashes on which the wind blows furiously
on a tempestuous day (14: 18), and in the Hereafter such deeds would be as floating
dust scattered about (25: 23). However, they would get the reward for such deeds if
they became Muslim after the advent of Islam.!*

Conclusion

It is known that the Islamic teachings preached by the Prophet Muhammad has not
only purified the faith of the people of the Jahiliyyah from debasing polytheism to
the pure concept of unity of God, but it has also refined the acts of worship from its
vague and mutilated face which were intermingled with various false idolatrous
worships to the right manners of worshipping God the One. The process of trans-
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forming the Jahiliyyah society from their deeply-rooted corrupt traditions to a new
din was an extremely complicated process as it involved labyrinthine complexities
of human behaviour and weltanschauung. To entertain such complexities, Islamic
law which aims at preserving the common interests (masalih) of human beings was
brought by the Prophet Muhammad through the processes of gradation (tadarruj)
and assimilation. As regards to the latter process, Islam is seen to have acknowl-
edged good elements existed in the Jahiliyyah society and rejected the bad ones.

Accordingly, we perceive that Islam has not totally rejected all practices of the
Jahiliyyah which had been established over centuries. Islam’s denunciation was
only on the deviations of faith, heresies, wrongdoings and evil deeds of the
Jahiliyyah. Islam recognizes good values and principles which were compatible
with its teachings, and even adopted some of them which were of the remainings of
Abrahamic legacies. It is noteworthy that among the objectives of the advent of
Islam is to resurrect the religion of Abraham which was almost extinct at that time
(see Q. 3: 95; 6: 161; 16: 123). Therefore, in this sense, Islam should not be viewed
as adopting the system of Jahiliyyah, but it merely reforms, restores and revitalises
the traditions of Abraham which had been corrupted in the course of time. Thus, we
observe that there were some forms of ‘ibadat prevailing in the era of Jahiliyyah
such as fasting, pilgrimage and sacrifice were preserved by Islam with some modi-
fications and corrections, and thereafter persisted by the Prophet Muhammad and
hitherto practised by Muslim community. To sum up, that the Prophet had success-
fully eradicated various erroneous forms of worship in the era of Jahiliyyah and
taught the right manners of worshipping God is definitely a crystal-clear fact.
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