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Abstract

On the eve of the emergence of Islam, the Arabian Peninsula was the cradle
of various religions, and it can be said that at that time a sense of unrest and
mental agitation had arisen among the Arabs, preparing the ground for the
acceptance of a unified and universal faith. This very condition was a
compelling reason for the emergence of a new religion among the Arab
people. The diversity of religions and the divergence in belief were such that
some Arabs, guided by their pure and enlightened conscience, turned away
from idolatry and other prevalent religions of that era and embraced the
hanif faith, which was the religion of their ancestors. The new Muslims, both
women and men of faith, believed in the Oneness of God and the
Prophethood of Muhammad (peace be upon him) and endured numerous
hardships in this path. Women, who before Islam had neither status nor
dignity, with the advent of this new religion, experienced a revival of spirit
in their wounded—and perhaps even lifeless—existence and attained that
which was their clear and undeniable right. From the very beginning of its
call, Islam granted women great value, and as can clearly be understood
from the Qur’anic verses, this principle is evident. In this article, we aim to
examine the impact of religious diversity on the spread of Islam and the
gender dynamics prevailing in the Arabian Peninsula, and by employing an
analytical-statistical method, distinguish Muslims before the Hijra in terms
of belief and gender. Finally, through statistical charts, we will present the
religious beliefs of Muslims before the Hijra, along with the percentage of
acceptance among men and women, and compare each separately.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The period preceding the advent of Islam in the

Arabian Peninsula was characterized by an
extraordinary diversity of religious beliefs and
social customs, shaped by limited yet impactful
interactions with surrounding civilizations through
trade, migration, and cultural exchange (Ya'qubi,
2003). While polytheism, particularly idol
worship, was dominant, monotheistic traces
persisted in the form of the hanif tradition,
attributed to the legacy of Abraham and Isma‘il
(Haddad Adel, 2000; Seyyed Javadi et al., 2001).
The religious landscape also included Christianity,
Judaism, Zoroastrianism, celestial object worship,
and even animistic reverence for jinn and spirits
(Hitti, 2002; Kalbi, 1969; Masoudi, 2009). The
Ka‘ba in Mecca served as a sacred center for both
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polytheists and monotheists, though its sanctity had
been syncretized with the placement of idols within
and around it (Gustave Le, 1938). Socially, this
era, known as Jahiliyya, entrenched systemic
gender inequalities, with women denied autonomy,
property rights, and personal agency, sometimes
subjected to practices such as female infanticide
(Bukhari, 1981; Davani, 1996). It is within this
fragmented and morally volatile environment that
Islam emerged, offering a radically restructured
theological and social order that emphasized
monotheism, moral accountability, and the dignity
of women, setting the stage for transformative
socio-religious change.
A detailed analysis of pre-Islamic belief systems

reveals the entrenched prevalence of idol worship,
sustained through both personal household idols



ol O e 9 S 20

and large tribal idols enshrined in temples
(Esmaeili, 2012; Ibn Hisham, 1985; Kalbi, 1969).
This practice was less about attributing creative
power to idols and more about venerating ancestral
traditions and seeking divine intercession for
worldly needs (Jafarian, 2003; Ya'qubi, 2003).
Contacts with neighboring regions, such as Syria
and Yemen, facilitated the adoption of foreign
cultural elements (Ebrahimi Varkiani, 2015; Ibn
Sa'd Katib Waqidi, 1995; Zargari Nejad, 1999),
while the Quraysh elite leveraged idol-centered
pilgrimage for economic advantage (Tabatabaei
Ardakani, 1989). Alongside polytheism, celestial
worship associated with agricultural and pastoral
life persisted (Hitti, 2002), as did jinn veneration
tied to desert superstitions (Masoudi, 20009;
Seyyed Javadi et al., 2001). The hanifs, committed
to the Abrahamic monotheistic tradition (Majlisi,
1983; Salem, 2007), represented a minority that
rejected idolatry yet refrained from adopting
Christianity or Judaism. Other belief systems,
including the established Jewish presence in
Yathrib (Ahmad al-Ali, 2008; Fayyaz, 2011) and
Christian enclaves in Najran and beyond
(Mubarakpuri, 2005; Ya'qubi, 2003; Zeidan,
1989), further enriched the peninsula’s religious
pluralism. Zoroastrianism also penetrated through
Persian influence in regions like Yemen and
Bahrain (Salem, 2007; Zeidan, 1989), while belief
in Allah as a supreme deity coexisted paradoxically
with idol worship (Esmaeili, 2012; Haddad Adel,
2000).

An analytical-statistical assessment of early
converts to Islam before the Hijra indicates that the
overwhelming majority, approximately 67.97%,
were previously idol worshippers, with only 2%
coming from the hanif tradition and a single
individual (0.33%) from Christianity. Key early
Muslim figures from the hanif background
included “Alr ibn Abi Talib, whose unwavering
monotheism predated Islam and whose precedence
in accepting the Prophet’s message is documented
(Ibn Abi al-Hadid, 1958; Ibn Athir, 1997,
Neyshaburi, 1985; Pishvaee, 2011, 2012), Abu
Dharr al-Ghifari, notable for his fearlessness in

AR

proclaiming the truth (Baghdadi, 1942; Ibn Abd
al-Barr, 2001; Ibn Athir, 1997; Ibn Hibban, 1993;
Ibn Sa'd Katib Waqidi, 1995; Tusi, 2007), ‘Amr
ibn ‘Abasa, recognized as an early seeker of
monotheism (Ibn Athir, 1997; Rasouli Mahallati,
1993), ‘Ubayd Allah ibn Jahsh, Sa‘id ibn Zayd
(Hashemi Rafsanjani, 2005; Nuvairi, 1985), and
As‘ad ibn Zurara (Ibn Athir, 1997). The lone
Christian convert, ‘Addas, is remembered for his
encounter with the Prophet in Ta’if, recognizing
him through knowledge of the Prophet Jonah (Ibn
Hisham, 1985; Ya'qubi, 2003). These cases
illustrate the religious heterogeneity of early
Islam’s adherents and the capacity of the new faith
to attract followers across divergent belief systems.
From a socio-cultural perspective, pre-Islamic
gender dynamics reflected deeply entrenched
patriarchy. Male offspring were valued for their
economic and martial contributions, while females
were often seen as liabilities, leading to
discriminatory practices, including infanticide
(Asgari Vadghani, 2012; Ibn Hisham, 1985;
Pishvaee, 2011, 2012; Salem, 2007; Shahidi,
2016). Women’s status was reduced to property,
with inheritance, consent in marriage, and personal
autonomy largely denied (Ayenehvand, 2003;
Nasiri, 2010). This patriarchal order also tolerated
limitless polygyny and treated women as
transferable assets within  kinship  systems.
Exceptions existed, such as Khadija bint
Khuwaylid, who possessed wealth, business
acumen, and autonomy (Seyyed Javadi et al.,
2001), and isolated cases where women engaged in
political or military mediation. Nevertheless, such
exceptions did not alter the prevailing
marginalization of women, which was systemic
and culturally embedded.

The Islamic message directly confronted and
redefined these gender norms. Qur’anic injunctions
and the Prophet’s example established the right of
women to consent to marriage (Ayenehvand,
2003; Ibn Sa'd Katib Waqidi, 1995), own and
manage property independently (Durant, 1958;
Ibn Athir, 1997), and receive a fixed share of
inheritance, thus dismantling the pre-Islamic
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practice of treating widows as inheritable property.
The concept of mahr (dower) was reframed as a gift
rather than a purchase price for the bride, and
women were entitled to financial maintenance
(nafaga) at standards exceeding pre-Islamic norms.
Islam relieved women from obligatory domestic
labor and breastfeeding duties unless they chose to
be compensated for them (Makarim Shirazi,
2016). Educational parity was emphasized, with
the Prophet declaring the pursuit of knowledge
obligatory for both men and women (Majlisi,
1983). Polygyny was restricted to four wives under
stringent conditions of justice, primarily as a social
welfare measure for widows after warfare
(Mubarakpuri, 2005). Women were also accorded
political agency through the practice of bay‘a
(pledge of allegiance), granting them a
participatory role in communal decision-making.
These reforms collectively positioned women as
moral agents and legal subjects within the Islamic
community, in stark contrast to their pre-Islamic
marginalization.

In conclusion, the analytical-statistical
examination of Muslims before the Hijra reveals a
complex interplay between pre-Islamic religious
diversity, early Islamic theological appeal, and
transformative social reforms. The Prophet’s
mission drew followers from varied religious
backgrounds, though predominantly from idol
worshippers, while redefining the sociocultural
order to elevate women’s status and restore
monotheism. This historical case underscores the
adaptive and integrative capacity of Islam in
unifying disparate beliefs under a coherent moral
and legal framework.
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