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Pre Islamic Arabia 

Religious Conditions Of Pre Islamic Arabia 

 

Religious beliefs and practices of the Arabs before Islam. 

 

The period of pre Islamic Arabia was before the coming of the prophet of Islam with his spreading of Islam. 

During that period the Arabs were pagans with different beliefs and practices. The following paragraphs 

will help us to understand more their beliefs and practices. 

 

1. At the outset, the Arabs were idol worshippers and they would pray to their different gods such as 

Laat, Uzza, Manat as goddesses and Hubal as their chief god. They would also pray Waad, Na’ilah and 

Isaaf for which (Na’ilah and Isaaf) they would pronounce the Talbiya.1 It is said that during the time 

of Jaahiliyyah, they would swear by laat and uzza.2 There was a house known as Dhul Khulasa in 

Yemen wherein idols were worshipped and they called the house Al Ka’bah.3 

 

2. Secondly, they would pay verbal homage to a supreme God known as Allah. As it is said in the Qur’an 

that they knew about Allah but they took other gods as intercessors. It is said that ‘if you asked them 

‘who created the heavens and the earth and subjected the sun and the moon?’ they would surely say, 

‘Allah’. Then how are they deluded?’.4 It is also said that nevertheless they considered invoking another 

besides Allah. 5 The centre of Makkah being the Ka’bah was the vital part of worship with over 360 

idols inside and all around in its sanctuary.6 

 

3. Thirdly, they would worship things of nature like stones, trees, stars, sun and moon. If ever they 

noticed that a rock or stone was more shinning or attractive than what they were using, they would 

exchange it. Thus the new one would be considered as a god. They used to say that ‘we worship idols 

and remain to them devoted’.7 It is also said that they only worship, besides Allah, idols.8 They had the 

knowledge of Allah but they took others as deities. 

 

4. More, they would believe in angels as daughters of Allah and they would worship them alongside with 

spirits of their ancestors. They would have their own personal deity at home. It is said that they 

attributed daughters to Allah.9 It is also mentioned that they questioned the prophet (s) whether Allah 

has chosen the prophet (s) from among His sons and angels from among His daughters.10 They would 

associate their nature (human nature as having kids) with that of Allah. 

 

5. Furthermore, there were also the Christians who believed in prophet Isa as being god or son of god 

with his book as Injeel, the Jews who believed in prophet Musah with his book as Tawraat and the 

Zoroastrians, also called the Magians11 who believed in one uncreated god as Ahura Mazda without 

monasticism worshipping fire with their book known as Avesta. There was also the religion of Hanif 

who followed the prophet Ibrahim with his Suhuf and Allah as God.12 They were awaiting the prophet 

Muhammad to come. The Christians said that ‘Allah has taken a son’.13 
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6. In addition, they were superstitious and they believed in soothsayers, astrologers, divination through 

arrows but they didn’t believe in accountability in the afterlife. The prophet (s) said that the one who 

consults a soothsayer has disbelieved in what was revealed upon him.14 It is said that when they would 

see a shooting star they would think that either a great man has died or has taken birth.15 It is said that 

the slave of Abu Bakr was a fortune teller before converting to Islam.16 

 

7. A first religious practice would be that they would perform circumambulation of the Ka’bah in state 

of nudity with the hands clapping and singing. It is said that this was done by all except the Hums who 

were from the Quraish and their offspring. They would give clothes to the men and women who would 

perform the Tawaaf. 17 However, it is said that they would not go between Safa and Marwa.18 However, 

there were those who would do in running and would say that they didn’t cross this rain stream except 

running strongly.19 People used to take an oath, throw their whips and shoes and bow in the Hijr of 

Isma’il (Hatim).20 They would pronounce the Talbiyah in the name of Manat.21 

 

8. Another practice was that they would observe the rites of pilgrimage and they would stay at ‘Arafat. 

It is said that most people used to go away (disperse) directly from ‘Arafat but the Hums used to depart 

after staying at Muzdalifa. They used to stay at Mina also.22 They would dedicate their time to verbal 

homage to their gods and would try to be honest and sinless people.  

 

9. A third practice was through animal sacrifices. They would sacrifice cats, dogs, rats, monkeys, sheep 

and goats among others to satisfy their gods or to be protected from punishment from their gods. It is 

also said that they would practice the ‘Atiyah that is slaughtering for the sake of Allah in any month 

and would feed the poor.23  

 

10. It is also found that would be in the form of human sacrifices. Young virgin girls would be sacrificed 

specially during the short periods of eclipse. The blood of the poor girls would be poured over the altar 

of their gods. They thought that this action would help them. Allah says that ‘to many of the polytheists 

their partners have made pleasing the killing of their children’.24 

 

11. A fifth practice could be from the Christians and the Jews who would join in their churches and 

temples reading the Injeel and the Tawraat respectively. They would join in the feasts of day of 

assumptions (Virgin Mary going to heavens), all saints’ day (day for saints) and baptism for the 

Christians and the day of Sabbath (7th day for rest and prayer), the Passover (commemorates the 

migration of the Jews from slavery in Egypt) and the day of Atonement (marking the 10th day period 

of repentance of the 7th month) for the Jews. The wives of the prophet (s) mentioned that there was a 

church in Abyssinia which was called Maariyah.25 It is said that at that place, when a religious man 

died, they would build a place of worship at his grave and make these pictures of it.26 The people of 

Jahiliyyah had two days each year when they would play.27 
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12. Another practice would be from the Zoroastrian (a Persian religion founded in the 6th century BC - 

Zoroastrianism) who placed great emphasis on purity and not defiling any of the elements of Ahura 

Mazda’s (the highest spirit or lord) creation. For that reason, traditionally, neither burial nor cremation 

was practiced by Zoroastrians. Instead, dead bodies were taken to the top of the Tower of Silence 

(known as Dakhma, is a circular raised structure) and laid out under the sun, where vultures devoured 

them. Zoroastrian’s places of worship are called Fire Temples (known as Dar e Mehr). In them an 

eternal flame is kept burning with sandalwood and frankincense. The first fire to be lit upon an altar is 

said to have been brought down from heaven by Zoroaster with a rod. Fire and water are their agents 

of ritual purity. The Hanif used to take bath as means of purification and would perform the tawaf of 

the ka’bah, the sa’i of mounts Safa and Marwa and the stop (wuquf) at ‘Arafat in a modest and moral 

way with cloth on. The Quraish used to fast on the day of ‘Ashurah during Jahiliyyah period.28 

 

 

Changes brought by Islam 

 

 With the coming of the prophet of Islam there had been many changes on the religious beliefs and 

practices. 

 

1. To begin with, the Prophet Muhammad (s) corrected the idea of monotheism that is to worship only 

one God, Allah. Allah says in the Qur’an that ‘your god is one God. There is no deity except Him’.29 

Pre Islamic Arabs were polytheists and idol worshippers. The prophet changed this belief. They no 

more worshipped all kinds of manmade idols but only Allah was considered as the Creator and God. 

 

2. Secondly, the prophet instilled in them the belief in Allah, angels as His creatures, His books, His 

messengers, the day of Judgement and destiny.30 Before that they didn’t believe in destiny and a day 

of judgement as day of accountability. They said that there was no afterlife. They were deprived of 

guidance for a so long period of time due to their misconception upon article of faith / belief. 

 

3. Furthermore, the prophet told people about reward of Paradise for good deeds like almsgiving, 

prayers and reward of Hell for morally depraved actions like female infanticide. Allah says that ‘being 

a doer of good will have his reward with his Lord’,31 ‘gardens beneath which rivers flow’.32 They didn’t 

believe in Jannah or Jahannam.  

 

4. Again, the prophet made them realise that belief in the worship of spirits of the ancestors, considering 

them as intermediates, would never help them. Allah says that the gods that they worshipped would 

never help them. Allah says that ‘they are not but names you have named them, you and your 

forefathers’.33 They challenged the message and said ‘when we have become dust as well as our 

forefathers, will we indeed be brought out (of the graves)?’.34 

 

5. Moreover, while they would believe in superstitious, soothsayers, astrologers and divination through 

arrows, the prophet explained to them that they didn’t have the knowledge to know the future as the 

future lies in the hands of Allah. Astrologers don’t have exact science. It is narrated that the prophet 

(s) was asked about the kahins (soothsayers) and he replied that ‘it is nothing’.35 The prophet (s) forbade 

us to visit the kahins.36  
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30 Qur’an 2: 285, 4: 136 
31 Qur’an 2: 112 
32 Qur’an 3: 136 
33 Qur’an 53: 23 
34 Qur’an 27: 67 
35 Muslim 2228 
36 Muslim 537 



Mr Pahary (Islamic Religion And Culture (2068) & Islamic Studies (9013)) Page 4 

 

 
6. Among the various religious practices, the prophet reinstated the Ka’bah as the symbolic house of 

Allah by getting rid of all idols. It is said that when the prophet (s) conquered Makkah, he started 

striking the 360 idols with a stick he had in his hand and was saying ‘Truth has come and falsehood 

will neither start nor will it reappear’.37 It was before that a place where shirk and superstitions were 

practiced.  

 

7. A second religious practice was the restoration of the circumambulation of the Ka’bah as it was during 

the time of prophet Ibrahim. This included Arafat and Mina in pilgrimage. The wear of the Ihram was 

obligatory. Before Islam it was done in the state of nudity. On the 10th of Dhul Hijja, the prophet (s) 

ordered that as from now no naked person is allowed to perform the Tawaaf of the Ka’bah.38 The 

prophet ordered us ‘to assume ihram for Hajj and Umra together’.39 

 

8. Moreover, the idea of sacrifices was corrected. While the Arabs used to perform human sacrifices, the 

prophet gave respect, honour and sacredness to life. According to Islam saving the life of a person is 

like saving the whole of humanity. Allah says in the Qur’an that ‘whosoever kills a soul unless for a 

soul or for corruption in the land, it is as if he had slain mankind entirely. And whosoever saves one, it 

is as if he had saved mankind entirely’.40  

 

9. Added to the above, the idea of considering things of nature as gods and of exchanging from time to 

time was replaced by Trust in Allah. The Arabs no more brought with them 3 stones on journeys and 

craving idols for buying and selling business. Allah says that ‘we offered the Trust to the heavens and 

the earth and the mountains, and they declined to bear it and feared it, but Man bears it’.41 

 

10. Fifthly, the idea of cells for the priest and their places of cult with statues of their gods as means of 

encouraging towards worship were replaced by the mosque and Qur’anic texts or scriptures for 

inspiration. Allah says in the Qur’an that ‘a mosque founded on righteousness from the first day is 

more worthy for you to stand in. Within it are men who love to purify themselves and Allah loves those 

who purify themselves’.42 

 

11. Last but not least, The prophet made links with Judaism and Christianity as they shared the same 

prophets and he reiterated Islam was a continuation of the same Message from Allah. Other religions 

were given the chance to join that reform. Allah says that ‘the prophet has come with the truth and 

confirmed the previous messengers’.43 

 

 

 

Significance Of Makkah / Ka’bah to the Arabs before Islam. 

 

1. Above all, since the time of prophet Adam (as) the Ka’bah existed and attracted pilgrims from all over 

Arabia.44 It was a place of worship and business. There were idols like Laat, ‘Uzza, Manaat45 and others 

in the sanctuary but that sanctuary of Allah was known as the biggest in the region with 360 idols in 

and around the Ka’bah.46 Makkah was important for the Arabs as many prophets of the existing 

religions once in their lives went through Makkah to spread Islam. It is also said that there are 
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approximately 70, 77, 90, 99 or 300 prophets who are buried in the sanctuary of the Ka’bah between 
the Yemeni corner and the black stone and around the Ka’bah.47 It is said that the prophet Ismail (as) 

and his mother Hajrah (r) were buried in the Hateem.48 

 

2. Next, it was important as it was controlled by different tribes, but now by Quraish and more precisely 

by the Prophet’s tribe. That was a prestigious instance to hold and have the key of the Ka’bah. Makkah 

was important and popular due to the history behind the water Zamzam (the history of prophet Isma’il 

(as) and his mother Hajrah (r) who collected the water and made a basin to preserve it)49. After all 

water in the desert was vital and the settlement was based around the water source called Zamzam. 

There is also the Hijr Ismail where prophet Ismail is buried (in the Hateem). We have also the Maqaam 

Ibrahim and the sa’i, that is the move from mount Safa to mount Marwa. 

 

3. Added to the above, Makkah was important as a trading city. As agriculture was impossible, hence 

everyone involved in commerce through different markets for the poor, better off and the rich. 

Important markets are at Ukaz or Ukaiz market.50 It was situated on crossroads of trade routes, from 

Yemen to Syria, and Abyssinia to Iraq. Many traders carrying incense (frankincense) from India,51 

spices, ivory etc. Makkan also became traders themselves, travelling far and wide. They would engage 

in inland and abroad businesses like to Syria.52 The Arabs would also deal with India, China, Africa 

among others.  

 

4. Furthermore, Makkah was important as the leading Makkan were shrewd financiers. That made 

Makkah the leading financial centre. They were the richest people in the area and could buy any service. 

Makkah had rich idol worshippers and Hanif.53 The Ka’bah within Makkah was the symbol of glory 

and status. The one being its custodian and the ones living in its vicinity was praised and honoured. 

The symbolic and spiritual benefits were important. The sanctity of Ka’bah and pilgrimage to Makkah 

was essential to survival of Quraish. 

 

5. Besides, Makkah was a peaceful and secured area as the Quraish were not interested in constant tribal 

warfare. They remained neutral in conflicts. They thus developed ‘haram’ with 20 mile radius of 

Ka’bah where violence was forbidden. There were pacts made with tribes not to attack caravans during 

season of trade fairs. Makkah was situated in an isolated area. The isolation of Makkah gave the Arabs 

control of their own activities where there was no outside power was interested in them. As such the 

Quraysh ruled the country. 
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