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multidisciplinary volume is the first to examine the physical foundations
of this practice and the significance of the ritual. Brannon Wheeler uses
both textual analysis and various types of material evidence to gain
insight into the role of animal sacrifice in Islam. He provides a “thick
description” of the elaborate camel sacrifice performed by Muhammad,
which serves as the model for future Ḥajj sacrifices. Wheeler integrates
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reportedly occurred 1,400 years ago. His book encourages a more
nuanced and expansive conception of “sacrifice” in the history
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Preface

When I first read about the prophet Muhammad’s camel sacrifice, I was
surprised that I had never heard about it before, especially since I had
spent so much time thinking about the background and influence of the
St. Nilus camel sacrifice in the work of William Robertson Smith.

Every year more than a million animals are shipped to Mecca from all
over the world to be slaughtered during the Muslim Ḥajj. Islam, unlike
other biblical religions such as Judaism and Christianity, still practices
animal sacrifice. According to Muslim scholars, the prophet Muhammad
established the annual sacrifice as part of the Ḥajj, to be celebrated at the
same time by all Muslims around the world as the “festival of sacrifice”
[ʿĪd al-a

_
d
_
hā], following the example of Abraham. Yet in the Bible and in

Muslim exegesis of the Quran, Abraham is said to have sacrificed a wild
ram in the place of his son. So, why do Muslim scholars claim that the
prophet Muhammad, when he performed this sacrifice and marked the
origins of Islam as the “religion of Abraham” at the conclusion of his
H ̣ajj, sacrificed 100 camels?

Several research trips to the Middle East and eastern Mediterranean
allowed me to see firsthand archaeological evidence for ancient and late
antique camel sacrifices, including the burial of camels alongside humans
interred with ceremonial weapons and armor. These trips consisted of
visits to Oman (2004), Saudi Arabia (2013), the United Arab Emirates
(2013), and Qatar (2013) in part funded by a Fulbright fellowship and
sponsored by the Ministry of Awqāf and Religious Affairs in Muscat, the
Institute for Islamic World Studies at Sheikh Zayed University in Abu
Dhabi, and the liberal arts division of Texas A&M University in Doha.
Special thanks are due to Meteb Almahmoud for helping me to spend
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time in several locations throughout the Hijāz, including al-ʿUlā and
Madāʾin Sạ̄li

_
h. During an earlier trip to Qatar (2009), the Qatar

Museum Authority was particularly helpful in taking me to rock art
and ancient burial sites around the island.

A subsequent research trip to Lebanon and Jordan (2017) was sup-
ported in part by grants from the International Institute of Islamic
Thought, and the American Public University. Hani Hayajneh, Romel
Gharib, and Wessam Esaid were instrumental in showing me sites in the
desert near al-Azraq and elsewhere. Their personal guidance and pub-
lished work are a wealth of knowledge about the region and the work of
regional archaeologists. Glenn Joey Corbett not only introduced me to the
right people and provided invaluable insights regarding particular sites
but also shared with me all of his references on the archaeology relating to
camels in Jordan and Arabia more widely.

A research residency, funded by a Fulbright fellowship, at the Royal
Institute for Inter-Faith Studies in Amman (2018) gave me the opportun-
ity to complete my research and writing on what became Chapter 2 of this
book. The writing of Chapters 1 and 4, as well as most of the fieldwork
used in Chapter 3, was made possible by a fellowship at the King Faisal
Center for Research and Islamic Studies in Riyadh (2019). The King
Faisal Center sponsored my visits to many sites with significance to this
book including Jubbah, H ̣āʾil, ʿUyūn al-Jawāʾ, Buraydah, al-Tạ̄ʾif, al-
Bā

_
hah, Bı̄shah, and sites near Abhā. My longtime friend Mohamed

Harawy put me in touch with Sulayman al-Theeb, who, in turn, gave
me access to everything I wanted to see in the Kingdom. During the same
visit, I was also able to visit a number of sites in Bahrain, following up on
an earlier visit to the island in 2009.

Portions of some chapters were developed from lectures given at
various venues throughout the world. Thank you to Francesca Bellino
and her graduate students at the University of Turin for all their helpful
comments on my presentation on Cain, Abraham, and ritualized hunting
in pre-Islamic Arabia (2015). An invitation to speak at the Kazakh
Academy of Law and Humanities in Astana gave me the opportunity to
think further about ancient Mecca (2007). Parts of Chapter 6 were
adapted from talks I gave on “Jihād” and martyrdom in Islam at the
Federal Bureau of Investigations Headquarters (2010) and the University
of Edinburgh (2009), and a paper presented at the annual meeting of the
International Studies Association (2009). Particularly helpful in shaping
my general conception of the cosmogonic character of the prophet
Muhammad’s camel sacrifice were the questions and comments
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I received from an invited lecture at Creighton University (2008), and the
David and Sherry Berz Religious Studies Lecture at George Washington
University (2011). Thank you to John Calvert and to Kelly Pemberton for
giving me these opportunities, and for their support for my work.
Versions of parts of Chapter 5 and the conclusion were published as
“Gift of the Body in Islam: The Prophet Muhammad’s Camel Sacrifice
and Distribution of Hair and Nails at his Farewell Pilgrimage,” Numen
57 (2010): 341–388.

A Fulbright fellowship also supported a summer of research in Israel,
where I was sponsored by the Department of Arabic Language and
Literature at the Hebrew University and the Moshe Dayan Center for
Middle East Studies at Tel Aviv University. It was good to see Michael
Lecker again – his ideas and example of scholarship have been guiding me
since taking an independent study with him in 1985. His influence on this
book, especially in Chapter 6, should be evident. Uzi Avner’s writings, his
correspondence, and his guided tour through the desert wadis near Eilat
provided me with many helpful suggestions. Yohanan Friedmann was
kind enough to include me on the program of the fourteenth annual
international colloquium “From Jāhiliyya to Islam” at the Israel
Academy of Sciences and Humanities in Jerusalem, where I presented a
version of what is now Chapter 3. A version of the paper, much improved
by the comments of the editors and external reviewers, appears in
Jerusalem Studies in Arabic and Islam. The comments and questions from
the many talented and knowledgeable scholars at the colloquium, includ-
ing Robert Hoyland, Christian Robin, Ahmad Al-Jallad, and Christian
Lange, were all extremely helpful. I also want to thank Naftali Meshel for
introducing me to Omer Michaelis and sharing with me his fascinating
research on sacrifice and the ambiguity of language.

A visiting research position at the University of Chicago Center in Paris
enabled me to finish writing several chapters and introduced me to a
number of French scholars whose research informed my ideas about the
role of animals and violence in religion. Frédéric Keck was kind enough to
host me at the Laboratoire d’Anthropologie Sociale and the Bibliothèque
Claude Lévi-Strauss at L’École des Hautes Études en Sciences Sociales.
The opening chapter of his most recent book allowed me to see new
connections between Robertson Smith and Lévi-Strauss. Clarisse
Herrenschmidt treated me like a life-long friend and introduced me to
Jean Lassègue and the intellectual culture of Paris.

A version of Chapter 2 was read and critiqued by my colleagues at the
United States Naval Academy. Special thanks are due to Matthew
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Dziennik, Ernest Tucker, Thomas Brennan, Benjamin Armstrong, and
especially John Freymann. Thank you to the faculty development fund
at the Naval Academy for supporting the publication of the full bibliog-
raphy in what follows. Bruce Lincoln and Mary Thurlkill read the entire
book manuscript and gave me detailed comments on each chapter.
I consider them both to be what seems to be increasingly rare these days –
students of “religion” in a generic and comparative sense.

My most sincere appreciation is to my family for putting up with all of
my crazy ideas, seeming obsession with all things related to camels
(including llamas and alpacas), and dozens of trips to places not on the
map. Most of all, I thank my eternal companion and muse, Deborah
Wheeler, for her unfailing patience and inspiring brilliance.

x Preface



Introduction

William Robertson Smith and the First Camel Sacrifice

Given that the modern study of religion is based in large part on the
description of a camel sacrifice said to have been performed by a group of
Arabs in fifth or sixth century CE Sinai, it is surprising that so little
attention has been given to the camel sacrifice of the prophet
Muhammad. Just shortly before his death, ten years after his emigration
to Medina, the prophet Muhammad performed a valedictory or “good-
bye pilgrimage” [

_
hajjat al-wadāʾ] at Mecca. At the conclusion of the

pilgrimage he made an elaborate sacrifice of camels.

Ibn ʿAbbās said: The Apostle of God, on his farewell pilgrimage, drove to sacrifice
100 camels. He slaughtered 30 of them, then he ordered ʿAlı̄ to slaughter those
that remained. The Apostle of God said: “Distribute the meat, the skin, and the
coverings among the people but do not give any of it to the butcher. Take for us
from each camel a piece of the meat and put it in a single pot so that we might eat
from the meat and drink from the broth.” So he did it.1

In addition to distributing the camels and their trappings, the prophet
Muhammad is reported to have passed out to his followers the hairs
shaved from his head.

The Apostle of God related that all Minā is a place of sacrifice, all the valley of
Mecca is a place of sacrifice. Then the Apostle of God shaved his head – that is
Muʾamar b. ʿAbdallāh shaved it – and the Apostle of God said to him: “Here”
and he pointed with his hand to the right side, and he shaved it, and then the left
side, and he distributed his hair. He gave half of it to Abū Tạl

_
hah al-An

_
sārı̄ – that

is the hair of the left side of his head – and said “Here Abū Tạl
_
hah.” It is said that

he gave it to Umm Sulaym the wife of Abū Tạl
_
hah. And it is said, by Abū Kurayb,

that he gave the other half of it – that is, the hair of the right side – to the people
one and two hairs at a time.2
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Several
_
hadı̄th reports relate that Abū Tạl

_
hah distributed one share of the

prophet Muhammad’s hair to each of the men, and his wife Umm Sulaym
two shares to each of the women.3 A

_
hmad b. H ̣anbal (d. 855)4 preserves a

report that every single hair from the prophet Muhammad’s head was
collected by his followers. Other traditions mention that the camels
slaughtered by ʿAlı̄ had been driven by him from Yemen,5 that the
slaughter took place among the “stones” or “pillars” [al-jamarāt] at
which pilgrims throw stones,6 and that one of the male camels driven
by the prophet Muhammad had a silver ring in its nose.7

Immediately preceding this sacrifice, the prophet Muhammad delivered
a special sermon in which he proclaimed the onset of a new era, abolishing
certain pre-Islamic practices, reiterating the obligatory practices of Islam,
and disjoining the new Islamic calendar from the solar year by eliminating
the intercalary month.8 Among the injunctions the prophet Muhammad is
said to have instituted at this time are the prohibition of temporary mar-
riage,9 stoning as punishment for adultery,10 the cancelation of debts from
pre-Islamic times,11 assigning the value of wergild for certain crimes,12 that
women cannot spend their husband’s money without permission,13 and the
rules for bequests, wills, and inheritance.14 He established that prayer,
fasting, and offerings guaranteed entry into paradise,15 prohibited polythe-
ists from entering Mecca, and disallowed the practice of performing the
pilgrimage naked.16 A number of reports describe the prophet Muhammad
as having performed his farewell pilgrimage on a camel so that the people
could see him and ask him questions about religion.17

According to Muslim exegesis, Q 5:3 was revealed at the time of this
sermon and sacrifice.18 Coming after a lengthy list of prohibitions relating
to the eating of meat, God proclaims that “Islam” has been completed.
“Today I have perfected for you my religion, completed my grace upon
you, and blessed you with Islam as a religion.” In a report preserved in the
authoritative

_
hadı̄th collection of Abū Dāʾūd, the prophet Muhammad

compares his sermon and sacrifice with the creation of the world at the
beginning of time. “Time has now completed a cycle like the form of a day
when God created the heavens and the earth.”19 Muslim exegetes report
that, after the revelation of this verse the prophet Muhammad received no
further revelations. The sermon and sacrifice serve not only to complete
the scriptural text that would be the Quran and conclude the mission of
the prophet Muhammad, but to end all revelation, making Muhammad
the final “seal” of the Prophets.

A number of reports describe this culminating sermon and sacrifice in
explicit eschatological terms signaling the end of the current world and
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the founding of the new order under the leadership of Muhammad. The
coming of trials and afflictions [fitnah] are proclaimed by the prophet
Muhammad to include attacks on the Kaʿbah itself and its destruction by
an Ethiopian ruler,20 the death of the nonbelieving people of Mecca,21

infighting among the Quraysh,22 and the earth at the Wādı̄ al-Baidah
swallowing the enemies of Islam.23 The prophet Muhammad’s entry into
Mecca for this final pilgrimage is portrayed as that of a warrior king, and
in several

_
hadı̄th reports the prophet Muhammad equates his pilgrimage

and sacrifice with the blood and wealth of his followers that will establish
Mecca as the final capital and cultic center of the new world.24

Ibn ʿUmar: The Apostle of God stood, on the day of sacrifice, between the pillars
during his pilgrimage and he said: “What day is this?” They said: “The day of
sacrifice.” He said: “What land is this?” They said: “This is the sacred land of
God.”He said: “What month is this?” They said: “The sacred month of God.”He
said: “This is the day of the greatest pilgrimage. Your blood, your belongings, and
your honor are a sacred obligation on you like the sacredness of this land, this
month, and this day.” Then he said: “Have I fulfilled my mission?” They said:
“Yes.” Then the Prophet started: “God bear witness,” he said goodbye, and the
people said: “This is the farewell pilgrimage.”25

This camel sacrifice marks the end of the prophet Muhammad’s mission
and the origins of the Islamic civilization that is built upon and succeeds
that mission.

These aspects of the prophet Muhammad’s sacrifice suggest at least a
casual comparison with the Indo-European, and especially Iranian, idea
of the world being created from the self-sacrifice and dismemberment of a
king. The distribution of the camel and of Muhammad’s body parts along
with the eating and drinking might be linked with the Christian notion of
Jesus offering bread and wine as his flesh and blood in the Last Supper just
before his death. Indian and other Asian traditions tell how the Buddha
gives away pieces of his body in order to ensure the emergence of and to
protect his future community. In a number of myths from the ancient Near
East a primordial king creates the world and constructs civilization from
the carcass of a slain beast. Medieval and modern Muslim conceptions of
martyrdom emphasize scattering one’s body on the battlefield in defense of
or in an effort to expand and maintain Islamic civilization.

What is the meaning of the prophet Muhammad’s camel sacrifice?
How is the distribution of the camels related to the distribution of
Muhammad’s own body parts? And why is this elaborate practice linked
to an eschatological closure of the old world and opening of Islamic
civilization as a new creation?
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camel sacrifice of st. nilus

A conception of sacrifice, dominated by William Robertson Smith’s inter-
pretation of an account attributed to a certain St. Nilus in which a group
of Arabs devour whole a white camel, has played an integral role in the
development of the modern study of religion. The account is found in a
brief excursus on the customs of the “barbarians” who live in the region
of Arabia bordered by the Red Sea and the River Jordan.

They especially like to offer children distinguished by beauty and the bloom of
youth. These they sacrifice on piles of stones at dawn . . . But if no children are
available, they make a camel that is white and free from blemishes bend down on
its knees. Then they circle around it three times in a procession that is drawn out
by the multitude of participants involved. The person who leads in the procession
and in singing a hymn they compose for the start is either one of their kings or one
of their priests distinguished by old age. After the third circuit, but before the
throng has finished its hymn, while the last refrain is still carrying on their tongues,
this man draws a sword and vigorously strikes at the victim’s sinews. Eagerly, he is
the first to have a taste of the blood.26 Then the rest run up with daggers drawn.
Some cut off just a small patch of hide and hair, others seize whatever flesh they
see and hack away, while others go straight for the innards and entrails. No part
of the sacrifice is left unconsumed, so that nothing remains to be seen when the sun
appears. They do not even refrain from eating bone and marrow, gradually
overcoming its hardness and toughness through perseverance.27

Earlier in this section (III.1) the author states that the victim of such
sacrifices is “the best of their spoils,” which they obtained by “robbing
people on roads that they watch in ambush” and from their “bandit
raids” particularly on Christian pilgrims. It is also explained that the flesh
of camels is not eaten raw but “softened” with “heat from a fire only
insofar as it makes it yield to their teeth without having to be too
forcefully torn” when it is consumed.

The full title of the St. Nilus text, found in the earliest complete Greek
manuscripts, is “Narrations by Nilus the Monk of the Slaughter of the
Monks on Mount Sinai and the Captivity of His Son, Theodulus.”
According to Fabricius Conca, the text is preserved in two recensions in
four manuscripts.28 The earliest of these Greek texts is found in the
Synaxarion of Constantinople from the tenth century CE.29 Also as early
as the tenth century the author of the Narrations is identified as Nilus of
Ancyra (modern Ankara), reported to have died at the beginning of the
fifth century (c. 430 CE). This Nilus of Ancyra is known for a number of
other works including commentaries on the Bible and a series of letters.30

He is first identified as a biblical exegete in the sixth-century CE catena of
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Procopius of Gaza (d. c. 526),31 and the letters themselves appear to have
been edited during the sixth century.32 It is not at all clear, however, that
this Nilus of Ancyra is to be identified with the Nilus to whom the
Narrations are attributed.33

Discovered appended to a ninth-century (886 CE) manuscript of a
copy of the Report of the Sinai monk Ammonius is a Syriac excerpt or
fragment of the Narrations of Nilus.34 The short Syriac text of just three
paragraphs, compared to the seven sections of the full tenth-century
Greek manuscripts, corresponds to sections IV.11–14 and VI.11–12. It
does not contain the episode describing the camel sacrifice or the larger
section on the customs of the Arabs of the Sinai (sections III.1–3). The
scribe of the Ammonius text to which the Narrations fragment is
appended states that the Syriac translation was made from a Greek text
dated to the eighth century (767 CE) but this statement might not extend
to the appendix of the Narrations fragment itself. From the manuscript
evidence alone, it is possible that the description of the camel sacrifice is
based on a post-Islamic event or at least informed by practices or reports
and perceptions of practices from a period considerably later than the
fifth century CE.

Based on other evidence, recent scholarship has attempted to date and
locate the provenance of the Narrations of St. Nilus earlier than the eighth
through tenth centuries CE. Some scholars put the writing of the Greek
original of the Narrations in the late sixth century when the monastery at
St. Catherine’s was said to be flourishing.35 Daniel Caner argues that the
Narrations lacks references to key details from the late sixth century, such
as references to coenobitic monasticism, the fortifications below Mt.
Sinai, and the church leadership in Pharan, suggesting an earlier date
for the composition of the text.36 Others, following Karl Heussi, propose
that the Narrations was written in Elusa rather than the Sinai.37 In the
fourth century CE the city of Elusa is reported to have had a temple to
Venus that was frequented by Arabs from the surrounding desert.38

Heussi goes so far as to assign the precise date of 411 CE to the
Narrations based on his identification of an earlier attack mentioned in
the text with the attack described by Ammonius around 370 CE.39

The uncertainty of the date and provenance, and identity of the author
of the Narrations with Nilus of Ancyra, has led some scholars to contend
that the Narrations, as a whole or in part, has no ethnographic value but
is instead based on late antique literary romances. Heussi, for example,
followed by later editors of the Greek text, observe that certain elements
of the Narrations parallel commonly found themes and literary tropes
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such as the first-person narrative, dreams and flashbacks, bandit raids,
captivity of monks, sacrifice of virgins, and emphasize moral themes such
as chastity, providence, and fate.40 Other scholarship points to specific
texts, such as the “Letter to Heliodorus” of Nilus Ancyra, the first half of
the third book of the second- or third-century CE Leucippe and
Clitophon by Achilles Tatius, and perhaps the late-first-century CE
Fourth Maccabees, that contain themes and certain words and phrases
similar to those in the Narrations.41 Joseph Henninger questions every-
thing about the account, except for the camel, specifically calling into
question that the sacrifice took place before sunrise, was presided over by
a priest or king, involved the recitation of hymns and circumambulation,
that the victim would be dismembered alive and eaten raw, that human
sacrifice was practiced among the Arabs, and that the camel in lieu of the
boy was offered to Venus.42

Some scholars, suspicious of the “mindless” and “bestial” nature of
the act described, reject the camel sacrifice in particular.43 Typical of the
“sensationalist” literary tropes of the time, the description of the camel
sacrifice in the Narrations has “no ethnographic value but reveals only a
knowledge of the rhetorical-pathetic genre” of the Hellenistic novel.44 Yet
other scholars argue that the Narrations display an informed knowledge
of the topographic and local conditions of the Sinai, and that the descrip-
tion of the raid on the monks and massacre of hermits fits what is known
from other historical records.45 In addition, the Narrations contains none
of the traditional Christian references found in the other works attributed
to Nilus of Ancyra or any of the eremitic literature of the time, especially
the fourth- or fifth-century CE Report of Ammonius.46 There are only
two references to the New Testament, no references to Jesus Christ, none
of the traditional language used for hermits and monks, no miracles, and
no demons.47

Closer examination, based on more recent archaeological, epigraphic,
and ethnographic studies, reveals that wholesale rejections of the
Narrations, and its description of the camel sacrifice in particular, might
be premature. For example, the offering of sacrifices to the “morning
star” or the Roman Venus is well-attested among the Arabs of the Sinai,
the Arabian peninsula and elsewhere. According to the fifth-century Isaac
of Antioch, the “tribe of the sons of Hagar offer sacrifice to the star
goddess.”48 In his fourth-century Life of Hilarion, Jerome mentions an
annual festival at a temple of Venus attended by Saracens from the deserts
surrounding Elusa.49 That Venus was associated with and worshipped in
late antiquity as the Arab goddess al-ʿUzzā is found in the eighth-century
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work of John of Damascus and in the tenth-century Syriac–Arabic dic-
tionary of Ḥasan Bar Bahlūl.50Arabic sources attest to the worship of Venus,
identified with the so-called three daughters of Allah (al-ʿUzzā, Manāt, al-
Lāt) in pre-Islamic Mecca, and Hishām Ibn al-Kalbı̄ (d. 819 CE) relates that
the prophet Muhammad himself said “I offered a white sheep to al-ʿUzzā
when I was still a follower of the religion of my people.”51 Epigraphic
evidence attests to sacrifices offered to Manāt, al-Lāt, and al-ʿUzzā, and
the worship of al-ʿUzzā is found at Petra, Edessa, and Palmyra.52

Other aspects of the camel sacrifice described in the Narrations, such as
evidence for cult officials and cult sites dedicated to Venus and al-ʿUzzā in
the Sinai, are corroborated by other sources. The account of the Piacenza
pilgrim, who visited Christian sites in Sinai and Palestine in the late sixth
century, mentions a marble stone on the slopes of Mt. Sinai tended by an
Arab priest.53 Two inscriptions from the late antique Sinai refer to priests
[kāhin] serving al-ʿUzzā.54 The singing of hymns to al-ʿUzzā is attested at
Petra, and evidence for circumambulation of a cult site accompanied by
liturgical practices is widespread in the ancient world.55 The eating of
sacrificed meat raw or only partially cooked is also a practice attested
among the Arabs and in the ancient world more broadly.56 The fourth-
century writings of Amianus Marcellinus mention a Saracen soldier
drinking the blood of a Goth,57 and an Islamic

_
hadı̄th report refers to

the pre-Islamic practice of sacrificing animals by flaying them alive.58

Distributing among the participants of the sacrifice the skins, accouter-
ments, and other nonedible parts of the victim is also found in various
Arab and non-Arab contexts.

Human sacrifice, as the original object of the offering, is also reported
not to have been uncommon among Arabs in the pre-Islamic period. John
Moschus, who traveled to and lived in the Sinai in the late sixth century,
relates a story in which a Christian monk, with divine help, confronts a
group of Saracens who are taking a captive boy to be sacrificed by their
priest.59 In another account from a sixth-century Syriac text, two
Christian monks are captured by Arabs in the Sinai and taken to their
camp to be offered as a sacrifice.60 Zachariah of Mitylene, writing in the
late fifth century, describes how the Arab king al-Nuʿmān abducted
400 virgins from a church in Emesa and sacrificed them to al-ʿUzzā in
the Lakhmid capital of al-H ̣ı̄rah.61 In his De Abstinentia, Porphyry claims
that certain Arabs bury under a stone altar a boy they sacrifice each
year.62 The capture of Christians by Arabs for the purpose of sacrifice is
a theme found in literary romances of the time, including the sixth-
century History of the Great Deeds of Bishop Paul of Qentos and Pries

Introduction 7



John of Edessa, and the second-century romance of Leucippe and
Clitophon attributed to Achilles Tatius in which Leucippe appears to be
sacrificed by bandits in Egypt.63

That Arab nomads were known for both stealing property and
abducting people to be offered to their deities is widely reported and
commonly found as a theme in literary accounts of Christian monks living
on the edges of the desert in late antiquity. The Sı̄rat ʿAntar gives numer-
ous examples of human sacrifice of captured members of the tribe respon-
sible for the hero’s death, performed at the tombs of fallen warriors.64

Camels and young boys in particular seem to have been the target of such
bandit raids.65 ʿAmr b. al-Ahtam (d. after 717 CE) describes the practice
of flaying camels while still alive.66 The use of crude stone altars, made
out of a pile of stones, and the association of this piled altar as a tomb is
widely attested in pre-Islamic and early Islamic sources.67 And the associ-
ation of these sacrifices with Venus, identified with al-ʿUzzā, Balti-Beltis,
and the morning star, is attested more widely among Arabs outside of the
peninsula.68 Some scholars have linked Venus with Manāt.69 According
to Mu

_
hammad b. ʿAbdallāh al-Azraqı̄ (fl. 800s CE), doves were con-

sidered sacred in pre-Islamic Mecca, and elsewhere, in Rome and in
Syria, doves were sacrificed to and linked to the worship of Venus.70

Maybe it does not matter whether the camel sacrifice described by St.
Nilus “really happened” or not. Certainly, the larger narrative in which the
camel sacrifice is situated, and the description of the sacrifice itself, share in
the conventions of late antique literary romances. Yet the “fictional”
character of a wide range of “sources” including chronicles, histories,
biographies, and travelogues is to be taken for granted, and not just in late
antiquity. And certainly, a variety of other texts attest to the not uncommon
occurrence of Arabs in late antiquity sacrificing camels and virgins to Venus
and al-ʿUzzā, the use of crude stone altars, and the flaying alive of camels. It
is not unlikely that, as the oxymoronic statement goes, the St. Nilus camel
sacrifice is a “true story” or perhaps based on “actual” events. In any case,
the camel sacrifice became a “fact” when it was showcased by Robertson
Smith at the foundations of his argument, exemplifying the origins of religion.
It became a fact in the origins of “religion” as these origins came to be
understood in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

sacrifice and the totem meal

It is well known that the theories of religion developed by both Emile
Durkheim and Sigmund Freud at the beginning of the twentieth century
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depend upon St. Nilus’ description of the camel sacrifice as interpreted by
William Robertson Smith in his first set of Lectures on the Religion of the
Semites.71 Freud, who also cites Durkheim, introduces Robertson Smith
just before the “spectacle of the totem meal,” which is a ritualized repeti-
tion of a primal horde of brothers who devour their father.72 For Freud,
Robertson Smith supplies first that sacrifice was related to totemism, but
more importantly that the sacrificial animal was identical with the totem
animal. The sacrificial animal, whose meat was forbidden to be consumed
except in the context of certain rituals in which the whole clan partici-
pated, was itself considered to be a blood-member of the clan.73 It is this
point, combined with Freud’s earlier conclusion that “the totem animal is
in reality a substitute for the father,” that allows Freud to postulate a
cannibalistic meal at the origins of “all” later religions.74

Durkheim, too, uses Robertson Smith’s identification of the sacrificial
meal with the totem meal as the lynchpin for explaining why religion
continues to exist in human society.75

According to Smith, sacrificial banquets have the object of making the worshipper
and his god communicate in the same flesh, in order to form a bond of kinship
between them.76

A man of the Kangaroo clan believes himself and feels himself a kangaroo; it is by
this quality that he defines himself; it is this which marks his place in the society.77

But Durkheim regards the fusion of sacrifice and totemism as imperfect.
For Durkheim, the purpose of this identification of the clan with the
animal, affected through the communal meal, is to focus the attention
of the participating individuals on their collective existence. The “God”
that the animal represents is “nothing more nor less than society transfig-
ured and personified.”78 In this sense, the rituals imposed by religion, and
in particular the symbolism of the animal being consumed in the sacrifi-
cial and totem meals, are necessary ingredients for the creation and
maintenance of social relations.

Although they might not so easily be conflated, nor does this brief
synopsis provide adequate detail for such a comparison, both Durkheim
and Freud highlight salient aspects of contemporary understandings of
sacrifice in the history of religions. These include that the act of sacrifice,
or a primordial act that is later repeated as sacrifice, is at the origins of
human society.79 For both Durkheim and Freud, as for Robertson Smith,
the act of sacrifice creates and maintains a social order based on exogamy
guaranteed by totemism. Society is a series of artificial relations allowing
the group to transcend the more limited connections of its members based
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on natural, blood ties. The other salient feature of the model of sacrifice
Durkheim and Freud adopt from Robertson Smith is that the identifica-
tion of the victim (that which is being sacrificed) with the clan (those
doing the sacrifice) and the God (to whom the sacrifice is being offered).
This “God” might be a substitute for the father figure, a hypostatization
and abstraction of society, but as it was for Robertson Smith, the key for
Durkheim and Freud is that the sacrificial meal unites people into a
society by providing them with a common, divine, or totemic identity.

Aside from the historical context and relative ethnographic value of the
St. Nilus camel sacrifice, Robertson Smith and later Durkheim and
Freud’s use of it to develop a general theory of religion in which sacrifice
and totemism are paired is not without its critics. Perhaps the most
penetrating and devastating critique is that leveled by Claude Lévi-
Strauss. In his reconstruction of the evidence for what had been called
“totemism,” Lévi-Strauss reveals his near exasperation with the coupling
of totemism and sacrifice.

That it should have been possible to regard totemism as the origin of sacrifice in
the history of religion remains, after so long, a matter of astonishment. Even if, for
convenience, one were to agree to grant totemism a semblance of reality, the two
institutions would only look the more contrasting and incompatible.80

This view is signaled earlier.

Every sacrifice implies a solidarity of nature between officiant, god, and the thing
sacrificed, whether this is an animal, a plant, or an object which is treated as
though it were alive, since its destruction is meaningful only in the form of a
holocaust. Thus the idea of sacrifice also bears within it the germ of a confusion
with the animal, a confusion which entails the risk of being extended beyond man
to the very god. In amalgamating sacrifice and totemism, a means was found of
explaining the former as a survival or as a vestige of the latter.81

Lévi-Strauss is critiquing a certain notion of sacrifice that, when imagined
by earlier ethnography to have developed from the classificatory systems
labeled as totemism, demeans totemic thought.

For Lévi-Strauss, both “sacrifice” and “totemism” are scientific illu-
sions but, as institutions reified by the ethnographic scholarship of the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the elements that go into the
scholarly concepts of sacrifice and totemism are in opposition. Sacrifice is
a practice that uses artificial objects (domesticated animals and plants) to
erase a natural difference (between people and God). Totemism is a
system or mode of thought that uses natural objects (wild animals
and plants) to create artificial difference (among groups of people).
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The distinctions created by totemism allow the formation of kinship ties
through exogamy. The purpose of sacrifice is to substitute, and thus
equate the animal with the clan and with the God. Substitution confuses
the very distinctions necessary for exogamic relations.82 Sacrifice is about
the “reign of continuity” and thus lacks “good sense” because it falsely
equates a series of natural objects with a nonexistent deity.83

It is important to note that Lévi-Strauss is not really interested in
critiquing a given theory of sacrifice but in protecting his own notions
of how so-called totemism works as a system of classification.84 He resists
ritual, and sacrifice in particular, because it is based on affinity, imitation,
and contagion, a serial model that opposes the structural reason of
totemism.85 Borrowing from the linguistics of Ferdinand de Saussure,
Lévi-Strauss sees totemism as a metonymic mode of discourse in which
the name of one thing replaces the name of something else – the clan is
named after an animal that is an individual example of its species (totem).
Sacrifice applies a metaphor to an object to which it is not literally
applicable – the clan is the animal is the God.86 This discontinuity in
modes of discourse entails, for Lévi-Strauss, that the type of logic associ-
ated with so-called totemism could not have been at the origins of the
function of what is called sacrifice. Even putting aside that sacrifice lacks
the objective foundations of totemism, because thought and myth are
always epistemologically prior to practice and ritual, then sacrifice as a
type of ritual could not have arisen from totemism. Dismissing sacrifice
and ritual in general, Lévi-Strauss is able to focus on his more nuanced
and inclusive explanation of what had previously been identified as
totemic thought.87

The crux of Lévi-Strauss’ critique of the fusion of sacrifice and totem-
ism is the idea that, in sacrifice, the clan is identified with the animal and
both are identified with the deity. Sacrifice is supposed to use the animal
to make the clan equivalent to the god. From the biblical evidence and its
rabbinic interpretation, the ancient Israelites do seem to identify them-
selves with the domesticated animal that is the victim in sacrifice, just as is
the case with the association of the clan with the animal in the definition
of sacrifice put forward by Robertson Smith. According to the fifteenth-
century Portuguese exegete Isaac ben Judah Abarbanel (1437–1508) the
types of animals required by Yahweh to be sacrificed correspond to the
major figures in the early history of Israel. The sacrifice of bovines is a
reference to Abraham (Gen 18:7), sheep to Isaac (Gen 22:13), and goats
to Jacob (Gen 27:9).88 In his commentary on Leviticus, Rashi (Rabbi
Shlomo Yitzchaki, 1040–1105) defines what is meant by “herd” and
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“flock” animals in Leviticus 1:2. The sacrificial victim must not have been
bestialized, worshipped as a god, have gored someone to death, be
diseased, and must be male, not of indeterminate gender or a hermaphro-
dite.89 These stipulations make the specified herd and flock animals
parallel to a healthy and ritually pure Israelite male. Abraham ben
Meir Ibn Ezra (1089–1167) adds that the animal must be eight days
old, just as a male Israelite newborn is circumcised at eight days old.90

Philo reiterates that the animal must be male, and adds that the individual
animals were checked by the priests to be sure they met the stipulations.91

Leviticus Rabbah equates sheep with Israel,92 and Mōsheh ben Nā
_
hmān

(Nahmanides, 1194–1270) distinguishes the “herd” and “flock” animals
to be identified with the Israelites whereas other domesticated animals are
equivalent to non-Israelites, and wild animals to noncivilized people.93

sacrifice in leviticus

Chapters 1–5 of Leviticus outline, from the perspective of the person
making the offering, the sacrifices Yahweh commands the Israelites to
make at the tent of meeting during their wandering in the wilderness after
the revelation at Sinai. Chapters 6–7 recount the sacrifices from the
perspective of the priests.94 The first sacrifice is the “burnt” or “whole”
[ʿolā] offering, thus called because all of the animal, excepting its skin,
which goes to the officiating priest, is consumed by fire on the altar.95

Because of the parallels found in Syria, the Hittites, and other groups in
ancient Anatolia (but not in Arabia, Egypt, and Mesopotamia), many
scholars consider this to be the oldest form of Israelite sacrifice. Burnt
offerings are made by Noah (Gen 8:20) and Abraham (Gen 22), are said
to have been practiced by the Canaanites and Moabites (Num 23:15,
1 Kgs 18:38, 2 Kgs 3:27, 10:24), and Rabbinic exegesis regards the other
sacrifices outlined in Leviticus as post-Sinai.96

In order for this burnt offering to be “acceptable to” or “wanted by”
[ra

_
sōn] Yahweh, the animal must be offered willingly (Lev 22:19–20, Jer

6:20) by the Israelite seeking Yahweh’s acceptance. Referring to Isaiah
61:8 in his commentary on Leviticus 1:2, Ibn Ezra stipulates that the
person making the offering cannot steal the animal from another person
but must “own” the animal. In his exegesis of Leviticus 1:3, Rashi
explains that the person must freely give the animal just as the animal
must, of its own accord, be willing to be slaughtered. The term used for
sacrifice, “Qorbān” is to “bring near” and refers to gifts brought to
Yahweh, including such items as carts, draft animals (Num 7:3), and
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spoils of war (Num 31:5).97 The burnt offering is offered not for a specific
intentional sin or crime but for what the rabbis define as “sins of thought”
and inadvertent or unwitting sins.98 Nahmanides (Lev 1:4) says it is for
thoughts “not recognized by anyone but God.” Other rabbinic scholar-
ship stipulates the burnt offering for neglecting to perform certain
commandments.99

The burnt-offering sacrifice is not about identifying with God.
Referring to Exodus 3:12–16, Ibn Ezra states that the burnt offering is a
ransom that is paid by each Israelite male, for expiation [le-kappēr] (Lev
9:7, 14:20, 16:24).100 Note that, in Mesopotamian texts, it is only the
priests and not the person on whose behalf the sacrifice is being offered
who are allowed to perform any part of the ritual or even read the ritual
texts.101 In Exodus 5:3 Moses and Aaron claim they need to travel three
days into the wilderness to offer such a sacrifice in order to avoid having
Yahweh smite them with plague or sword. The burnt offering is used not
to become like Yahweh but to appease him and keep him from destroying
them for their failings. It is a gift designed to placate Yahweh.102 David
makes a burnt offering to ward off a plague in 2 Samuel 24:21–25, and
Israel makes a burnt offering to Yahweh after their defeat by Benjamin in
Judges 20:26. Saul’s sacrifice to Yahweh at Mizpah is accepted (1 Sam
7:9) but not his burnt offering at Gilgal (1 Sam 13:12), after having
disobeyed Yahweh.103

And although the animal is identified with the person making the
offering (and with “Israel” in the larger sense), the animal is not identified
with Yahweh. On the contrary, the act of offering the animal appears
designed to emphasize the contrast separating human from divine, earthly
from heavenly existence. According to Leviticus Rabbah (22:8), the func-
tion of sacrifice can be explained by comparison to a king (Yahweh) who
has a son (Israel) addicted to eating carcasses and forbidden meat. The
Israelites, having been living in Egypt prior to their wandering in the
wilderness, would have had access to meat only from the slaughter of
animals offered to pagan deities.104 Maimonides (Abū ʿImrān Mūsā b.
Maymūn, 1135–1204) makes the argument that the Israelites were com-
manded to sacrifice the particular animals that are worshipped by pagans
as representations of their deities: sheep in Egypt, goats among the
Sabeans, and cows among the Indians.105 The purpose of offering these
animals was for the Israelites to eliminate precisely that which was the
representation of human sin.106

Nahmanides goes even further. Referring to Lev 3:16, Nahmanides
argues that the animals are the “food” of Yahweh, that the Israelites are
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commanded to feed Yahweh their domesticated animals. Yet it is not
because Yahweh requires food that the animals must be fed to him, but
because the animal is a substitute and representation of the sinful human
nature of the person making the offering.107

Since human deeds are a combination of thought, speech, and action, God
commanded that, when one brings a sacrifice to atone for sin, one lays hands on
the animal (action), confesses (speech), burns the kidneys (which are the organs of
thought and desire) along with the limbs (corresponding to the arms and legs of
the man, which do all his work), and dashes the blood (corresponding to his own
lifeblood) against the altar. When a man does all these things, he must realize that
he has sinned against his God with his body and with his soul, and that it would
have been fitting for his own blood to be spilled and his own body burnt were it
not for the acceptance of the Creator. For God has accepted this sacrifice as
atonement in exchange for the man – its blood for his, its life for his, its limbs
and organs for his.108

The specific animals commanded to be offered were not present in the
garden of Eden, were not part of natural creation but were artificially
produced, through domestication, by people needing to survive outside of
Eden. Yahweh is “fed” the physical evidence of human nature, the result
of the original sin that caused the first humans to fall from their heavenly
existence, to become human. The more recent prohibitions of Leviticus, of
eating certain animals and being required to eat others, recalls the earlier,
initial allowance of meat eating in Genesis 9:3–4, and the fact that all
meat had, and should have been forbidden to be eaten.109 Destroying the
manmade animal and returning its God-made blood to Yahweh is to
remind Israel that its human state is a result of disobeying its God.110

Just as the golden calf is “fed” to the Israelites who worshipped it at Sinai
as a punishment for their sin,111 or the blood thrown on the Israelites by
Moses (Ex 24:8),112 the other Levitical sacrifices require the priests and
the rest of Israel to “eat” the evidence of their sin.

That the elimination, through burning and consumption, of certain
animals was punitive is also indicated by the specific requirements incum-
bent upon the Israelites. Any sacrifice requiring fire must be kindled using
wood, which, presumably, would not be in abundant supply for a people
wandering in the desert. A nomadic people regularly offering large
numbers of domesticated animals, animals that would otherwise serve
as prime breeding stock and provide for other daily essentials, is not
economically practical.113 Yahweh’s instructions stipulate that even the
remains of the animal subsequent to the actual sacrifice (slaughter, burn-
ing, eating) must also be eliminated and may not enter back into use
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without invalidating the entire ritual.114 Abarbanel, in his comments on
Lev 1:17, refers to the “stink” that must have come from the remains of
the daily slaughter of even 100 animals requiring, at the least, the clearing
of the area and nightly disposal of the corpses.

According to Lévi-Strauss, the act of killing the animal breaks the link
equating the clan and the God, but Leviticus does not posit such an
equation.115 Rather, the animal and its elimination recall the primordial
break separating humans from God, the fall from Eden. Israel is com-
manded to be “holy” as Yahweh is holy (Lev 11:44–45, 19:2, 20:7, 26),
yet nowhere in the biblical text does Yahweh shed blood. Yahweh kills
people by drowning (Gen 6:7, Exod 14:28), fire (Gen 19:4–5, Lev 10:1–3,
Num 11:1–3, 16:35), salt (Gen 19:26), plague (Num 11:4–38, 16:49,
25:9), being swallowed by the earth (Num 16:27–32), hailstones (Josh
10:10–11), and various wild animals (Num 21:4–9, 1 Kgs 13:1–24,
20:35–36, 2 Kgs 2:23–24). Eating blood is strictly prohibited (Gen
9:3–4, Lev 3:17, 6:27, 17:10–14), and the spilt blood of animals, whether
slaughtered for one of the ritual sacrifices or hunted, must be deposited in
the ground at the base of the altar (Lev 17:3–4) at the feet of Yahweh.116

The stipulation that the Israelites regularly perform activities in direct
opposition to those of the God they are commanded to be like would not
seem to be performed with the intention of magically transforming the
Israelites from their fallen human state into a more Yahweh-like state.

Although it might help to account for so-called totemic thought, the
characterization of sacrifice as conflating the animal and clan with the god
is based on a limited range of examples and ethnographic detail. For
example, Lévi-Strauss appears to rely entirely on the description of sacri-
fice among the Nuer people as developed by the ethnography of E. E.
Evans-Pritchard.117 Subsequent scholarship has called into question the
whole notion of an expiatory sacrifice among the Nuer, and more specif-
ically the substitution of a cucumber for an egg for a chick for a hen for a
goat for an ox.118 Just as do Durkheim, Freud, and Robertson Smith,
Lévi-Strauss employs his own epistemological criteria and intellectual
program to privilege thought over action and totemism over sacrifice.119

This prioritizing of thought and concept over action is expressed in the
evaluation of ritual as futile. Ritual does not magically cancel time,
transport its participants to another place, or transform them into some-
thing they are not. Rather, ritual reminds its participants that the utopian
existence recalled in myth is a place and time to which they cannot return
by their own means.120 The !Kung Bushmen do not believe that their rain
dance will produce rain any more than Muslims believe they are no longer
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human and incapable of sleeping and urinating after performing purifica-
tion rituals.121

sacrifice and social differentiation

Such rituals are best not seen as devices for the magical transformation of
human nature but rather as reminders of the profane and impure status of
human existence. They are about the generation and display of social
difference, and thus social identity. The examples in Leviticus suggest that
sacrificial ritual is not designed to erase the natural difference separating
people from God or to equate the clan with its deity.122 Indeed, Leviticus
Rabbah 1:1–2 states that the purpose of all the commandments in
Leviticus is to distinguish the lower and upper worlds. As do the other
rituals in Leviticus, the sacrifices serve also to make spatial and social
distinctions between Israel and non-Israelites, and within and among
Israel itself.123 The location of the ritual is a spatial map with Yahweh
and the tent of meeting at its center into which only Moses and Aaron
may enter, followed by the altar at the entrance of the tent where the
priests officiate, followed by the larger Israelite camp itself bound by
certain ritual rules separating Israel from other nations. The timing of
each sacrifice is linked to particular times of the day and particular days of
the year, and when the meat must be eaten is also specified according to
each sacrifice. Depending on the sacrifice performed, none of the meat is
eaten, some of it is eaten only by the priests, or all Israel eats. Only
Yahweh receives the fat and the blood, and the priests receive the animal
hides.124 Rabbinic exegesis specifies the quartering and apportioning of
the animal into discrete pieces including the fat, head, innards, lungs,
liver, flanks, neck, windpipe, and kidneys.125

Other sacrifices in the ancient world clearly functioned to emphasize
temporal, spatial, and social distinctions between and among different
groups of people. In ancient Greek sacrifice, for example, the inequality of
the portions offered to the gods and distributed to the people present and
not present at the ritual delineates a series of social relations. Depending
on the instance of sacrifice, the deity might receive a tongue,126 horn,127

tail,128 thigh bones wrapped in fat, or the gall bladder.129 The officiating
priest might also receive the portions allotted to the deity. The animal
itself is led to the altar by a slave.130 Those offering the sacrifice constitute
the smallest social grouping and eat the viscera (liver, lungs, spleen,
kidneys, heart) roasted on skewers over an open fire.131 Those present
at the feast at which the sacrifice is being performed eat portions of the
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rest of the animal meat, boiled in a cauldron, apportioned by weight and
distributed by lot. The entrails are made into sausages and distributed to
the rest of society not present at the festival. The different parts of the
animals as well as the different textures of the prepared meat mark social
status.132 Noncitizens and non-Greeks, with some exceptions, even when
present at the festival, are not allowed to eat from the sacrificed
animal.133

In the ancient world sacrifice was the primary means by which meat
and other foods were distributed to society. The state – represented by the
king and warrior class who acquired the animals through raids and hunts,
secured and protected the territory on which domesticated animals were
raised and crops farmed, built the temple and subsidized the priests who
oversaw the sacrifice – controlled access to food production.134 Certain
types of animals were reserved for certain occasions and for certain social
classes, and specific parts of the animals were assigned to particular
people. Citizenship in the Greek state is what entitled people to meat
from sacrifices and dining rituals determined the distribution of which
pieces of meat to whom.135 Because of its association with sacrifice, meat
had a special status, and the fat of meat in particular, as surplus and as
wealth.136 Among the Dogon in central Mali certain types of animals
such as dogs and goats are eaten only by people belonging to specific
social classes or tribal groups.137 The Eveny of Kamchatka sacrifice
reindeer as a means to demarcate boundaries and property rights within
and between tribal groupings.138

Not unlike other “sacrifices” both in the ancient world and among
nonliterate peoples, the Australian Intichiuma functions to generate dif-
ference, and thus social identity. It displays social hierarchy and economic
disparity.139 The ritual eating of the totem is limited to the initiated men
of the clan, but also includes the granting of ornaments to men initiated
into other totems in the tribe. During the hunt for the kangaroo, the men
are not allowed to drink water because it is a totem for a related clan and
is responsible for rain and fertility, but the totem animals of other clans
can be eaten.140 Hunting for the totem animal is prohibited in certain
areas, and the activity delineates the overlapping territorial boundaries of
each clan. The totem animal itself is differentiated, with only certain parts,
such as those parts of the kangaroo that taste the best, allowed to be
eaten. And the ritual involves fasting and penance, including head-
butting, hitting stomachs with a stone, and spilling blood to signify each
individual clan member’s responsibility for the break between the clan
now and the Alcheringa time when the ritual was not needed.141
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It is perhaps unfortunate that the concept of “sacrifice” rather than
“totem meal” made its way from Robertson Smith through Durkheim
and Freud into the modern study of religion. In part, this might have
avoided the critique of identifying the sacrificial victim with the totem,
and helped to obstruct an insistence on “sacrifice” as a mechanism solely
for erasing difference between gods and people. For Durkheim, the
“communion meal” [communion alimentaire] is the centerpiece of the
sacrifice and of religion in its most elemental form.142 For Durkheim, the
Intichiuma is a “sacrifice” because it involves the eating of a “sacred
being” [être sacré] by those who adore it as such.143

A man of the Kangaroo clan believes himself and feels himself a kangaroo; it is by
this quality that he defines himself; it is this which marks his place in the society. In
order to keep it, he takes a little of the flesh of this same animal into his own body
from time to time.144

It is the participation of each individual in this meal of the totem (i.e.,
eating that which they all agree, at least for the sake of the meal, is a
“sacred being” emblematic of their identity as a group) that renews the
“artificial bond of kinship [pour créer entre ceux qui y assistent un lien de
parenté artificielle]” by which they are all united.145

It is important to note that, for Durkheim, this artificial kinship is not
“created” by the meal, but rather that the common act of eating and
conceding to the emblematic character of the shared food reminds the
individuals of their common bond. Indeed, it is the real difference between
the kangaroo and the clan – that the individual members of the clan are
not in fact the animal they are consuming, nor is the animal the actual
totem – that allows for the individual’s consent to the symbolic nature of
the clan’s collective identity as kangaroos. There is a necessary symbiotic
relationship between the sacred being that is consumed and the society
consuming it as being sacred.

Thus we are able to say that men make their gods, or, at least, make them live; but
at the same time, it is from them that they live themselves. So they are regularly
guilty of the circle which, according to Smith, is implied in the very idea of a
sacrificial tribute: they give to the sacred beings a little of what they receive from
them, and they receive from them all that they give.146

So the “sacrifice” is not just the eating (which is the sacred being’s gift of its
body for the sustenance of the people) but also the “gift” of acknowledging
the sacred character of the being that is shared (as food, and as being sacred)
by the people. Each individual must recognize the emblem as being emblem-
atic of how they want themselves, or agree to have themselves, represented.
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The real reason for the existence of the cults, even of those which are the most
materialistic in appearance, is not to be sought in the acts which they prescribe,
but in the internal and moral regeneration which these acts aid in bringing about.
The things which the worshipper really gives his gods are not the foods which he
places upon the altars, nor the blood which he lets flow from his veins: it is his
thought.147

Ritual is not about serving the gods, but rather concerns serving society
by getting individuals to consent to pay attention to the conventions by
which the collective intends to identify itself.

And giving the gods “his thought” does not mean the worshipper must
believe he really is a kangaroo, that the flesh and blood he consumes is the
actual living body of a sacred being. He must, for the ritual to be effective,
consent to the need to treat the particular kangaroo as though it were a
sacred being, and that he and his fellow initiates are themselves kangaroos,
meaning that the “kangaroo” is the agreed-upon emblem of the group. It is
by participating in the communal meal of the kangaroo as a ritual that the
worshipper consents to the idea that the animal represents the “sacred
being” the group says that it is. Being a “ritual” meal entails that the
participants “pay attention” or think about the symbolic significance of
eating together the animal that is said to represent them as a group.148

Sacrifice is more communication than communion, not just between
God and society, but among the individuals within the group, and
between the group and those outside of the group. The common concep-
tion formed by the “totem meal” is sharing the consent that the totem is
emblematic of the group but also that it is not emblematic of other
groups. For Lévi-Strauss, what separates totemism from sacrifice is the
former’s generation of difference on the basis of “us” not being “them,”
but agreeing to the sacred character of the animal being eaten requires
differentiating between those of us who participate in this sacrifice and
those others who do not. Eating creates difference: only Yahweh eats the
burnt offering, only the priests partake of the sin [

_
ha

_
t
_
taʾt] offering, and

only Israel eats the “whole” [shelāmı̄m] offering. Even in the camel
sacrifice described by St. Nilus, it is the king or priest who gets first dibs,
and the apportioning of the hide and hair, innards and entrails, bone and
marrow at least suggests social differentiation among the participants.
The very bifurcation of the world into sacred and profane, the kind of
binary differentiation that, for Lévi-Strauss, generates the kind of differ-
ence necessary for thought, arises from the experience of both unity and
discontinuity with the totem produced by participation in the sacrifice –

a kind of: “We are the kangaroo totem because you are not” statement.
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If ritual is a way of paying attention to what is sacred, then it is always
a matter of negotiating among competing claims for attention. By focus-
ing attention on the animal as an agreed-upon representation of a sacred
being, sacrifice allows the group to assert its collective identity among
contending claimants. Perhaps it is the visceral experience of violence that
focuses attention, the palpable sensation of eating together that creates a
common social bond, or the tangible restrictions on sex that reify social
identity. The elements of the meal, taken as a whole, cannot be separated
out and isolated from the context of what makes it a ritual. In this sense,
like word choice in discourse, making something sacred must always be in
the context of other choices. It is about the group representing itself as it
wants others to perceive it.

outline

The following chapters provide a “thick description” of the elaborate
camel sacrifice performed by the prophet Muhammad at the conclusion
of his farewell pilgrimage just before his death. This study is intended
both to help explain the particulars of an event that is reported to have
occurred some 1,400 years ago, and to encourage the construction of a
more nuanced and expansive conception of “sacrifice” in the history
of religion.

Chapter 1 begins by asking how the early Islamic Arabic sources
describe the prophet Muhammad’s practice of sacrifices throughout his
life, and how these might be connected to his final sacrifice. Why did the
prophet Muhammad perform a camel sacrifice at the conclusion of the
one time he performed the Ḥajj? Later Muslim jurisprudence constructs
an ordered set of instructions from what appears to be an otherwise
haphazard collection of sacrificial practices from the life of the prophet
Muhammad. Muslim jurists prescribe animal sacrifice during the
pilgrimage for various violations of the sanctuary and a pilgrim’s sacra-
lized state, including for conjoining the ʿUmrah and the H ̣ajj. Given that
his performance of the H ̣ajj was intended to illustrate correct practice for
future Muslims, it is unlikely that the prophet Muhammad made any
ritual mistakes, and it is not certain that he conjoined the two pilgrimages.
In pre-Islamic times the pagan “ʿumrah” coincided with first-fruit sacri-
fices in the spring, and the pagan “

_
hajj” took place at the annual Dhū al-

Majāz fair during the first ten days of Dhū al-H ̣ijjah, involving tribal
competitions, ritualized hunts, and the sacrifice of animals to mountain-
top storm-gods. Muslim sources portray the prophet Muhammad’s
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farewell H ̣ajj, his sacrifice included, as incorporating elements from both
of these pre-Islamic festivals.

Chapter 2 looks at archaeological evidence from the Arabian peninsula
for the sacrifice and burial of camels and horses alongside the tombs of
what appear to be warriors, interred with weapons and armor. Similar
practices are known from the ancient Near East and Greece where the
burial of horses, donkeys, and other riding equids at the graves of war-
riors and kings seems to commemorate the role of these individuals and
the military technology they used to secure territory and social prosperity.
This link between human burial and the sacrifice of riding animals may be
related to the pre- and early Islamic tradition of killing camels at the
funerals of prominent people, illustrated by the instructions given by
ʿAmr b. al-ʿĀ

_
s at his death. Other well-known Indo-European sacrificial

rituals, such as the Ashvamedha in India and Equus October in Rome,
exemplify the link between the sacrifice of horses and remembering the
origins of the society that performs the practice. To sacrifice camels in late
antique Arabia may have been a way to symbolize the significance of the
animals as a sign of position, rank, and power but also as an epitome of
what allowed for the military and economic dominance of the Arabs in
the deserts of the ancient world.

Chapter 3 shows how Muslim exegetes and jurists appropriate to their
definition of the prescribed H ̣ajj sacrifice what they report as pre-Islamic
pagan hunting activities. Specific rituals, exemplified by the practice of the
prophet Muhammad, for acquiring, transporting, killing, and apportion-
ing the sacrificial victim continue customs linked with pre-Islamic fertility
rites. Certain hunting rituals, including the offering of wild animals to
goddesses to ensure the fertility of springtime lambing and calving, are
attested in epigraphic and archaeological evidence from pre-Islamic
Arabia. An examination of rock art sites, ancient hunting grounds includ-
ing kites and other natural traps, and the practices of modern pastoralists
are consistent with what Arabic Islamic sources describe as hunting
rituals performed in and around Mecca and other desert and mountain
sanctuaries. The H ̣ajj rituals performed by Muslims outside of Mecca,
from ʿArafāt to al-Muzdalifah and Minā, closely parallel the ritualized
hunt-like competitions reported to have been a part of the pre-Islamic

_
hajj

at the Dhū al-Majāz fair. Muslim jurists themselves confirm the continuity
of these sacrificial practices, stipulating a series of small differences
between the pagan and Islamic versions of the rituals.

Chapter 4 asks whyMuslim scholars identified the biblical Abraham as
the one who established the Islamic practice of animal sacrifice as part of
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the Ḥajj rituals. Abraham builds the Kaʿbah in Mecca as the earliest
temple to God, the first temple that survives the destruction of the later
post-Moses Solomonic temple in Jerusalem. Muslim scholars portray
Abraham as the original Muslim, sacrificing wild animals, living a pas-
toral life in the desert, and calling on all future Muslims to make
pilgrimage to the desert sanctuary at Mecca. By attributing to Abraham
the origins of certain pre-Islamic “pagan” practices, such as fertility rites
associated with ritual hunting to offer captured prey at the mountain
sanctuaries of storm-gods, Muslims imagined a peculiarly “Arab”
Abraham. This Abraham, and especially his role in founding the ritual
of sacrifice, puts Muslims in direct dialogue with and contradistinction to
Jews, Christians, and others who identified themselves with a
biblical heritage.

Chapter 5 explains how the accounts of the prophet Muhammad’s
distribution of the camel meat, skins, and coverings along with his hair
and nails can be understood as a cosmogonic myth in which a primordial
being is dismembered at the origins of society. Muslim jurists explain that
offering animals redeems the body of the pilgrim for a violation against
the sanctity of the H ̣ajj, and that the original purpose was to fulfill the
ritual requirement of offering a substitute animal and pieces of the pil-
grims’ own bodies as atonement. Numerous pre-Islamic traditions, many
cited by Muslim scholars and evident from the Bible and its exegesis,
demonstrate the link between the partitioned body of the animal and the
individual or group for whom it is offered. Hair and other removed or
“dead” body parts are often used in place of and to symbolize the
otherwise intact body of the person or society. The prophet
Muhammad’s own “dead” body, including artificial relics which came
into contact with his living body, play a significant role in the establish-
ment of Islam by his earliest followers.

Chapter 6 suggests a link between the prophet Muhammad’s camel
sacrifice and the Muslim conception of martyrs using their corpses and
detached body parts to demarcate territory. Muslim martyrs sought to
integrate their bodies into the territorial boundaries of protected spaces,
including the borders of Islam spreading outward from Mecca. The
prophet Muhammad distributed pieces of his body, and the proceeds of
the sacrificed camels, to his followers, who were then responsible to
expand and nurture the Muslim community. At many locations through-
out the Arabian peninsula and the ancient world more broadly human
and animal burials were associated with places of sacrifice and sanctuar-
ies. Mecca, not unlike Jerusalem and Medina but also Kūfah and other
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early centers of Muslim worship, was considered to be the burial place of
prophets and other prominent leaders. The prophet Muhammad’s camel
sacrifice served as the original model, both symbolic and real, for the Dār
al-Islām.

A synthesis of the broad but interrelated concepts developed in these
chapters is meant to converge on the idea that sacrifice stands at the
origins of religion. Both Muslim scholarship and nineteenth- and early-
twentieth-century Christian European scholars of religion believed that the
ritual meal of a dismembered animal could be used to represent the true
significance and purpose of religion. The modern study of religion used as
its model the camel “sacrifice” described by St. Nilus. Muslim scholarship
utilized the example of the prophet Muhammad. It might not be simply
coincidental that these two sacrifices had so much in common – not only
that in each Arabs slaughtered and ate camels captured in combat, that the
camels substituted for a person, and that the act both signified and
produced a communal solidarity among its participants, a social bond that
could be maintained and replicated by the ritual performance of the
original act. It also might not be merely serendipitous that both so closely
resembled the Eucharist and that Christ’s distribution of his body and
blood for his disciples to form the Church as the “body of Christ” looks
a lot like other ancient Near Eastern and Indo-European myths of creation
in which the body of a primal being is dismembered to form the world.

To examine the claim that a camel sacrifice stands at the origins of
religion is both a reference to the act as the beginning of religion, but also
a recognition of the formative influence of this example in certain scholars
of religion. The two cannot be disentangled, and may, in fact, turn out to
be the same thing.
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_
hı̄
_
h (Damascus, 1981), 4:33; Muslim
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19 Abū Dāʾūd, Sunan, 11:227.
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1

Animal Sacrifices in the Life of the Prophet Muhammad

Already in the fifth century BCE it is evident that, among the communities
living in the littoral around the eastern Mediterranean, people were
becoming uneasy with the idea of animal sacrifice.1 By the end of the first
century CE, many religious groups, including Christians, Jews, and some
pagans, had abandoned altogether the practice of animal sacrifice.2 The
concept of “sacrifice” remained, and perhaps became more central to the
development of Christian myth and ritual in direct proportion to the
discontinuation of actual animal sacrifice accompanied by violence,
blood, and burning. Although the New Testament provides instances of
Christian sacrifice at the temple in Jerusalem,3 Christianity quite literally
terminated the ritual killing of animals, replacing it with a single, unique,
and timeless sacrifice, the effects of which can be claimed through the
ritual meal of the Eucharist. Groups within Judaism had already begun to
reject the “second” temple and its sacrificial cult, in some cases replacing
the temple and animal sacrifice with asceticism, textual production, and
messianic expectations of an eschatological temple.4

As older, smaller, and more homogenous agrarian-based societies gave
way to more urbanized and cosmopolitan settings, definitions of religious
practices tended to become less tied to rural economies.5 Especially
among the literate urban elites, the idea of feeding or appeasing the gods
with offerings of animals must have seemed increasingly alien to the
economy and social fabric of the world in which they were living.
Whether it can be shown that a transition from hunting to sacrifice
accompanies a shift from nomadic to agrarian social structures, or that
the disappearance of animal sacrifice is linked with further social and
technological advancements, the discontinuation of certain practices
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coincided with specific social and cultural changes. Along with the more
obviously heinous practice of child sacrifice, animal sacrifice was “sub-
limated” to a variety of other practices including circumcision, the
Eucharist, and textual exegesis. Attempts to explain why Christianity
and Judaism abandoned animal sacrifice are not uncommon,6 yet little
attention has been paid to the continuation or perhaps return to animal
sacrifice in Islam.

The Muslim insistence on the continued practice of animal sacrifice,
not only accompanying a visit to the Kaʿbah but also in conjunction with
the two annual holidays unbound by geography, may even seem like a
conscious reaction to the Christian rejection. Yet the eventual relaxation
of the requirement of animal sacrifice, and the elimination of many of the
specific rites that made Islamic sacrifice distinct, may also reflect changing
attitudes toward the practice.7 The centers of Muslim scholarship, com-
piling and interpreting foundational Quran and

_
hadı̄th texts and trad-

itions – places like Damascus, Baghdad, and Cairo, and later Bukhārah,
Granada, and Qayrawān – were no longer close to and familiar with the
Arabia of the fifth, sixth, and seventh centuries CE. Nor was a medieval
pilgrimage to Mecca likely to conjure historically informed images of the
ritual’s origins.

This chapter serves to raise a number of questions related to what the
early Islamic Arabic sources say about the animal sacrifices performed by
the prophet Muhammad and how these were related to his single unique
performance of the H ̣ajj at the end of his life. Later Muslim jurisprudence
stipulates that pilgrims must perform an animal sacrifice if they conjoin a
performance of an ʿUmrah with a H ̣ajj, but Muslim sources are unclear
that the prophet Muhammad’s camel sacrifice was designated to fulfill
that requirement, or even that he conjoined the two rituals. The prophet
Muhammad is reported to have made numerous sacrifices during his
adult life, provided animals for others to sacrifice, and given instructions
for others to perform sacrifices. Yet, with the possible exception of the
episode at al-H ̣udaybı̄yah, Muslim sources do not explain how the camel
sacrifice was related to the H ̣ajj. Muslim sources do depict competition, in
pre-Islamic times, between the pagan “

_
hajj” coinciding with the annual

Dhū al-Majāz fair during the first ten days of Dhū al-H ̣ijjah, and the
pagan “ʿumrah” centered on the Kaʿbah in Mecca during the springtime
month of Rajab. Drawing on these Muslim sources, it is evident that the
prophet Muhammad’s H ̣ajj, his sacrifice included, incorporated pagan
elements from both of these pre-Islamic rituals. Muslim jurisprudence and
other scholarship codify the untidy character of the extant

_
hadı̄th reports,
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and seem to imagine and even romanticize the role of the prophet
Muhammad in replacing paganism with Islam.

what animal sacrifices did the prophet muhammad
perform?

Although its origins are roughly half a millennium later than Christianity,
Islam emerges from and is rooted in a social and economic context
experiencing a transition from semi-nomadic to semi-agrarian and more
settled urban modes of life. Not unlike how early Christianity merged
different biblical practices to define what would become the concept of
sacrifice used by the Church, Muslim scholarship attempts to systematize
a variety of pre-Islamic sacrifices associated with the practice of the
prophet Muhammad. The eventual “classical” result is a single instance
of sacrifice, performed in different ways and for various reasons, that
takes place at Minā outside of Mecca at the conclusion of the H ̣ajj
pilgrimage.

Muslim scholars explain that the prophet Muhammad’s farewell pil-
grimage was the only time he performed what would later become the full
H ̣ajj, and as such his example served to inform how Muslim jurists define
the practices required of later pilgrims. In his recension of the biography
of the prophet Muhammad, ʿAbd al-Malik Ibn Hishām (d. 833) preserves
an account given by ʿAbdallāh b. Abı̄ Najı̄

_
h regarding the rituals at al-

Muzdalifah.

ʿAbdallāh b. Abı̄ Najı̄h told me that when the Apostle of God stood at ʿArafah he
said: “This is the place of standing, to the mountain around which it sits, all of
ʿArafah is a place of standing.” When he stood at Quza

_
h on the morning of al-

Muzdalifah, he said: “This place of standing and all of al-Muzdalifah is a place of
standing.” Then when he sacrificed at the place of sacrifice at Minā he said: “This is
the place of sacrifice and all Minā is a place of sacrifice.” The Apostle of God
completed the Ḥajj and showed them their rituals, he taught them what God made
obligatory for them from their Ḥajj: the place of standing, the throwing of the stones,
the circumambulation of the temple, what he had allowed for them from their Ḥajj
and what he had forbidden for them. It was the pilgrimage of completion and the
farewell pilgrimage because the Apostle of God did not perform the Ḥajj after that.8

Although he did the Ḥajj only once, the prophet Muhammad is reported
to have performed what would later be known as the ʿUmrah a number of
times. According to some

_
hadı̄th reports, the farewell pilgrimage was

actually supposed to be a conjoined version of what would be understood
as an ʿUmrah and a Ḥajj.9

Animal Sacrifices in the Life of the Prophet Muhammad 41



According to different
_
hadı̄th reports, the prophet Muhammad per-

formed an “ʿUmrah” a limited number of times after receiving his first
revelations. Reports attributed to Anas b. Mālik and Qatādah claim that
the prophet Muhammad performed an ʿUmrah four different times,10 and
other reports attributed to Mālik b. Anas (d. 795) in the Muwa

_
t
_
tāʾ assert

that the ʿUmrah was performed three times.11 In another report preserved
by Abū Dāʾūd, ʿĀʾishah claims that the prophet Muhammad did the
ʿUmrah only twice, once in Dhū al-Qaʿdah and once in Shawwāl.12 Abū
Dāʾūd claims that all of them were performed in Dhū al-Qaʿdah except
for the one he did conjoined to his farewell H ̣ajj.13 A report preserved in
al-Bukhārı̄ and by Mālik b. Anas states that the prophet Muhammad
performed an ʿUmrah from al-Jiʿrānah, following the battle of H ̣unayn.14

Using these examples of the prophet Muhammad, later Muslim jurispru-
dence defines the ʿUmrah as being a series of rituals focused only on the
Kaʿbah and its immediate precincts in Mecca.

Although later jurisprudence does not require a sacrifice at the conclu-
sion of each ʿUmrah, it seems that the prophet Muhammad considered a
sacrifice to be an essential part of the ritual. A number of

_
hadı̄th reports

state that when the prophet Muhammad performed his farewell pilgrim-
age he did the rituals for an ʿUmrah and a Ḥajj conjoined [qiran]. In a
report attributed to ʿImrān b. H ̣usayn, the prophet Muhammad per-
formed the ʿUmrah and H ̣ajj conjoined and “then died before he could
forbid it, and before Quranic verses were revealed [yanzilu al-Qurʾān]
with its prohibition.”15 A

_
hmad b. ʿAlı̄ Ibn H ̣ajar (1372–1449) relates that

ʿĀʾishah is reported to have claimed that the prophet Muhammad said
only one set of circumambulations and running between al-Sạfā and al-
Marwah is necessary when conjoining an ʿUmrah and the Ḥajj rituals.16

A number of other
_
hadı̄th reports state that the prophet Muhammad

conjoined the ʿUmrah and Ḥajj rituals,17 and some mention that he
brought an animal to sacrifice because he was conjoining the two rites.18

H ̣adı̄th reports also describe the prophet Muhammad as having sup-
plied sacrificial animals or performed sacrifices on behalf of others. For
example, he is said to have sacrificed cows for one or more of his wives. In
some cases, the cow is sacrificed for all of his family,19 himself and his
family,20 his wives,21 or just for ʿĀʾishah.22 In one report ʿĀʾishah
explains that people accompanying the prophet Muhammad on his fare-
well Ḥajj who did not have an animal to sacrifice were required to stop
after completing only the Meccan portion of the rituals, and that meat
was sent to her from a cow sacrificed on her behalf by the prophet
Muhammad.23 It is reported that each camel or cow sacrificed sufficed
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for seven people.24 Some versions provide more detail, describing how the
cow was sacrificed specifically for ʿĀʾishah because when she reached
Sarif she realized she was menstruating but still wanted to complete the
H ̣ajj. The prophet Muhammad therefore told her not to circumambulate
the Kaʿbah and sacrificed a cow for her.25 This would seem to conform
with another report in which a group of people set out to complete the
H ̣ajj with the prophet Muhammad, but they did not have any sacrificial
animals with them. After cutting short their H ̣ajj, and making it an
ʿUmrah by stopping before going out of Mecca toward al-Muzdalifah
and ʿArafāt, the people reentered a sacred pilgrim state [i

_
hram] and

performed the rest of the H ̣ajj rituals; they were required by the prophet
Muhammad to perform a sacrifice for having done an ʿUmrah and H ̣ajj in
succession [tamattuʿ].26

That the prophet Muhammad would require a sacrifice for pilgrims
who left and then reentered their sacralized [i

_
hram] state between the rites

at Mecca and those at al-Muzdalifah and ʿArafāt accords with later
Muslim jurisprudence. A

_
hadı̄th report given on the authority of Jābir

b. ʿAbdallāh states that a group of people did a successive [tamattuʿ]
performance of the ʿUmrah and H ̣ajj with the prophet Muhammad and
thus performed the sacrifice of a cow.27 What these reports and later legal
interpretation do not explain is the reason for the prophet Muhammad to
make a sacrifice on each of his visits to the Kaʿbah,28 thus seeming to set a
precedent requiring a sacrifice along with the other rites of what would be
understood as an ʿUmrah.29 Certainly, the prophet Muhammad would
not be doing the sacrifice to compensate for a ritual mistake. There are no
records of the prophet Muhammad engaging in the premature cutting of
his hair and nails, sex, or hunting and eating wild game while sacralized,
or illegally hunting the wild animals in the sanctuary while not
sacralized.30

Muslim jurisprudence requires a sacrifice to be offered in only two
circumstances. First, a blood sacrifice is required if pilgrims violate their
sacred state [i

_
hrām] by committing one of a number of “crimes” or ritual

violations, including sex and killing or eating wild animals from the
Meccan sanctuary. A sacrifice is required for a non-pilgrim who kills or
eats the meat of prey inside the boundaries of the Meccan sanctuary, and
thus violates the sanctuary itself. Some jurists, such as Abū H ̣anı̄fah, on
the basis of Q 5:95, make sacrifice incumbent on a person who points to
prey that is then killed and eaten. H ̣anafı̄ jurists also stipulate, using the
legal principle of “convenience” [i

_
htisān], that only one animal is to be

sacrificed even if the pointing, killing, and eating by a single person should
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constitute three separate violations. Other jurists differ on whether there
are specific domesticated animals that are to be assigned as the equivalent
for certain wild animals or whether a domesticated animal equivalent in
value to the prey is sufficient. Inscriptions and other evidence provide
ample evidence for restrictions on and the penalties for trespassing on
sanctuaries in various locations throughout the Arabian peninsula in pre-
Islamic times. This might also be reflected in the Islamic legal ruling
requiring that animals to be sacrificed in Mecca must be brought in from
outside of the sanctuary.

Second, while Muslim jurists do not require a sacrifice for the perform-
ance of the H ̣ajj itself [ifrād], they do require a sacrifice if someone
performs the ʿUmrah conjoined to the H ̣ajj [qiran] or performs them
consecutively [tamattuʿ], leaving the sacred state of being a pilgrim
[i
_
hrām] between the two sets of rituals. According to Abū al-Walı̄d

Mu
_
hammad b. A

_
hmad Ibn Rushd (d. 1198), Muslim jurists agree that a

sacrifice is required for the consecutive [tamattuʿ] performance of the
ʿUmrah and Ḥajj and some jurists maintain that a sacrifice is required
for the conjoined [qiran] performance of the ʿUmrah and H ̣ajj.31 Ya

_
hyā

b. Abı̄ al-Khayr al-ʿImrānı̄ (d. 1163) states that a person performing
the consecutive [tamattuʿ] ʿUmrah and H ̣ajj is not required to make a
sacrifice at the time of the pilgrimage but can delay the sacrifice until
his death.32

Some jurists maintain that the obligation of a sacrifice here is due to
the pilgrim not assuming the sacred state of being a pilgrim [i

_
hrām] for

the H ̣ajj when entering the sanctuary, consistent with its obligation for
violating the sanctuary by killing the wild animals within its boundaries.
In this case, a sacrifice is not required if the pilgrim assumes the sacred
state, performs the ʿUmrah, exits the sanctuary and the sacred state, then
takes on the sacred state anew and enters the sanctuary to perform the
H ̣ajj rituals. According to some jurists, only the meat of the sacrifices
offered for the concurrent [tamattuʿ] and conjoined [qirān] pilgrimages
may be eaten by the pilgrim making the offering. On the basis of Q 5:95,
some jurists restrict the location of the sacrifice and the distribution
of its meat to the Meccan sanctuary, the domesticated animal being
slaughtered and eaten in the same area as where it is illegal to kill and
eat the wild animal.33 The H ̣anbalı̄ scholar Abū Mu

_
hammad ʿAbdallāh

b. A
_
hmad Ibn Qudāmah (d. 1223) states that if a person vows to make

a sacrifice, and does not specify the location, then that person is
required to deliver it to the poor people of the Meccan sanctuary based
on Q 22:33.34
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Muslim jurists emphasize that these precedents indicate that dissol-
ution of the sacred state is affected by the sacrifice of certain types of
domesticated animals. A sacrifice is also required for pilgrims who cut
their hair or pare their nails prematurely, thus engaging in an act that is
supposed to be performed subsequent to leaving the sacred state of being
a pilgrim. In addition, an animal sacrifice is required for sex. Some jurists
maintain that while in the sacred state of being a pilgrim, married couples
are technically not married and therefore sexual relations are not allowed.
Other scholars hold that requiring a sacrifice for sex is because sex, like
cutting hair and paring nails, is an activity that only takes place after the
pilgrimage rituals have been completed. In each of these cases, lying
behind the jurists’ legal opinions are the precedents of the prophet
Muhammad having concluded each of his pilgrimages, including his
“farewell” H ̣ajj, with an animal sacrifice.

Although according to later Muslim jurisprudence the performance of
an animal sacrifice appears to be obligatory only to expiate for certain
ritual mistakes, a number of the regulations prescribed by the jurists
indicate that the pre-Islamic practice of the sacrifice was the central reason
for the visit to the Kaʿbah. Ibn Qudāmah cites the centrality of the sacrifice
as the cause for A

_
hmad b. Ḥanbal’s requirement of distributing the meat

inside the sanctuary, even if the sacrifice itself took place elsewhere.35 In
the tenth-century redaction of the Akhbār Makkah, Mu

_
hammad b. ʿUmar

al-Wāqidı̄ (d. 822) is cited as reporting that in pre-Islamic times the people
used to perform sacrifices and shave their heads at the site of the idols of
Isāf and Nāʾilah.36 It is also reported that people used to shave their heads
at the site of the cult object representing Manāt after performing sacrifices
at Minā.37 Ibn Qudāmah, based on the practice of the prophet
Muhammad, states that sacrifices are to be performed at the same location
as the ritual shaving of the head.38 According to Ibn Hishām, the grand-
father of the prophet Muhammad made a sacrifice at the idols of Isāf and
Nāʾilah, where the Meccans performed their sacrifices.39 A

_
hmad Ibn Saʿd

(784–845) reports that sacrifices were offered to the “Rabb” of the
sanctuary at Mecca, a title that is found in Q 106:3 [rabb hādha al-
bayt] and attributed to other deities such as al-Lāt at al-Tạ̄ʾif.40 The
Akhbār Makkah preserves a report that seven idols [a

_
snām] were set up

by ʿAmr b. La
_
hı̄, in Minā, the location where the prophet Muhammad

later made his camel sacrifice at the conclusion of his Hạjj.41

Exegesis of Q 22:26–38 connects the institution of animal sacrifice to
Abraham’s establishment of the pilgrimage, revealed in year 2 AH at the
time of battle of Badr after the revelation of Q 2:136–147 and the change
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of the direction of prayer from Jerusalem to Mecca.42 Ismāʿı̄l b. ʿUmar
Ibn Kathı̄r (d. 1373) cites a number of

_
hadı̄th reports associating details of

Q 22:26–38 with the sacrifice at Minā, but Mu
_
hammad b. Jarı̄r al-Tạbarı̄

(d. 923) relates three accounts specifically linking the verses to the build-
ing of the Kaʿbah in Mecca.43 Verse 33 clearly states that the sacrifice is to
take place at the Kaʿbah [al-bayt al-ʿatı̄q], not at Minā. There are

_
hadı̄th

reports mentioning that the prophet Muhammad performed what later
scholarship considers an “a

_
d
_
hā” sacrifice [u

_
d
_
hı̄yah] before he ever did the

full H ̣ajj,44 and a number relating that the prophet Muhammad per-
formed a sacrifice of two horned black-and-white rams.45 Most of these
reports do not provide any context as to when or where the ram sacrifice
took place, and it is unclear how later scholarship could understand these
as being “a

_
d
_
hā” sacrifices before the Islamic H ̣ajj had been established.

According to al-Wāqidı̄, for ten years the prophet Muhammad performed
“a

_
d
_
hā” sacrifices every year in Medina after his Hijrah, until he was able

to perform the full Ḥajj at the end of his life.46

Some
_
hadı̄th reports mention that ʿĀʾishah was present when the

prophet Muhammad sacrificed the two rams.47 In others, the prophet
Muhammad comes down from his minbar (presumably in Medina) and
performs the sacrifice,48 and in a report preserved by Abū Dāʾūd the
sacrifice takes place specifically in Medina.49 Others state that the sacrifice
happened at a “place of sacrifice” [man

_
har] or a place of prayer

[mu
_
sallā].50 Some

_
hadı̄th reports put the sacrifice of the two horned

black-and-white rams in the context of the prophet Muhammad’s per-
formance of his farewell H ̣ajj,51 and a long report given on the authority
of ʿAbd al-Ra

_
hmān b. Abı̄ Bakrah claims that the sacrifice of the two

multicolored horned rams took place in Mecca on the 10th of Dhū al-
H ̣ijjah,52 but these traditions do not explain why the prophet Muhammad
would be performing an “a

_
d
_
hā” sacrifice in Mecca rather than Minā or

how he would have made the sacrifice before he had performed his
farewell H ̣ajj, establishing the practice. One report, related on the author-
ity of Abū Bakrah, claims that the prophet Muhammad shared the two
sacrificed black-and-white rams among his followers at the end of his
farewell pilgrimage.53 It would seem that, before the establishment of the
Islamic H ̣ajj rites, a sacrifice on the 10th of Dhū al-H ̣ijjah would coincide
with the pagan festivities of the three pre-Islamic fairs culminating at
ʿArafāt.54

That sacrifices were performed in Mecca rather than at Minā is evident
even after the death of the prophet Muhammad. According to a report
preserved by Mālik b. Anas, ʿAbdallāh b. ʿUmar claimed to have
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completed both the ʿUmrah and H ̣ajj by doing only a single set of
circumambulations around the Kaʿbah and sacrificing an animal.55

Although this special shortened version is said to have been due to the
effects of the ongoing conflict between al-H ̣ajjāj b. Yūsuf and Zubayr
b. al-ʿAwwām, Ibn ʿUmar’s actions indicate not only that it was these two
elements that were considered essential to the pilgrimage, but also that the
sacrifice was performed near the Kaʿbah rather than at Minā, al-
Muzdalifah, and ʿArafāt.56 Another report, given on the authority of
ʿIkrimah, establishes that the penalty for a married couple having sex
during the H ̣ajj is sacrificing an animal in Mecca after performing an
ʿUmrah.57 In the report preserved by Mālik b. Anas, Ibn ʿUmar explicitly
states that his practice is intended to override the prophet Muhammad’s
precedent of making a sacrifice not at Minā or at the Kaʿbah but on the
outskirts of Mecca when he was kept from an actual visit to the Kaʿbah to
make the sacrifice.

According to Ibn Hishām, the prophet Muhammad intended to cir-
cumambulate the Kaʿbah because of a dream but he and his followers
were stopped at al-H ̣udaybı̄yah by the Meccans.58 Muslim scholars link
this incident to the revelation of Q 2:196 and 48:25, suggesting that the
sacrifice itself was more important than the actual visitation of the
Kaʿbah.59 “They are the ones who disbelieve and kept you from the
masjid al-

_
harām, and the sacrificial animals were detained from reaching

the place of sacrifice” (Q 48:25). Jalāl al-Dı̄n ʿAbd al-Ra
_
hmān b. Abı̄ Bakr

al-Suyū
_
tı̄ (d. 1505) notes that this verse refers to a time when the Prophet

and a large group of his followers came to Dhū al-H ̣ulayfah on the
outskirts of Medina, where they marked [qalada, shaʿara] a sacrificial
animal [hadı̄] and sanctified it for the ʿUmrah [a

_
hrama bi-ʿumrah].60

Although these are the standard terms found in later legal descriptions
of the pilgrimage sacrifice, the marking of the camel with a sandal around
its neck [qalada] and the marking of its body by piercing its hump
[shaʿara] were the terms used for preparing the sacrifice, specifically a
camel, to be sent to the Kaʿbah in pre-Islamic times. That the animals
were sanctified for a visit to Mecca while still on the outskirts of Medina
suggests that performing a sacrifice was the primary purpose of visiting
the Kaʿbah at that time. According to Ibn Hishām, the prophet
Muhammad brought with him seventy camels, one for every ten of his
followers.61 That the prophet Muhammad and his followers shaved their
heads following this sacrifice, at al-H ̣udaybı̄yah, although they did not
enter the precincts of Mecca and circumambulate the Kaʿbah, indicates
that it was the sacrifice that was considered essential to completing the
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ritual. Abū Bakr Mu
_
hammad b. ʿAbdallāh Ibn al-ʿArabı̄ (d. 1149)

explains that the Prophet’s sacrifice of camels at al-H ̣udaybı̄yah, rather
than in the sanctuary at Mecca, was an exception made by the revelation
of Q 48:25.62 The Meccans are reported not to have allowed the animals
to be brought to the Kaʿbah, although Q 2:158 evinces that such a
practice seems to have been established.63

Reports of pilgrimages to specific sites in and around Mecca in pre-
Islamic times for the purpose of making a sacrifice are consistent with
what is known from other sanctuaries in the H ̣ijāz and used by Arabs in
the wider area of the peninsula and Fertile Crescent. Numerous Safaitic
inscriptions from the basalt desert in southern Syria refer to sacrifices
[
_
db

_
h] to various deities, including Baʿal-Shamin, Lāt, Ilāt, and Ru

_
dā,

some of them offered on behalf of relatives or tribes.64 One Safaitic inscrip-
tion specifies that the sacrifice consisted of “two camels for Ilāt and Ru

_
da”

[hgmln qyn lʾlt w r
_
dw].65 The Greek historian Herodotus (3.8–9) describes

an oath between Arabs involving the smearing of blood on seven stones
while invoking the names of deities, and the Shifāʿ al-ghirām of Taqı̄ al-Dı̄n
A
_
hmad b. ʿAlı̄ al-Makkı̄ (d. 1429) states that the sanctuary in Mecca was

marked off by a series of standing stones [an
_
sāb] erected on all sides except

for the direction of Ḥaddah, Juddah, and al-Jiʿrānah.66 Places of sacrifice
were often stationed at the outskirts of the sanctuary proper, as attested at
Hatra and Palmyra.67 In the Negev and Sinai, standing stones arranged in
lines and clusters were commonly used to demarcate special areas near
settlements of the fourth and third millennia BCE, and earlier examples
can be found at Çatal Hüyük in Anatolia.68 Abū ʿAbdallāh Yāqūt al-
Ḥamawı̄ (d. 1229) mentions the erection of markers [akhlı̄yah] to show
the boundaries of an unnamed sanctuary [

_
himā] in the Arabian peninsula.69

A long South Arabic inscription at Itwat describes a series of rules to be
followed by those visiting the sanctuary to take part in the sacrifice of first
fruits and animals.70

Sites within Mecca that are later included as part of the Muslim rites
for the ʿUmrah and the H ̣ajj are reported to have been used by pagans in
pre-Islamic times for sacrifices. Ibn al-Kalbı̄ reports that the idols Isāf and
Naʾilah were the location of sacrifices in pre-Islamic times, although some
reports place the idols at the bottom of al-Sạfā and al-Marwah or else-
where in Mecca rather than adjacent to the Kaʿbah.71 In his exegesis of
Q 2:158, al-Suyū

_
tı̄ preserves a report given on the authority of the Kufan

ʿĀmir b. Sharā
_
hı̄l b. ʿAbd al-Shaʿbı̄ that associates al-Sạfā and al-Marwah

with pre-Islamic pagan practices. “The idol at al-Sạfā was called Isāf and
the idol at al-Marwah was called Nāʾilah. In pre-Islamic times the people
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used to circumambulate the temple [al-bayt] and run between the two
locations, rubbing the two idols.”72

In another report, given on the authority of Qatādah, it is stated that in
pre-Islamic times the people of the Tihāmah used to run circuits between
al-Sạfā and al-Marwah, and Mujāhid reports that the running between
the two rocks at al-Sạfā and al-Marwah was practiced by people in the
pre-Islamic period.73 The early legal debates over what constitutes a
performance of an “ʿUmrah” and a “Ḥajj” – the running between al-
Sạfā and al-Marwah, circumambulation of the Kaʿbah, where and when,
if required, a sacrifice is to be performed – may be evidence of the process
by which the various pre-Islamic elements were subsumed into the obliga-
tory Islamic pilgrimage.74 Suyū

_
tı̄ records that, after circumambulating the

Kaʿbah, the prophet Muhammad forbade Zayd b. H ̣ārithah from
stroking the idols of Isāf and Nāʾilah, the implication being that it was
related to the pagan practice of smearing the blood of sacrifice on the
images.75

Muslim scholarship is not always specific, nor does it seem to agree on
the locations where the prophet Muhammad is reported to have per-
formed some of his various sacrifices. According to a

_
hadı̄th report

preserved by Mālik b. Anas, the prophet Muhammad said that if someone
vows to slaughter [jazūr] a camel or cow then he can sacrifice it wherever
he wants, but if he makes a vow to offer a sacrificial animal [badanah]
then he must slaughter it at the Kaʿbah or at Minā on the day of
sacrificing [yawm al-na

_
hr].76 Jābir b. ʿAbdallāh relates that the prophet

Muhammad performed the sacrifice of a ram, saying: “In the name of
God, God is great, this is for me and for those from my community who
did not perform a sacrifice [yu

_
d
_
hhi].”77 Abū Dāʾūd reports that the

prophet Muhammad used to sacrifice [na
_
hara] a camel [jazūr] or a cow

when he returned to Medina from traveling.78 Another report states that
the prophet Muhammad sacrificed [

_
da

_
h
_
hā] a sheep while traveling and

ate its meat until he reached Medina.79 Other reports relate that the
prophet Muhammad and his followers shared a cow or camel that was
sacrificed while traveling.80

Several of the Arabic terms used in later Islamic discourse to name
places of Muslim worship associated with Mecca and the H ̣ajj in particu-
lar are attested designating pre-Islamic cult sites in isolated locations. The
Arabic “mosque” [msgd], for example, is used in Nabataean contexts in
reference to cult niches and steles found at places of pilgrimage.81 An
Aramaic inscription from Elephantine uses “mesgida” to indicate the
general area of the cult, and an Aramaic papyri from fifth-century BCE
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Hermoupolis (modern-day al-Ashmūnı̄n) refers to the “sanctuary of
Bethel” [

_
herem Bethel]. Another Aramaic inscription from the second or

third century CE refers to a “mountain sanctuary” [
_
tur mesgidā].82 An

inscription from Taymāʾ mentions a “tent” [mšknʾ] connected to a “pro-
tected area” [

_
h
_
tm], perhaps a temporary shrine used to house the cult

objects representing the male and female deities invoked.83 A number of
ritual “places” [ʾtr] are marked in Nabataean on mountainsides and
difficult-to-reach outcrops on cliff faces around Jabal Ithlib in Madāʾin
Sạ̄li

_
h.84 References to cult officiants [afkal] are found on rocks and

standing stones placed outside urban or settled areas, suggesting that
the usage of the term could apply to remote shrines.85

The prophet Muhammad is said to have performed a sheep sacrifice for
the birth of his grandsons H ̣usayn and Ḥasan,86 and to have given
permission or recommended the practice to his followers.87 In addition
to slaughtering animals, the ritual includes shaving the child’s head,
giving the weight of the hair in silver or gold to buy food for the poor,
and naming the child.88 Other rituals associated with the birth of chil-
dren, such as placing a chewed date in the child’s mouth, are attributed to
the prophet Muhammad. In his commentary on the

_
hadı̄th reports in al-

Bukhārı̄, Ibn H ̣ajar refers to pagan practices such as wiping the child’s
head with the blood of the sacrificial victim, that suggest the prophet
Muhammad’s practice was a continuation of pre-Islamic pagan trad-
itions.89 Reports of other practices such as the burial of the hair in the
ground, offering the shorn hair to deities, and the idea that the animal was
a substitute for shedding the blood of the child itself have led some
scholars to conclude that the ʿAqı̄qah was a variant of other sacrifices
of firstling produce, animals, and children.90

Muslim tradition preserves accounts of the prophet Muhammad per-
forming other pre-Islamic sacrifices both before and after he started
receiving revelations. Ibn al-Kalbı̄ relates that the prophet Muhammad
said: “I offered [ahday-tu] a white sheep to al-ʿUzzā when I was following
the religion of my people.”91 A long account of the prophet Muhammad’s
encounter with Zayd b. ʿAmr b. Nufayl, related by Usāmah b. Zayd on
the authority of his father Zayd b. H ̣ārithah, suggests something similar.

The Apostle of God slaughtered a lamb for one of the stones [li-nu
_
subin min al-

an
_
sābi], then he roasted it and carried it with him. Then Zayd b. ʿAmr b. Nufayl

met us in the upper part of the valley. It was on one of the hot days of Mecca.
When we met we greeted each other with the Jāhilı̄yah greeting: inʿam

_
sabā

_
han!

The Apostle of God said: “Why do I see you, Ibn ʿAmr, hated by your people?”
He said: “This hatred is not my doing. I found them associating false gods with
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God and I refused to do the same. I intended the religion of Abraham. I came to
the rabbis [a

_
hbār] of Yathrib and found them worshipping God but associating

other gods with him. Then to myself I said: ‘This is not the religion that I seek,’
and I traveled until I came to the learned Jews of Syria. A man from among them
said: ‘You are asking about a religion which no one we know follows, except an
old man in Arabia [jazı̄rah].’ I came to him and he asked me: ‘To which people
do you belong?’ I said: ‘I am from the people of thorns and acacia trees, from
the people of the sanctuary of God [

_
haram allāh].’ He told me: ‘Return! For God

the blessed and exalted is rising up the star of a prophet who has already or is
about to appear. Follow him because he will worship God according to the
religion about which you are asking.’ Zayd b. ʿAmr said: So I came, but I have
not seen anything. The Apostle of God said: ‘Would you like some food?’ Zayd
b. ʿAmr said: ‘Yes.’ Then Muhammad put before him the lamb. Zayd b. ʿAmr
said: ‘To what did you sacrifice it, Muhammad?’ He said: ‘To one of the stones.’
Zayd b. ʿAmr said: ‘I do not eat anything sacrificed for a god other than God.’”
The Apostle of God went on his way and after a short time he was given
prophethood.92

In another report, attributed by Yūnus b. Bukayr to Ibn Is
_
hāq, the

prophet Muhammad says the “bag of meat” was from “sacrifices to our
idols,”93 suggesting that it was part of the well-known traditions that
were used in the Sı̄rah al-nabawı̄yah of Ibn Hishām. In other versions the
prophet Muhammad, after leaving Zayd b. ʿAmr, circumambulates the
Kaʿbah but forbids Zayd b. H ̣ārithah from wiping the idols of Isāf and
Naʾilah.94 In a report found in al-Bukhārı̄ the scene is changed and has
the prophet Muhammad refusing to eat the meat offered to pagan deities
before Zayd b. ʿAmr also refuses it.95

According to al-Azraqı̄, in pre-Islamic times people used to visit the
shrine of al-ʿUzzā at Nakhlah after circumambulating the Kaʿbah in
Mecca. They would do circumambulations at Nakhlah and spend a day
in retreat [ʿakifūn] at the sanctuary of al-ʿUzzā before shaving, cutting
their nails, exiting their sacred state [i

_
hram], and ending the pilgrimage.96

Similar practices are reported for the shrine of Manāt in Qudayd and that
of al-Lāt in al-Tạ̄ʾif. The shrine dedicated to Allāt at al-Tạ̄ʾif contained a
cubic rock shaped like the Kaʿbah in Mecca.97 Ibn Hishām preserves
reports that the prophet Muhammad stayed on Jabal al-Nūr in the
H ̣irāʾ cave on his way back from al-Tạ̄ʾif, seeking protection from
Meccans who opposed him.98 The Umayyad governor of Mecca Khālid
b. ʿAbdallāh al-Qasrı̄ arranged to have water piped to the mosque at the
Kaʿbah from a spring on Jabal Thabı̄r.99 Yāqūt states that Thabı̄r, along
with H ̣irāʾ and Thawr, were the three main mountains aroundMecca that
were used for the seasonal rituals of the pre-Islamic

_
hajj.100 The pre-

Islamic sage Luqmān b. ʿĀd used to ascend a certain mountain and face
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the rising sun when he prayed, a practice that is forbidden by the prophet
Muhammad and in Q 50:39.101

Muslim jurists stipulate that the ritual run [ifā
_
dah] of the Ḥajj must

begin after the sun has set, postponing the earlier pagan practice of
beginning the ritual run just as the sun starts to sink. Likewise, the ritual
standing [wuqūf] at al-Muzdalifah used to begin when the first rays from
the morning sun lit the top of Mount Thabı̄r.102 According to Saʿı̄d Ibn
Jubayr (d. 1217), during his visit to Mecca at the end of the twelfth
century CE, pilgrims would still perform the ritual run [ifā

_
dah] when the

sun rested on the mountain tops as a greeting and farewell to the sun god.
Reports of fires kindled at al-Muzdalifah in pre-Islamic times, associated
with the storm god Quza

_
h, have led some to suggest that the rites were

linked to other Near Eastern spring festivals such as Zagmuk, Nawruz,
and Easter.103 Ibn Jubayr mentions a related ritual observed by the people
of Mecca at the well of Zamzam during the month of Shaʿbān,104 and
according to a tradition preserved in al-Tạbarı̄, the middle night in the
month of Shaʿbān was considered a new year like the Laylat al-Qadr
during Rama

_
dān.105 The prophet Muhammad is reported to have linked

the new year to the first ten days of Dhū al-Ḥijjah by explaining that the
fasting would compensate for the sins of the previous year.106He is said to
have fasted more during Shaʿbān than any other month save Rama

_
dān,

and the month is considered sacred to the dead.107

Given the close association of these and similar sanctuaries with
hunting, it could be that the rituals reported to have been performed there
were understood as visits to the consorts of the storm god Quza

_
h, whose

rites formed the core of the stay at the mountains just outside of Mecca
during the first ten days of Dhū al-H ̣ijjah. Muslim sources claim that the
animals driven to ʿArafāt and al-Muzdalifah, by the side of which the two
ritual standings were performed, and slaughtered at the foot of Mount
Thabı̄r, were part of the worship of Quza

_
h and the goddesses in the

surrounding and nearby sanctuaries. Reports of “ta
_
hannuth” being prac-

ticed, by the prophet Muhammad and others on the mountains surround-
ing Mecca during Rama

_
dān may also be related to these rituals.108 The

use of mountainside sanctuaries for retreats, as pilgrimage destinations,
and as places of animal sacrifice is widespread in the ancient Near East
and Mediterranean. These include almost two dozen altar sites in Minoan
Crete, such as those atop Mount Juktas, the so-called fire sanctuaries of
Baʿal, and various mountain cult sites.109

Muslim sources identify the “
_
hijr” with the enclosure, also known as

the “
_
ha

_
tı̄m,” now attached to the Kaʿbah in Mecca. Exegesis of Q 5:103
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gives special ritual significance to the structure in the context of the
H ̣ajj.110 The word itself is understood to be synonymous with “

_
harām,”

and is said to have delineated the boundaries of the Meccan sanctuary in
pre-Islamic times. It was set with cult objects such as the statues of Manāf,
Hubal, Isāf, and Nāʾilah marking places of sacrifice.111 Muslim exegesis
identifies the “

_
hijr” as a pen [zarb] for the sheep of Ishmael,112 as a grove

of arāk trees for goats, and the “jidār” built by the Jurhum.113 Muslim
exegetical association of the “

_
hijr” with Ishmael’s sheep might also reflect

an attempt to provide a biblical pedigree for the pre-Islamic practice of
establishing special keeps for consecrated animals.114 The term “

_
hijr” is

also used in Q 6:138 to indicate a reserve for cattle and crops, which,
variously identified, appears to have been understood as an area where
animals consecrated for sacrifice, but not necessarily slaughtered,
were held.115

Apart from these direct references to pagan sacrifices, there are no
reports that the prophet Muhammad had a special place to perform his
sacrifices separate from the pagan sacrifice spots, indicating that he might
have made his sacrifices at the same locations. In the ninth year after the
Hijrah, the prophet Muhammad sent twenty camels to be sacrificed by a
group of Muslims performing a H ̣ajj to Mecca.116 The group was led by
Abū Bakr who had an additional five camels for sacrifice, but the location
of the sacrifice, performed after a stop at the pillars [jamarāt] is only
specified as the “place of sacrifice” [al-man

_
har]. Both al-Wāqidı̄ and Ibn

Kathı̄r remark that access to the Kaʿbah was allowed by a special truce
the Prophet arranged with the Meccans, and the H ̣ajj rituals of the
Muslims were possible only because the Meccans were not using them
for their pagan rituals.117 Ibn Hishām and others describe how the
prophet Muhammad was responsible for tearing down and destroying
the pagan idols and Christian icons both within the Kaʿbah and in its
precincts. It is evident, then, that the prophet Muhammad would have, in
his earlier visits to Mecca fromMedina, circumambulated the Kaʿbah and
made the circuit between al-Sạfā and al-Marwah with the non-Islamic
worship sites intact.

It is possible that some of the traditions identifying the dates on which
the prophet Muhammad performed his visits to and sacrifices at the
Kaʿbah were reactions to the reports that he participated in the pre-
Islamic fertility rites associated with the month of Rajab in Mecca.
A number of different reports attributed to ʿUrwah b. al-Zubayr, going
back to ʿĀʾishah and Ibn ʿUmar, specifically claim that the prophet
Muhammad did not perform ʿUmrah during the month of Rajab.118
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In a report transmitted by Mujāhid, Ibn ʿUmar states that the prophet
Muhammad did perform ʿUmrah during Rajab,119 although elsewhere
ʿUrwah b. al-Zubayr relates Ibn ʿUmar’s claim that he was present each
time the prophet Muhammad performed ʿUmrah and none of these were
during Rajab.120 In another report, ʿĀʾishah and Ibn ʿUmar disagree, in
the presence of ʿUrwah b. al-Zubayr, on when the prophet Muhammad
performed ʿUmrah.121 A similar reaction might be observed in the reports
concerning the prophet Muhammad fasting during Rajab, and conflicting
reports about performing the so-called Rajab sacrifices.122

Even after the death of the prophet Muhammad, Muʿāwiya is reported
to have sent “scents” to the Kaʿbah during Rajab as he did during the
Ḥajj.123 According to the thirteenth-century traveler Yūsuf b. Yaʿqūb Ibn
Mujāwir, the people of Sarw performed the ʿUmra on the first day of
Rajab, because they were guaranteed by ʿUmar b. al-Kha

_
t
_
tāb that this

would count as doing the Ḥajj. Perhaps the allowance was made on
account of the great quantities of foodstuffs they brought with them,
supplying the Meccans with specialty items from Yemen.124 He also
reports that the people of La

_
hj and Abyan made pilgrimage during the

month of Rajab.125 Muslim exegesis of Q 6:143–144 refers to offerings
made mainly during the month of Rajab and featuring the sacrifice of
firstborn animals from every herd.126 People are reported to have practiced
ritual seclusion [iʿtikāf] during Rajab, as during Rama

_
dān,127 and the

“night of the ascension” [laylat al-mirʿāj], parallel to the “night of fate”
[laylat al-qadr], which falls during the month of Rama

_
dān, is celebrated on

the 26th or 27th of Rajab. Special ritual practices for the “night of the
ascension” are reported, with disapproval, by Muslim jurists, involving
prayers, recitations, eating and drinking, and vigils in mosques.128 The
common practice of performing ʿUmrah during Rama

_
dān and the close

associations linking this month with the new year might also indicate the
prevalence of ʿUmra and Ḥajj practices during Rajab.129

It is interesting to note that the prophet Muhammad is said to have
declared sacred the same four months, at the conclusion of his farewell
pilgrimage, setting the precedent for the Islamic H ̣ajj rites, that in pre-
Islamic times marked the two different sets of festivals centered on the
Kaʿbah and on ʿArafāt.130 A

_
hadı̄th report in which the prophet

Muhammad gives instructions for a first-fruits sacrifice during Rajab is
also set at the time he delivers his final sermon at the end of his farewell
pilgrimage.131 In a report given on the authority of Mikhnaf b. Sulaym,
the prophet Muhammad makes incumbent upon each household the
annual offering of a “

_
da

_
hı̄yah” and an “ʿatı̄rah” sacrifice, explaining that
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the ʿatı̄rah sacrifice is what the people call the “Rajab sacrifice”
[rajabı̄yah].132 The prophet Muhammad is said to have given instructions
on how to perform a “first-fruits” [faraʿ] sacrifice,133 and ʿĀʾishah relates
that the prophet Muhammad used to sacrifice one sheep for every fifty
sheep he owned. In other reports the prophet Muhammad allows any
sacrifice, including the faraʿ and ʿatı̄rah, saying there is “nothing wrong”
with Rajab sacrifices.134 Abū Dāʾūd explains that this “first-fruits” sacri-
fice was the first offspring of a camel [awwal mā tuntaju al-ibl], and that
the pagans used to sacrifice it to their idols [li-

_
tawāghı̄t-him], then eat the

meat and throw its skin on a tree, adding that the ʿatı̄rah was offered
during the first ten days of Rajab.135 Bukhārı̄ gives an almost identical
explanation of the faraʿ and ʿatı̄rah sacrifices but cites a report on the
authority of Abū Hurayrah that the prophet Muhammad said: “There is
no faraʿ and there is no ʿatı̄rah!” meaning that the sacrifices are pro-
hibited in Islam.136 Tirmidhı̄ includes the same report from Abū
Hurayrah and comments that the pre-Islamic “

_
hajj” was during the

months of Shawwāl, Dhū al-Qaʿdah, and the first ten days of Dhū al-
H ̣ijjah and the ʿatı̄rah was offered during Rajab.137

pre-islamic h
˙
ajj and ʿumrah

In pre-Islamic times, the term “
_
hajj” seems to have been used to designate

rituals tied to harvests, hunting, and the markets at which these seasonal
events were celebrated. A pre-Islamic Minaean inscription from the Ḥijāz
announces a “

_
hajj” to Nikra

_
h,138 and the Christian heresiographer

Epiphanius (d. 403) mentions a “Aggathalbaeith” which could be a
reference to a “

_
hajjat al-bayt” as a pilgrimage or other rituals associated

with a “temple” [bayt] or other sanctuary in the northern H ̣ijāz or in
Syria.139 The Babylonian Talmud mentions a “

_
hajj of the Arabs” [

_
hagtā

de-
_
tayyʿı̄] at a place called Nashra “located in Arabia,” one of five

temples [bate ʿavōdōt] at which Gentiles worshipped idols.140 The
Arabs are referred to as “merchants” and, in what could be a reference
to the variable intercalation of the pre-Islamic calendar, both the Talmud
and Rashi’s commentary on the passage explain that the date of this Arab
“
_
hajj” is not fixed from year to year.141 Inscriptions from Taymāʾ record

visits to cultic sites for expiation and healing,142 and the root ḤGG is used
as a verb in Li

_
hyānite, Thamūdic, Sạfaitic, and Sabaic inscriptions.143

Certain pre-Islamic practices, and the vestiges of these practices in early
Islam indicate that the “

_
hajj” associated with the areas near Mecca

designated a set of rituals taking place apart from those later understood
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to constitute the “ʿumrah” focused on the Kaʿbah. Muslim sources
describe practices indicating that the “

_
hajj” was centered on places out-

side of Mecca: the hills of ʿArafāt, al-Muzdalifah, and Minā. The “
_
hajj” is

said to have taken place during the first ten days of Dhū al-H ̣ijjah
following the summer date harvests that were celebrated in the annual
markets of ʿUkā

_
z, Majannah, and Dhū al-Majāz at the end of the previ-

ous month of Dhū al-Qaʿdah.144 According to ʿAbd al-Malik b. Qurayb
al-A

_
smaʿı̄ (d. 813), ʿUkā

_
z came first, followed in the last ten days of Dhū

al-Qaʿdah by Majanna, and by Dhū al-Majāz in the first eight days of
Dhū al-H ̣ijjah.145 Each of the three markets was geographically closer to
Mecca, with the last at Dhū al-Majāz taking place on the side of Mount
Kawkab in the valley adjacent to ʿArafāt.146 Dhū al-H ̣ijjah was followed
by the month of Mu

_
harram, and together they formed a three-month

period. Rajab, which fell earlier in the year, was the month during which
the firstling sacrifices took place, and during which the ritual circumam-
bulation of the Kaʿbah and the circuits between al-Sạfā and al-Marwah
took place in pre-Islamic times.147

Bukhārı̄ records a statement from Ibn ʿAbbās that links these annual
seasonal markets to the “

_
hajj” and the revelation of Q 2:198.148 Exegetes

record an alternate reading of Q 2:198 by Ibn ʿAbbās, adding “in the
season of the

_
hajj” following “there is no harm in you seeking the bounty

of your Lord” at the start of the verse.149 Perhaps indicating that a
competition had existed between these markets and Mecca, Ibn Kathı̄r
explains that Q 2:198 was revealed because some early Muslims were
abstaining from buying and selling during the first days of Dhū al-H ̣ijjah,
as had been the practice at the markets leading up to the “

_
hajj” at ʿArafāt

and al-Muzdalifah.150 Some scholars have proposed that the later Islamic
ritual of throwing stones at the three pillars [ramı̄ al-jamarāt] may have
originated as a pre-Islamic practice, perhaps both symbolic and practical,
of putting rocks in the soil of the valley between ʿArafāt and Minā to keep
the Meccans from cultivating the land.151 Another tradition is that people
used to throw rocks when a sale was concluded, suggesting that the
Islamic ritual was reinterpreting a practice tied to the exchange of mer-
chandise at pre-Islamic market fairs.

The different festivals for which people made pilgrimage were seasonal.
Rajab was the month for the firstling offerings of the ʿatı̄rah and the faraʿ,
also both called “Rajabı̄yah” sacrifices. These sacrifices occurred in the
spring, and were likely accompanying the rituals centered on the Kaʿbah,
circumambulation [

_
tawwāf], and the circuits between al-Sạfā and al-

Marwah. Ibn al-Kalbı̄ reports that a pilgrimage to Mecca was sometimes
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also attached to a visit to one of the goddess shrines to offer a sacrifice.
Variant traditions regarding hunted and domesticated animals as sacrifi-
cial victims might reflect a tension or just different practices among more
settled versus more nomadic tribal groups. Offering a wild gazelle for
ʿatı̄rah, perhaps at the shrine of al-ʿUzzā, al-Manāt, or al-Lāt, is a spring-
time sacrifice whereas the hunting rituals that took place in the valley
between Mount Thawr and Mount Thabı̄r occurred in the late summer
and early fall accompanying the fairs of ʿUkā

_
z, Majannah, and Dhū al-

Majāz.
Competition between the rituals at the Kaʿbah and those at ʿArafāt, al-

Muzdalifah, and Minā might also be reflected in the many traditions
about the prophet Muhammad fasting or not fasting during the beginning
of Dhū al-H ̣ijjah. Abū Dāʾūd preserves a report from ʿĀʾishah that the
prophet Muhammad did not fast during the first ten days of Dhū al-
H ̣ijjah,152 and similar reports are found in other

_
hadı̄th collections.153

Some
_
hadı̄th reports state that the prophet Muhammad did fast during

those days.154 Ibn H ̣ajar mentions that Saʿı̄d b. Jubayr fasted on those
days, following the example of the prophet Muhammad, and several

_
hadı̄th reports state that the prophet Muhammad fasted on the ninth
day of Dhū al-H ̣ijjah.155 In his commentary linking Q 89:1–2 to
Q 2:203, Ibn Kathı̄r cites the saying of Ibn ʿAbbās linked to Q 2:198
allowing commercial activities during the beginning on Dhū al-H ̣ijjah.156

Commenting on a statement from ʿAbdallāh b. al-Zubayr on locations
near al-Muzdalifah, Mālik b. Anas cites Q 2:197 and explains that “jidāl”
refers to the Quraysh criticizing the other Arabs doing the ritual standing
[wuqūf] at ʿArafāt.157 The so-called H ̣ums, known for their attachment to
the Meccan sanctuary, and the Kaʿbah in particular, are reported to have
refused to perform the ritual standing [wuqūf] at ʿArafāt, and instead did
a substitute standing at al-Muzdalifah.158 The widely remembered

_
hadı̄th

report of the prophet Muhammad declaring all al-Muzdalifah and ʿArafāt
as a place to perform the ritual standing may have been a reaction to these
competing locations.159 According to Snouck Hurgronje, the prophet
Muhammad’s statement, in his farewell pilgrimage, regarding the practice
of “standing” [wuqūf] at ʿArafāt and the sacrifice at Minā was intended
to replace discrete pre-Islamic practices with a unified series of rituals
centered on the Kaʿbah in Mecca.160

Muslim scholarship ties the practice of ritual seclusion [iʿtikāf] to
Rama

_
dān, and in particular to the “night of fate” [laylat al-qadr] on

which the Quran is supposed to have been revealed.161 According to
Muslim jurisprudence, iʿtikāf can be performed in any mosque, can
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involve only fasting without a retreat, and is not required of all
Muslims.162 Yet the prophet Muhammad is said to have performed iʿtikāf
during the month of Shawwāl.163 Accounts that the prophet Muhammad
practiced fasting and retreating to H ̣irāʾ for the entire month of Rama

_
dān

[ta
_
hannuth] would seem to overlap with reports that he practiced iʿtikāf

by fasting in a retreat near the Kaʿbah. ʿĀʾishah is said to have performed
“jiwār” on Mount Thabı̄r in a “Turkish tent” [qubbah turkı̄yah].164 That
the prophet Muhammad was following a pre-Islamic ritual is apparent
from reports that other Meccans, such as the so-called H ̣ums, did iʿtikāf
before Islam,165 and ʿUmar is said to have made a vow to practice iʿtikāf
before he became Muslim.166

It is evident that, in pre-Islamic times, the iʿtikāf, like the Rajab
sacrifices, focused on the Kaʿbah in Mecca despite reports of ritual
retreats in other locations. The use of the term “jiwār” to refer to the
prophet Muhammad’s practice indicates that it was understood to be
associated with taking up temporary residence away from home, and
some reports maintain that the iʿtikāf should only be practiced in
Mecca, Medina, and Jerusalem.167 The ritual involved fasting, especially
abstaining from sex, and staying in a specially constructed temporary
structure, including a particular kind of red tent [khubbāʾ] made not from
the hair of camels, sheep or goats but from down or wool.168 Elsewhere
the prophet Muhammad is said to have resided in a “tabernacle”made of
palm branches.169 Muslim exegetes explain that Q 2:187 was revealed to
forbid sex during the iʿtikāf, suggesting that sex was allowed in pre-
Islamic times. Ibn ʿAbbās claims that people would leave the mosque,
go home and have sex, perform ablutions, and return to the iʿtikāf.170

A number of
_
hadı̄th reports claim that the prophet Muhammad’s contact

with his wives, ʿĀʾishah in particular, during iʿtikāf were allowed because
she was menstruating and he only touched her through a cloth.

According to Ibn Kathı̄r, the prophet Muhammad performed some of
the same rituals for the erection of his tent at Hudaybı̄yah as he would
later stipulate for the performance of the full Islamic H ̣ajj conjoining the
rites centered on the Kaʿbah with those from ʿArafā

_
t, al-Muzdalifah, and

Minā. He pitched his tent in a space outside of the sanctuary, slaughtered
the camels, and then had his head shaved.171 Use of a special tent in lieu of
the Kaʿbah seems to parallel the use of portable shrines to house deities
among certain groups in pre-Islamic times. A bas relief on the temple of
Bel at Palmyra shows what appears to be a tent-shrine mounted on
horseback.172 Another example is known from H ̣awrān.173 In the ancient
world more broadly defined, special cult tents were pitched during
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seasonal spring festivals and ritual hunts in order to house weapons,
clothing, and for the bathing of cult objects.174 Hittites erected “tents”
[pithoi] in the autumn to store ceremonial objects that would be retrieved
on the occasion of the spring harvest.175 The earliest attested shrines for
Apollo were temporary structures built of laurel branches and were
destroyed or burned when the deity left Delphi at the onset of winter.176

A seal discovered at Hagia Triada near the southern coast of Crete shows
what appears to be two men dressed in ceremonial garb emerging from a
tent-like structure.177 Similar examples of temporary cult structures
accompanying animal sacrifices and used to house and dress cult objects
tied to seasonal festivals are attested among the Mycenaeans and from a
number of Bronze Age sites in the Aegean.178

According to reports preserved in the Musnad of A
_
hmad b. H ̣anbal,

the prophet Muhammad used to observe iʿtikāf in a structure not unlike
the biblical “sukkah,” a temporary structure made of palm branches.179

Ibn Is
_
hāq claims that similar rites were practiced by the pagan

Meccans.180 This could be related to Ibn al-Kalbı̄’s report that people
used to build their own temples to house the images of their gods.181 The
pre-Islamic Arab poet Abū Qays Sịrma b. Abı̄ Anas is said to have built
his own private sanctuary to practice “asceticism” [tarahhub],182 and
seclusion away from regular settlements is a recurring aspect of the ritual
practices [ta

_
hannuf, ta

_
hannuth] associated with the

_
hanı̄fs. The pre-

Islamic religious group known as the H ̣ums observed certain dietary
restrictions related to dairy, used special tents not made of camel hair,
and did not participate in the rites of the pre-Islamic

_
hajj outside of Mecca

at ʿArafāt and al-Muzdalifah.183 Biblical and Jewish law similarly stipu-
lates that the “sukkah” should not be made of impure materials, and that
the roof in particular must be organic and biodegradable.184

Ugaritic texts from Ras Shamra describe a “dwelling of branches”
[mtbtʾ zmr] where a sacrifice is offered by the king during the autumnal
new year celebrations.185 The Israelite “festival of ingathering” [

_
hagg ha-

asif] (Exodus 23:16) or fruit harvest included family pilgrimages and
sacrifices (I Sam 1:3–21) and pre-Israelite practices including dancing of
virgins in the vineyards (Judges 21:19). Not unlike the connection
between the iʿtikāf tent and the Kaʿbah, the date of the Israelite harvest
festival coincided with the month in which the Jerusalem temple was
completed (1 Kings 6:38 and 12:32). Other sources explain that the
seasonal “tabernacle” [khubbāʾ] used by the prophet Muhammad for
iʿtikāf designated a tent made only from wool or the hair of camels and
goats that would have been slaughtered in the spring.186 This temporary
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structure was to be like the Bedouin “bayt” – a word designating “house”
and “temple” pitched with two or three poles. In part this could be a
rejection of the practice of the Ḥums wearing garments not made of wool or
hair,187 and using tents of “red leather” as a repository for the stone idols of
the tribe.188According toMuslim sources, the Kaʿbah [bayt allāh] itself was
originally a “tent” erected by Adam without a roof, and the structure was
rebuilt by Qu

_
sayy and provided with a roof of organic materials.

Many of the ritual practices associated [ta
_
hannuf or ta

_
hannuth] with

the so-called
_
hanı̄fs of pre-Islamic Mecca are said to have involved

retreats on mountains and in hunting and nature preserves.189 Ibn Is
_
hāq

reports that the prophet Muhammad’s family, Khadı̄jah at that time,
practiced retreats with him at Ḥirāʾ on Jabal al-Nūr.190 Some traditions
claim this extended retreat took place during the month of Rajab, linking
it to the other seasonal spring ceremonies that are said to have taken place
during the pre-Islamic ʿumrah rituals centered on the Kaʿbah. Other
Muslim scholars, perhaps as part of an attempt to align the pagan practice
more closely with Islam, state that the prophet Muhammad retreated to
the mountain solitude during the month of Rama

_
dān.191 In his Sı̄rah,

Ibrāhı̄m b. Mu
_
hammad al-H ̣alabı̄ (d. 1549) says that the prophet

Muhammad used to feed the poor who visited him during his retreats in
the H ̣irāʾ cave.192 Zayd b. ʿAmr b. Nufayl is reported to have retreated
into a tent near Ḥirāʾ as part of his “

_
hanı̄f” practices. After his death he

was buried inside the mountain.193

Ibn al-Kalbı̄ claims that, in pre-Islamic times, people only visited
Mecca for the Kaʿbah but did not live there permanently, a practice that
seems to be reflected in the early Islamic idea that no permanent struc-
tures, other than the Kaʿbah, should be erected in Mecca.194 Indeed,
Mecca does not appear in any literature before the middle of the eighth
century CE, nor is there any known archaeological evidence of the city
existing in the pre-Islamic period.195 It is tempting to note the archaeo-
logical and literary evidence indicating that a number of early Umayyad
mosques were oriented not toward Mecca but to a location much further
north in the Ḥijāz.196 That the observance of a “

_
hajj” tied to certain

seasons is evident from the timing of the fairs at ʿUkā
_
z, Majannah, and

Dhū al-Majāz with the date harvest. The sacred month of Rajab, in which
a pilgrimage and sacrifice in Mecca were observed, was timed to coincide
with the spring. In Q 28:27 the word “

_
hijāj” is used to indicate “seasons”

or “years.” The etymological association of the root ḤGG with
“dancing” has also been interpreted as designating the types of celebra-
tory rituals used as harvest festivals.197
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Muslim sources make it clear that in pre-Islamic times and even in the
early Islamic period, Mecca was a ritual site to be visited by pilgrims, not
considered a place of permanent residence. Several Muslim sources indi-
cate that Mecca was only “formed” and populated for trade with Syria in
the summer and Ethiopia in the winter.198 In the reports about the Ḥajj
led by Abū Bakr in the ninth year after the Hijrah, it is stated that only the
small delegation of Muslims were allowed to be in Mecca during their
visit.199 Followers of the prophet Muhammad are said to have refused to
stay in secluded residence [jiwār] inMecca following performance of a Ḥajj
or ʿUmrah.200 In another report, the prophet Muhammad is said to have
stated that “Mecca is the residence only of those people who already live
there,” and is said to have declared it illegal for the inhabitants of Mecca to
rent or sell their dwellings.201 ʿUmar b. ʿAbd al-ʿAzı̄z is reported to have
written a letter prohibiting the renting of houses in Mecca. Later exegesis
on Q 22:25 interprets these and other statements as referring to the
Meccans blocking access to the Kaʿbah.202 Q 14:37 refers to Mecca as a
“sterile valley” [wādı̄ ghayr dhı̄ zarʿ] and other names for Mecca include
“kutha” and “ʿarsh,” both words meaning “huts” or “tents” in Arabic.203

sources and questions

Despite the logical link between the prophet Muhammad’s camel sacrifice
at the conclusion of his H ̣ajj and his earlier practice of offering a

_
d
_
hā

sacrifices on the same date, Muslim sources do not entirely explain how
the two are related.

A report on the authority of ʿĀʾishah states that the prophet
Muhammad said “A

_
d
_
hā is the day people sacrifice [yu

_
da

_
hı̄],”204 and

another on the authority of Anas b. Mālik states that the prophet
Muhammad slaughtered two black and white rams after addressing his
followers on the day of A

_
d
_
hā.205 In another version he slaughters seven

camels along with the two black-and-white rams.206 In another report the
prophet Muhammad instructs his followers to pray and then sacrifice, in
order to act in accordance with his sunnah [wa-man taʿala fa-qad a

_
sāba

sunnata-nā].207 Ibn ʿUmar claims that the prophet Muhammad used to
perform sacrifices at the place of prayer [mu

_
sall-an].208 The prophet

Muhammad is reported to have given ʿUqbah b. ʿĀmir sheep to distribute
to his followers to sacrifice.209 Some reports allude to a sacrifice, stating
that seven people would share a cow and ten a camel on ʿĪd al-a

_
d
_
hā when

traveling with the prophet Muhammad.210 Jābir b. ʿAbdallāh relates that
people used to take “a

_
d
_
hā meat” [lu

_
hūm al-a

_
dā

_
hı̄] back to Medina during
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the lifetime of the prophet Muhammad.211 Others say that on that day he
used to pray, take a bath,212 pray after planting a spear in the ground,213

and that he allowed music and singing girls during the holiday.214 These
reports do not indicate a link between the sacrifice, performing the H ̣ajj,
or to the practice of Abraham.

Muslim exegetes link the a
_
d
_
hā sacrifice to Q 22:34. ʿIkrimah is cited as

saying that the phrase “to every people we gave a ritual [mansak-an]”
refers to “sacrifice” [dhab

_
h-an] in general. Mujāhid says it refers to the

“spilling of blood” [ihrā al-damāʾ], and Ibn ʿAbbās claims it is a holiday
[ʿı̄d]. Zayd b. Aslam takes the term “mansak-an” as a noun of place [ism
al-makān] and says it refers to Mecca, the only such place given to
Muslims. According to Qatādah, the term refers to the H ̣ajj, and Ibn al-
ʿArabı̄ notes that the term is only used in connection with the Ḥajj.215

Suyū
_
tı̄ relates a story, given on the authority of Abū Hurayrah, regarding

the angel Gabriel telling the prophet Muhammad about the sacrifice of
Abraham.

Gabriel came down and said to the Prophet: “How do you like our ʿĪd?” He
[Gabriel] said: “The people of heaven take pride in it . . . KnowMuhammad that a
young sheep [jadhaʿ] is better than the best of goats, and a young sheep is better
than the best of cows, and a young sheep is better than the best of camels. If God
had known something better, he would have redeemed Abraham with it.”216

Presumably the redemption of Abraham here refers to his sacrifice of an
animal in place of his son, prefiguring the later a

_
d
_
hā sacrifice, but the

connection is not made explicit.
It appears that later Muslim scholarship provides a degree of system-

atization to the origins of the prophet Muhammad’s practice of sacrifice.
That these practices were supposed to have been linked with the so-called

_
hanı̄fs in Mecca, and continuing practices were supposed to have origin-
ated in the time of Abraham and his original establishment of rites relative
to the Kaʿbah, does not capture fully the nuances and details of the
performance.217 The imaginations and prescriptions of “classical”
scholars of Islamic law and theology are not always entirely consistent
with what other Arabic sources report for the actual practices in and
around Mecca and the H ̣ajj. Even as late as the nineteenth century,
Muslim pilgrimage to Mecca during the month of Rajab exhibited many
elements consistent with the pre-Islamic practices reported by classical
Arabic sources.218 During his visit to Mecca in the twelfth century, Ibn
Jubayr described the feast of Rajab, involving mountain tribes entering
and throwing themselves against the curtains of the Kaʿbah, driving
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animals to slaughter, and nocturnal dancing and ritual greeting of the
spring new moon.

Knowledge of conditions in Mecca at the beginning of the seventh
century CE were not widely available until the middle of the eighth
century at the earliest, if not until the beginning of the ninth century,
and it is clear from more recent discoveries of documentary sources such
as inscriptions and archaeological finds that the Arabic sources paint a
picture that is ill-informed, out of date, or both.219 Of course, providing
what some modern historians might consider an “accurate” record of
Arabia on the eve of Islam and the life of the prophet Muhammad might
well not have been the aim of early writers such as Ibn Hishām, Ibn al-
Kalbı̄, and al-Wāqidı̄. The authoritative collections of

_
hadı̄th reports,

compiled roughly two centuries after the death of the prophet
Muhammad, had their own agendas related to law, popular piety and
practice, and state sponsorship of certain forms of institutionalized know-
ledge. Much of the legal scholarship attempting to standardize and regu-
late Muslim practice, despite the conflicting character of the legal
opinions compiled, emerges even later.220

Information from early Muslim sources on the prophet Muhammad’s
sacrifice of 100 camels at the conclusion of his farewell pilgrimage raise
more questions than they answer. Although the account of the sacrifice is
usually attributed to Ibn ʿAbbās, it is not found in the earliest biography
of Ibn Is

_
hāq or Ibn Hishām but is only first referenced in the authoritative

collections of
_
hadı̄th reports.221 For example, why did the Prophet per-

form a sacrifice at the conclusion of his H ̣ajj? How did he know how to
perform the sacrifice? Was it related to the “a

_
d
_
hā” sacrifices he is said to

have performed, and why would he perform these when he had not yet
given his followers the example of how to perform the full Islamic Ḥajj?
Perhaps most significantly, if (as much later Muslim scholarship claims)
Abraham’s animal sacrifice in place of his son at Minā was the example
being followed by the prophet Muhammad, then why did Muhammad
sacrifice 100 camels?
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_
hı̄
_
h,
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tāʾ, ed. Mu

_
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_
hı̄
_
h, 15:62, 1318.

25 See al-Bukhārı̄, Sạ
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Sạfā: Studien zur altnorarabischen Inschriftenkunde (Leipzig, 1940), 649.

67 See Corpus Inscriptionum Semiticarum, 1658; R. Dussaud and F. Macler,
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sāʾi

_
s al-kubrā: Kifāyat
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tāʾ, 26:2; al-Tirmidhı̄, Jāmiʿ al-
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_
hı̄
_
h, 71:1. Compare Eijub Abela, “Beiträge zur

Kenntniss aberglaäuischer Gebräuche in Syrien,” Zeitschrift des Deutschen
Palyastinaverreins 7 (1884): 79–118.

90 See Joseph Chelhod, Le sacrifice chez les Arabes: Recherches sur l’évolution, la
nature et la fonction des rites sacrificiels en Arabie occidentale (Paris, 1955),
esp. 99–100; Rudolf Kriss and Hubert Kriss-Heinrich, Volksglaube im Bereich
des Islam (Wiesbaden, 1960), 1:31–52; F. Aubaile-Sallenave, “Les Rituels de
naissance dans le monde musulman,” in Sacrifice en Islam: Espaces et temps
d’un rituel, ed. P. Bonte and others (Paris, 1999), 125–160.
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_
hı̄
_
h, 63:24, 3826 (52).

96 See Azraqı̄, Akhbār Makkah, 1:126–127.
97 See Ibn al-Kalbı̄, Kitāb al-a
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Sạ

_
hı̄
_
h, 5:53.

102 See Arent Jan Wensinck, Arabic New Year and the Feast of Tabernacles,
Verhandelingen der Koninklijke Nederlandse Akademie van Wetenschappen.
Afd. letterkunde. Nieuwe reeks, 25,2 (Amsterdam, 1925), 16; M. T. Houtsma,
“Hetskopelisme en het steenwerpren te Mina,” in Verslagen en Medeleeligen
der Koninklijke Akademie van Wetenschappen (1904): 185–217, esp. 207.

103 See Heinrich Zimmern, “ Zum babylonischen Neujahrsfest,” Berichte uber
die Verhandlungen der Sächsischen Gesellschaft der Wissenschaften 58
(1906): 130–133.

104 See Mu
_
hammad b. A

_
hmad Ibn al-Jubayr, Ri

_
hlah, ed. W. Wright and M. J. de

Goeje (Leiden, 1907), 208.
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_
sa
_
hı̄
_
h, 9:93,

936 (129).
119 See al-Tirmidhı̄, Jāmiʿ al-
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_
hı̄
_
h, 97:24, 7447 (73),

73:5, 5550 (6), 64:77, 4406 (428), 65, 4662, 59:2, 3197 (8); Abū Dāʾūd,
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_
tal.

Animal Sacrifices in the Life of the Prophet Muhammad 73



143 For a review of recent scholarship on pre-Islamic calendars, and especially
the variable timing of the “sacred months,” see Christine Rink and Rahlf
Hansen, “Der altarabische Kalender,” in Sonne, Mond und Sterne –

Meilensteine der Astronomiegeschichte Zum 100 jährigen Jubiläum der
Hamburger Sternwarte in Bergedorf, Nuncius Hamburgensis, Beiträge zur
Geschichte der Naturwissenschaften, Band 29, ed. Gudrun Wolfschidt
(Hamburg, 2013), 199–249. There is a general overview in Adolf
Grohmann, Arabische Chronologie (Leiden, 1966).

144 See Abū Bakr Ibn ʿArabı̄, A
_
hkām al-Qurʾān, ed. Mu

_
hammad ʿAbd al-Qādir
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151 See, for example, al-Tạbarı̄, Jamiʿ al-bayān fı̄ tafsı̄r al-Qurʾān on Q 2:198;
Ibn Kathı̄r, Tafsı̄r al-Qurʾān al-ʿa

_
zı̄m on Q 2198.

74 Animal Sacrifice and the Origins of Islam



152 See Ibn Kathı̄r, Tafsı̄r al-Qurʾān al-ʿa
_
zı̄m on Q 2198. Also see the brief

discussion in Bonner, “‘Time Has Come Full Circle,’” 40–42.
153 For different interpretations of the pre-Islamic practice, see Houtsma, “Het

skopelisme en het steenwerpen te Mina,” 185–217; Edmond Doutté, Magie
et religion dans l’Afrique du Nord (Brussels, 2013), 430–432; G. van Vloten,
“De Uitdrukking as-Sjaitán ar-ragím en het steenen werpen bij Mina,” in
Feestbundel aan Prof. M. J. de Goeje op den 6den October
1891 Aangeboden door Eenige Oud-Leerlingen (Leiden, 1891), 33–43.
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194 See Snouck Hurgronje, Het Mekkaansche Feest (Leiden, 1880), esp. 68–124;
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meat and drank the broth. Ibn Mājah, Sunan, 25:3278 and 3190 record the
same. 25:3218 says ʿAlı̄ was the one who distributed the camel meat, covers,
and skins. 25:3174 specifies that the sacrifice took place between the pillars.

Animal Sacrifices in the Life of the Prophet Muhammad 79

https://staging.threadreaderapp.com/thread/1048068329620082688.html
https://staging.threadreaderapp.com/thread/1048068329620082688.html
https://staging.threadreaderapp.com/thread/1048068329620082688.html
https://staging.threadreaderapp.com/thread/1048068329620082688.html
https://staging.threadreaderapp.com/thread/1048068329620082688.html


2

Burials of Camels at the Tombs of Warriors

In a problematic but insightful and heuristically helpful study, Jonathan
Z. Smith argues that animal sacrifice commemorates a cultural achieve-
ment that lies at the origins of society.1 He argues that the sacrifice of a
domesticated animal is the controlled and scripted killing of an animal
artificially produced by human management, an animal that has ceased to
be wholly wild and natural.2 By ritually killing an animal taken from their
domesticated stock, agrarian and pastoralist societies thus celebrate the
one technological advance that allowed them to gain economic and
political dominance over older nomadic and hunter-gatherer societies.

It is true that not all instances of “sacrifice” involve killing a domesti-
cated animal, or that “sacrificing” an animal requires it to be killed.
J. Z. Smith himself has already acknowledged this in proffering the
example of ritual bear hunting in Siberia, noting that the hunter relies
on the use of traps and snares to immobilize the bear so that it can be
slaughtered ceremonially.3 The capture of wild animals for later slaugh-
ter, as well as the “taming” of otherwise non-domesticated species
through captivity or raising from birth for the purpose of ritual slaughter-
ing is not uncommon.4 Hundreds of wild animals are involved in the
Ashvamedha “horse” sacrifice, and various examples of wild animal
sacrifices exist in ancient Greece.5 Muslim commentaries on Q 5:103
describe a number of pre-Islamic practices [ʿawāʾid] in which camels were
“sacrificed” without being killed.6

Differentiating between the ritual “hunting” of wild animals and the
“sacrifice” of domesticated livestock is not an unuseful theoretical move,
and has been employed with suggestive results in explaining the social and
economic transition of certain cultures.7 Yet to categorize something as
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“hunting” or “sacrifice” on the basis of whether the animal victim is wild
or domesticated can be misleading. In part, this is because such a distinc-
tion fails to recognize a more elastic and nuanced notion of “domesti-
cation” that takes into account some of the quasi-domesticated species,8

such as the reindeer among the Sami in Lapland, and the camel among the
Arabs in Arabia. Focusing on domesticated livestock alone can also
restrict too closely a definition of sacrifice that might otherwise exclude
other significant aspects of the practice besides how the animal is killed.

But what J. Z. Smith does capture is the link between the offering of the
animal and the achievement that produced it for elimination in the first
place. By paying attention to the animal rather than the act of killing it,
J. Z. Smith allows for the conception of “sacrifice” to elaborate on the
acquisition of the animal and, perhaps more importantly, how obtaining
the animal reflects on the culture that produced the means to acquire it. For
the bear hunters it is the technology of traps and snares along with culturally
specific techniques that is celebrated in the kill.9 For J. Z. Smith it is
everything that marks the “shift from the hunter-and-gatherer’s social world
of immediacy, skill, and chance to a social world of futurity and planning –

of the capacity for continuity of time and place.”10What J. Z. Smith suggests
is that the ceremonial killing of animals might be understood as an oppor-
tunity for the society performing or remembering the practice to meditate on
the social and cultural significance of what acquiring the animal means.

Chapter 2 examines what appears to be the relationship between the
sacrifice and burial of camels alongside the graves of prominent people.
This includes the instructions of ʿAmr b. al-ʿĀ

_
s for the killing of camels at

his death and archaeological evidence from the Arabian peninsula for the
burial of camels at the tombs of people buried with weapons and armor.
This practice is compared with the burial of horses, donkeys, and other
equids in ancient Greece and the Near East, examples that seem also to
connect the sacrifice of certain riding animals with the death of human
warriors and kings. These examples posit that the link between animal
sacrifice and human burial was meant to symbolize the origins of the
society responsible for the practice. Preliminary conclusions drawn from
an analysis of two prominent Indo-European rituals – the Ashvamedha
and Equus October – suggest that horse sacrifice represents a link between
the security of territory and social prosperity. Camel sacrifice among
certain Arab groups at the end of late antiquity may have been a way to
reflect on the significance of the camel as the “domesticated” animal par
excellence that allowed for a unique military and economic dominance of
Arabs on the edges of the ancient world.
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camel sacrifice and funerals

Recalling certain elements of the prophet Muhammad’s camel sacrifice at
the conclusion of his farewell pilgrimage, the famed Muslim military
commander ʿAmr b. al-ʿĀ

_
s (governor of Palestine 634–639, governor of

Egypt 640–646, 658–664) is said to have ordered the sacrifice of a camel
and the distribution of its meat at his death. The account is found in the
collection of authoritative

_
hadı̄th reports compiled by Muslim as related

by ʿAbd al-Ra
_
hmān b. Shamāsah al-Mahrı̄.

When I die neither female mourners [nāʾi
_
hah] nor fire is to accompany me. When

you bury me, pile the earth in a pile then stand around my grave while a camel
sacrifice is made and the meat distributed so that I am in your company and
envision what response to give to the messengers of my Lord.11

This bequest comes at the end of a long statement given by ʿAmr b. al-ʿĀ
_
s

at the time of his death in which he describes his conversion to Islam and
his pledge of allegiance to the prophet Muhammad in Medina. The
prophet Muhammad is reported to have said that “Islam wipes out what
was in the past, that the Hijrah wipes out what was in the past, and the
H ̣ajj wipes out what was in the past.”12 That Islam, the Hijrah to Medina,
and the H ̣ajj to Mecca in particular, constitutes a new beginning is also
found in other

_
hadı̄th reports, as is the expiatory effect of sacrifice.13

The elements of the funerary sacrifice requested by ʿAmr b. al-ʿĀ
_
s

emphasize a break with pre-Islamic practices. Ya
_
hyā b. Sharaf al-

Nawawı̄ (d. 1277) explains that the instructions of ʿAmr were specific
in not wanting his funeral to resemble those of earlier Arab custom in
which hired mourners and fire was used, and the non-Islamic practice of
sitting as opposed to standing around the tomb.14 The description of the
earth being piled upon the grave might also be a reference to distinguish-
ing the shape of his grave from the widespread pre-Islamic use of a
mound of rocks to create a cairn at the burial site.15 Perhaps underlining
these differences, Mu

_
hammad b. Mūsā al-Damı̄rı̄ (d. 1405) claims that

ʿAmr b. al-ʿĀ
_
s was the first to order camel slaughter [juzūr] in Mecca.16

In his biography of ʿAmr b. al-ʿĀ
_
s, Shams al-Dı̄n Mu

_
hammad b. A

_
hmad

al-Dhahabı̄ (d. 1348) records that ʿAmr’s son ʿAbdallāh reported that
his father made a bequest that when he died he be washed three times
(with water, pure [qirā

_
h] water, and water with camphor), that he be

dressed and robed, carried on a bed [sarı̄r] by two people, and put in a
tomb that is piled with earth.17 In other accounts, ʿAmr b. al-ʿĀ

_
s

requests that he be guarded at his death, and continues to recite the
shahādah until he dies.18 As with the

_
hadı̄th report attributed to Ibn
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Shamāsah, in these accounts the particular practices requested for the
funeral appear to be linked with ʿAmr’s role in the early Muslim con-
quests and the origins of Islamic civilization.

Not unlike the limitations placed on the eating of animals distributed
in the context of the so-called totem meal, Islamic legal traditions restrict
the eating of camel meat and the use of camel slaughter sites for other
ritual practices. A number of Muslim scholars, based in part on the
practices of the followers of the prophet Muhammad and later author-
ities, maintain that eating camel meat causes ritual impurity. According to
a number of different

_
hadı̄th reports, the prophet Muhammad said that

ritual purification [wu
_
dūʾ] was required for [eating] camel meat but not

for the meat of other animals like sheep and goats.19 This injunction is
related to other reports that the prophet Muhammad required ritual
purification following the eating of something that is touched by fire or
changed by fire, such as having its color changed by being heated or
cooked.20 A

_
hmad b. H ̣anbal preserves a report that the prophet

Muhammad required ritual purification for eating any meat,21 and
another in which “touching water” before praying after having eaten
meat is required.22 This could also be related to the more general injunc-
tion to wash one’s hands before and after eating.23 The Shāfiʿı̄ scholar
Ya

_
hyāʾ b. Abı̄ al-Khayr claims that the distinction separating camel from

other meats derives from the offensive smell [zuhūmah] of camel, and
other authorities report that the prophet Muhammad specifically allowed
for the eating of sheep meat and cooked grains [suwayq] without per-
forming ritual purification.24

The special restrictions attached to eating camel are closely tied to
death and to funerary sacrifices in particular. According to Herodotus
the Libyans only ate bull meat when it was sacrificed at a funeral after the
mourners had undergone a period of fasting.25 Some Arab traditions
prohibit the killing of any camel except for ritual purposes,26 and other
restrictions on camels include harnessing, the use of camel hides, and the
specific rules regarding the offering [zakāt] of camels.27 Islamic legal
authorities disallow Muslims to pray in a place where a camel has
kneeled, the position from which a camel is commonly slaughtered by
the slitting of its throat. It is reported that the prophet Muhammad did
allow prayer in places where sheep and goats were kept.28 Camels are said
to be related to jinn, that to dream of camels is to dream of jinn or to
dream of death.29 Feeding people for a week following the death of a
person is commended in Islamic practice,30 and a Moroccan tradition
maintains that the prophet Muhammad said “He who does not eat of my
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camels does not belong to my people.”31 Abū ʿUthmān ʿAmr b. Ba
_
hr al-

Jā
_
hi
_
z (d. 868) states that there is a maternal kinship [khuʿūlah] between

Arabs and camels, and other traditions claim that eating camel is equiva-
lent to being a Muslim.32

According to al-Jā
_
hi
_
z the earth drinks the blood of camels only.33 This

could be a reference to the notion, found both in biblical exegesis and in
Greek myth, that the earth is punished for its role in aiding humans to
defy the gods. In the Liber Antiquitatum Biblicarum of Pseudo-Philo, for
example, God punishes the earth after swallowing the blood of Abel
(Genesis 4) just as the earth swallows Korah (Numbers 16).34 Both
Cain and Korah are cursed to suffer and not allowed to die, exiled from
normal life, because they failed to offer the requisite sacrifices to Yahweh.
Like Prometheus, who is cursed for having given fire to humans and
having gotten the gods to accept the inedible parts of sacrificed animals,
saving the good parts for humans to eat, Korah is faulted for arguing with
God and his representative Moses over the food provided to the
Israelites.35 The camel and its sacrifice at the tombs of military leaders is
a testament to human achievement, and the proceeds of the sacrifice are
distributed to people, not burnt in an offering to God.

Prohibiting Muslim ritual practices in a place where a camel has
kneeled might also be related to the close association of camel sacrifice
and pre-Islamic pagan religious practices. Simeon the Stylite forbade his
Bedouin converts to eat camel meat because of its link with pagan
worship.36 Exegesis on Q 3:93 links prohibitions on camel meat and milk
to Israelite practices that were abrogated by Islam.37 Restrictions on
eating animals associated with certain deities is commonplace in the
ancient world.38 That camels are descended from devils or jinn could be
derived from this peculiar connection between camels and pagan deities in
pre-Islamic rituals.39 The connection between cairns, pillars, and other
cult objects as places of camel sacrifice and the worship of certain pagan
deities is evident from the practice of stoning the “satan” pillars near
Mı̄na at the conclusion of the Muslim pilgrimage to Mecca.40 The clas-
sical Greek word “herm” used for “cairn” is derived from the name of the
god Hermes, and the Arabic word “wathan” used for “idol” also has the
meaning of a stone marking sacred territory.41 According to medieval
Arabic lexicographers the term used for camel sacrifice [juzūr] also refers
to the “place of assembly” of people.42 It is reported that the tomb of the
Arab chieftain and poet ʿĀmir b. al-Tụfayl was surrounded by a one-mile
circumference area, marked by standing stones [an

_
sāb], in which there

were rules on animal grazing and trespass by people and their mounts.43
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Such cairns and cult objects are also used as places to mark the vowing of
oaths, and the areas around certain grave sites are treated as places of
sanctuary and refuge.44

Like the camel sacrifice of the prophet Muhammad performed at the
conclusion of his mission and just before his death, that to be performed
at the grave of ʿAmr b. al-ʿĀ

_
s stands at the origins of Islamic civilization.

In the descriptions of the sacrifices of both men, the focus is not on the
acquisition and killing but on the distribution of the animals. Ibn Mājah
preserves two

_
hadı̄th reports in which ʿAlı̄ b. Abi Tạ̄lib is instructed by the

prophet Muhammad to distribute to the people present the meat, skin,
and the coverings of the camels sacrificed at the conclusion of the farewell
pilgrimage.45 Another account is found in the Sunan of Abū Dāʾūd
narrated by ʿUbaydallāh b. ʿAdı̄ b. al-Khiyār.46 Later biographies of the
prophet Muhammad, such as that of Fat

_
h al-Dı̄n b. Sayyid al-Nās

(d. 1334) and Ibn Kathı̄r mention the distribution of the meat, the hides,
and the coverings or pack-saddles [jalāl].47 The remains of the camels
provide not only food but also the basic elements for sustaining Arab life
and a sharing of wealth.48 Muslim exegesis of Q 16:80 explains that the
products of animals are granted by God to the Arabs for the specific
requirements of their life, including tents as houses made from animal
hair, wool, and fur.49 This transition from the old “jāhilı̄yah” world of
ignorance and chaos in which the staples of life had to be acquired
through warfare and hunting is replaced by the establishment of a new
order in which God, through his Prophet and his successors, provide for
the community.

Islamic sources preserve accounts of pre-Islamic camel sacrifices, per-
formed as a means to display a person’s high status as a provider of food
and other essentials to society. In his Kitāb al-bukhalāʾ, al-Jā

_
hi
_
z refers to a

funeral for two people at which hundreds of camels were sacrificed,50 and
describes the general practice of sacrificing camels to feed people when
passing the grave of a leader famous for his generosity.51 Other examples
of sacrificing camels at tombs, especially those camels that had belonged
to the person buried at the site, are found in early and pre-Islamic
contexts.52 The pre-Islamic Arab poet H ̣ātim al-Tạ̄ʾı̄ is said to raise from
the dead and slaughter camels for people passing by his grave, marked by
stone figures of female mourners.53 Hunters passing by the grave of
Shahwān b. ʿĪsā, the chieftain of the Banū Dabāb buried near Tripoli,
are said to be successful in obtaining prey for food when calling upon
Shahwān.54 In the Majnūn Laylā, the poet offers the spilled blood of a
she-camel over the grave of his father.55 The Tāj al-ʿarūs of Mu

_
hammad
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al-Murta
_
dā al-H ̣usaynı̄ al-Zabı̄dı̄ (d. 1790) defines one of the meanings of

the root ʿ-Q-R as referring to the pre-Islamic practice of competition in
the slaughtering of camels in order to display one’s status, sometimes
done at graves, with the number of camels corresponding to the standing
of the deceased.56

According to al-Damı̄rı̄, the political status of ʿAmr b. al-ʿĀ
_
s is

reflected in the magnitude of the camel sacrifice to be made at his death.
“ʿAmr b. al-ʿĀ

_
s was the ruler [kabı̄r] of Egypt and the greatest of its

people. The slaughtered camel was meant to distinguish him from any
other person, in its slaughter at his death and the distribution of his meat
after his death, the equivalent of nine ardābb of gold.”57 Depending on the
exact unit of measurement intended by the Arabic “ardābb,” approximately
7 cubic feet per ardābb, derived perhaps from Old Persian or Greek, the
amount of gold said to be equivalent to the value of the slaughtered camels is
enormous and suggests that a large number of animals were offered.
Examples of camels and other animals being sacrificed at the tombs of tribal
leaders and military heroes is common in literary descriptions of pre-Islamic
and early Islamic practices. Sacrificial banquets are said to have been per-
formed at the tomb of Rabı̄ʿa b. Mukaddam, ʿAntarah b. Shaddād,58 and
the tombs of the eponymous tribal ancestors of the Tamı̄mı̄ and Qu

_
dāʿa

tribes continued to be sites of pilgrimage.59 Muslim exegesis of Q 2:196
refers to eulogies sung to ancestors at Mı̄na, the site of the sacrifice following
the pilgrimage to Mecca, and Ibn al-Sarrāj is reported to have performed
regular sacrifices in honor of the prophet Muhammad.60

That the distribution of food and other goods from the large-scale
camel sacrifice at the tomb of ʿAmr b. al-ʿĀ

_
s was meant to symbolize a

break with pre-Islamic practices is indicated by the outright prohibition of
using camel sacrifice for individuals to compete with one another for
personal fame and glory.

Ghalib slaughtered [ʿaqara] a female camel and distributed it among the houses of the
clan. A portion was brought to Suhaym, who became angry and returned it, and then
slaughtered one of his own camels. Ghalib then slaughtered another one, and they
competed with one another in slaughtering camels [fa-taʿaqaru] until Suhaym ran
out. Then, when Suhaym arrived in Kufah, the people criticized him. He attempted to
make an excuse saying he had been away from his own herd. He sent for a hundred
camels which he slaughtered over the trash dump of Kufah. The Caliph ʿAlı̄ [b. Abı̄
Tạ̄lib] said: “This was sacrificed for the worship of something other than God, so do
not eat it.” It remained there until the wild animals and dogs ate it.61

Both Abū Dāʾūd and A
_
hmad b. H ̣anbal preserve reports that this practice

of competing in the slaughtering of camels [ʿaqr] was prohibited in
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Islam.62 Yet it is clear from the continuation of other pre-Islamic forms of
sacrifice, such as those performed during the month of Rajab, and the
continuation of camel sacrifices at funerals in Islamic practices,63 that it
was not the slaughtering of camels that was at issue. What appears to be
the issue is wasting the produce from the sacrifice, offering it “to some-
thing other than God,” for the sake of the glory of individuals. The
exegesis of Q 9:28 and other verses stresses that it is the responsibility
of the leader to preserve and distribute the surplus [fa

_
dl] allotted to him

for the well-being of the community.64

The description of the extravagant funerary sacrifice at the death of
ʿAmr b. al-ʿĀ

_
s seems to emphasize not only discontinuity with the past

but the specific role of ʿAmr b. al-ʿĀ
_
s in establishing the new civilization

as a key military commander and ruler. ʿAmr b. al-ʿĀ
_
s was personally

responsible for and participated in a number of key victories of the
Muslim forces against both the Romans and the Sasanians. He is
described not only as a military commander but also as a “king” and
more suitable for the caliphate than the founder of the first Islamic state
following the immediate successors to the prophet Muhammad.

He was among the eminent of the Quraysh, cunning, resolute, capable, and of
foresight in battle, among the most honored of the kings of the Arabs [mulūk al-
ʿArab], the most noble of those who made Hijrah to Medina. God forgive and
pardon him! If it had not been for his love of this world and engaging in command
he would have been suited for the caliphate. He had precedence that Muʿāwı̄yah
did not, for he had been in command over Abū Bakr and ʿUmar because of his
foresight and cunning in command.65

He was put in charge of the battle at Dhāt al-Salāsil by the prophet
Muhammad commanding both Abū Bakr and ʿUmar.66 According to a
number of reports, ʿAmr b. al-ʿĀ

_
s is said to have been converted to Islam

by the Negus of Ethiopia, and to have emigrated to Medina to join the
prophet Muhammad with Walı̄d b. Khālid and ʿUthmān b. Tạl

_
hah, both

of whom held prominent positions among the Quraysh in Mecca.67 His
leadership was instrumental in defeating the Sasanian client state of the
Lakhmids at al-H ̣ı̄rah and the Roman client state of the Ghassanids at al-
Muʿtah. After conquering Alexandria, ʿAmr b. al-ʿĀ

_
s founded Fus

_
tā
_
t as

the new capital where he also established the first mosque in Egypt. He
was governor in Egypt under Abū Bakr and later ruled in Egypt as a
virtual partner to Muʿāwiyah in Syria.68

The close connection between camel sacrifices and social status, espe-
cially military leadership, is found among the cultures which were con-
quered by the early Muslim armies. Sacrifices of camels and other animals
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are linked with royal activities such as hunting, the establishment of
sanctuaries, building projects, and military conflicts in the inscriptions
and material evidence from South Arabia. Numerous examples of elabor-
ate sacrifices accompanying coronations and other rituals associated with
kingship exist from ancient Egypt and later in Ethiopia.69 A camel petro-
glyph from Wādı̄ Nası̄b in the Sinai is accompanied by a hieroglyphic
inscription with the title King Nemare of Upper and Lower Egypt,70 and a
horse was found buried in a large perhaps royal tomb in Thebes.71 In
Egypt especially camels were associated with the role of Arabs in the
military invasions of the Assyrians and the Persians, and the Romans
used camel-borne Arab troops in Egypt.72 Even in Islamic times Bahāʾ al-
Dı̄n Mu

_
hammad b. H ̣asan b. H ̣amdūn (d. 1167) records a tradition of a

camel being sacrificed at the tomb of an Ethiopian king.73 Practices such
as the use of camels to carry the king’s treasure and to pull the king’s
chariot,74 the existence of royal camel herds,75 and the king’s use of
camels in battle and in hunting,76 and to pay tribute attest to the associ-
ation of camels and kingship in pre-Islamic Iran.77 The association of
camels with warfare and raiding continues into the Islamic period and is
found among Bedouin tribes in modern times.78 The role of the king, as
that of the pre-Islamic hero, is to provide food and shelter to his people,
through battle, the hunt, or sacrifice.79 In pre-Islamic and early Islamic
poetry, contests between rivals, often as a substitute for actual battle, are
decided by the person able to provide more meat and furnishings by the
hocking of large numbers of camels.80

That camels were associated with Arabs and with Arab military units
and tactics in particular is evident from a number of ancient sources.81

Arabian camel cavalry are depicted in reliefs from the Assyrian palace at
Nineveh, as are camels used for military transport. The Kurkh Monolith
of Shamaneser III (858–824 BCE) refers to “1,000 camels of Gindibu”
although the monolith itself shows images of two-humped Bactrian
camels.82 Egyptian pharaohs may also have used Arab camels for military
transport.83 Herodotus describes Arab military in the armies of Xerxes
mounted on camels.84 Alexander used Arab forces in Gaza, and Arab
camel cavalry are known to have been used by the Persians, by
Nabonidus, and by the Romans, who had special units deployed on the
frontier in Syria and the Arabian peninsula.85 The Periplus connects Arab
warfare with the camel, as does Pliny.86 Pre-Islamic Arabic poetry por-
trays wars, such as the so-called War of Basūs, as being fought over and
with camels.87 According to a report recorded by Richard Burton, a
pregnant camel is a sign of war.88

88 Animal Sacrifice and the Origins of Islam



camel sacrifice and burial

This pre-Islamic practice of sacrificing camels at the tombs of military
leaders and notables continued to be observed in early Islamic times and is
remembered in classical Arabic sources as the “balı̄yah” sacrifice.89

A camel or sometimes a horse is said to have been tied to the grave of
its master or hamstrung or hocked and allowed to starve to death.90 It is
reported that, in some cases, the animals were burnt or were sacrificed
and stuffed with a special grass [thumām], and in some cases the animal
served as the meal for the funeral feast [wa

_
dı̄mah] at the tomb.91

Developing the link between the status of the deceased person and the
sacrificed animal, later Muslim scholars link this practice with a more
Islamic notion of the afterlife in which the sacrificed animal serves as a
mount on the day of judgment for the virtuous person at whose tomb it
was buried.92 The type and quality of the animal was supposed to
correspond to the relative prestige of the person for whom it was buried.93

Other Muslim scholars ban the sacrifice of camels altogether for Islamic
rituals because of the use of camel sacrifice for pagan funeral rites in pre-
Islamic times.94 Archaeological evidence shows that camel sacrifice was
associated with pre-Islamic Arab sanctuaries and necropolises, and indi-
cates that camels seem to have been confined for life and sometimes
starved in the territory surrounding pagan shrines.95

The offering to pre-Islamic shrines, of camels and their accouterments
along with other animals and coverings, is specifically linked with Arab
and Iranian kingship. An Aramaic inscription from what is now known as
Tell al-Maskhā

_
ta documents the gift to a local shrine of “Ilāt” by the

Arab “King of Kedar.”96 Votive offerings, including animals and
weapons, are reported to have been given to the Kaʿbah in Mecca in
pre-Islamic times by Arab and Iranian kings.97 According to al-Tạbarı̄,
the king of Yemen [Tubbaʿ] supplied the Kaʿbah in Mecca with its first
covering [kiswā].98 Reports that ʿAbdallāh b. ʿUmar used to offer to the
Kaʿbah the coverings from the animals he sacrificed when making
pilgrimage to Mecca show that such practices continued into the early
Islamic period. In another report the prophet Muhammad ordered the
death of Ibn Kha

_
tal for hanging on the covering of the Kaʿbah.99 Abū

Lahab, one of the paternal uncles of the prophet Muhammad, is said to
have stolen the golden gazelles offered to the Kaʿbah in pre-Islamic times,
and for this his hands were cursed in Q 111:1.100

The sacrifice and burial of camels, and other animals, at the graves of
people is widely attested throughout the Arabian peninsula in pre-Islamic
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times. Fully articulated, semi-complete, and partial camel skeletons have
been uncovered buried next to human tombs, connected to human tombs,
within human tombs, in the vicinity of human tombs, and in tombs by
themselves otherwise connected with human burials. A now empty cave-
tomb at al-Rukbah in the Wādı̄ Ghabr of the H ̣a

_
dramawt features an

inscription describing the construction of the tomb and the sacrifice of a
camel in addition to the erection of stone pillars and a funerary monu-
ment.101 At sites near Beles in Yemen and al-Hammariyat near Bat in the
Oman peninsula sacrificed camels were found buried near a ridge where
human burials took place.102 There are isolated examples from Palestine
and Syria,103 and there are images of camels on cairns and other grave
markers without any other evidence of camel sacrifice.104 Additional
human–camel burials and burials of camels in the vicinity of human
burials have been identified at Qaryat al-Faw,105 al-Rabadha,106 Biʾr
H ̣imā,107 Jidd Ḥaf

_
s,108 Wādı̄ Ramm,109 Merzuʿah and Maysar,110

Baynumah, Bat,111 ʿAlı̄,112 and Dhahran.113 Most of these burials have
been dated to the Hellenistic and late antique periods but some are earlier
or later.114 The burial of a sacrificed camel at Jabal al-Bu

_
hai

_
s (near al-

Madam) has been dated to the middle seventh century CE when the area
would have been under Islamic rule, and another nearby at Jabal al-
ʿImālah has been dated to the late Sasanian or early Islamic period.115

The most extensive example of camels and horses being sacrificed and
buried at a human tomb comes from the excavations of Mleiha in the
interior of the Oman peninsula. Arranged next to and around four human
graves are buried twelve camels and two horses, all on a north–south and
east–west axis. Two of the camels are buried at the entrance of two
human graves. One of these human graves also has a horse with gold-
encrusted tack buried adjacent and a camel is buried in the central
chamber, with two other camels buried nearby. All of the camels are
buried in the kneeling position, and appear to have died after having their
necks pulled back and throats slit. Several of the camels were Bactrian-
dromedary hybrids, and all of them appear to have been at their prime for
breeding and riding. The position of the animal and human graves suggest
that the burials were not a single event but that the Mleiha location was
used at different times for human burials accompanied by camels and
horse sacrifices.

At the site of al-Bu
_
hai

_
s 12, some 20 kilometers south of Mleiha, there is

a single camel burial at the entrance to a grave chamber in which was
interred a man buried with iron arrowheads.116 Included also were ram-
shaped figurines, perhaps indicating that the person buried was a
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hunter.117 The presence of the arrowheads, and the fact that this burial
was in the vicinity of other human burials accompanied by iron and
bronze weapons, has indicated to some scholars that the person was a
warrior.118 The burial of a camel nearby, at Jabal al-ʿImālah, dated to the
Hellenistic or Sasanian period, is close to a tomb in which was buried a
man holding an iron spear with an iron pike in the ground above his
shoulder and another tomb containing a man with a long iron sword.119

From the position of the camel skeleton at Jabal al-ʿImālah it is likely that
the animal was forced into the burial pit alive, where it may or may not
have had its throat slit before being buried.120

Grave goods buried at Mleiha, along with the camels and horses, also
appear to indicate the social status of the humans who would have been
buried there. These grave goods include a number of weapons, pottery,
and a bronze bowl fragment featuring a scene with horse and camel
riders.121 Similar bowls with hunting scenes found at other locations in
the Oman peninsula and the southern Arabian peninsula suggest that this
could be an example of the so-called Phoenician bowl.122 Other objects
found at the site, such as Seleuco-Parthian coinage, an Aramaic inscrip-
tion attesting to the building of a funerary marker, and names known to
be used among the Syrian Arabs of the northern Ḥijāz, show the larger
cultural context of the necropolis at Mleiha.123 More importantly, the
inclusion of important and expensive goods in the tombs, such as gold
beads and gold-studded horse tack, appears to refer to the relative social
status and rank of the humans buried there.124 The size and type of grave,
the grave markers and funerary monuments themselves all point to the
relative social status of the burials.125 Horse burials are rare in the
Arabian peninsula,126 and the fact that the camels sacrificed were all of
prime age and included Bactrian-dromedary hybrids is evidence of the
relative wealth associated with the burial.127 The burial of a donkey at
Shakūrah in Bahrain suggests that animals of lesser value were used to
indicate lower social status.128 Literary and archaeozoological evidence
indicates that Bactrian-dromedary hybrids were not only valued for their
additional size and strength, and uncommon in the Arabian peninsula,
but were also considered a sign of wealth elsewhere in the Near East and
Asia.129

That camel sacrifices seem specifically to have accompanied the burial
of warriors and military leaders is reflected in the burial of weapons at
human gravesites at Mleiha, Jebel al-ʿImālah, and other sites around the
Arabian peninsula.130 It has been noted that the camel burials are located
adjacent to the “most sumptuous graves” at Mleiha,131 which might have
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been designated for nobility.132 Eponyms and the presence of weapons at
camel–human burial sites in Yemen evince martial and high social
rank.133 At al-Dūr in Umm al-Quwayn a human grave included a camel
burial and a sword and scabbard. The camel was buried in a crouched
position with its neck apparently severed.134 An iron hoard at ʿIbrı̄ in
Oman, linked to Samad period burials, includes daggers and other
weapons buried only with the men, and also includes the burial of animals
associated with human remains.135 A camel burial with a human at al-
Fuwaydah in Oman includes iron arrowheads and two swords.136 At a
number of sites in Bahrain, including Janussan,137 ʿAin Jawān,138 and Sār
al-Jisr, human burials are accompanied by camels as well as iron and
bronze weapons and tools such as spearheads, arrowheads, iron armor,
iron rods, swords, daggers, and seals featuring horned animals including
gazelles and bulls.139 The burial of horse–rider and horse figurines in the
Hellenistic sanctuary at Tell Khazneh, along with inscriptions specifying
dedications and sacrifices by soldiers, attests to a similar practice on the
island of Ikaros (Failaka).140 Interred at a human burial site near Doha in
Qatar is a camel buried in the kneeling position with its neck severed and
the hind quarters of a second camel in the same kneeling position. The
human grave mound and that of the camels includes fragments of iron
and bronze objects.141

A number of factors indicate that the sacrifice of camels and burial of
weapons are specifically intended to signify the special historic status of
the people with whom they are buried. From a pair of tumuli tombs in
southern Iraq was recovered a golden wreath in addition to other grave
goods that indicate the people buried there were remembered as athletes
or warriors.142 Many of the weapons buried in the tombs appear to be
ceremonial in nature. Iron swords with bronze loop handles, swords
ornamented with ivory disks, spiked helmets in imitation of much older
Assyrian and Iranian styles, and double-edged swords resembling
weapons featured in rock carvings of ancient Mesopotamian kings have
all been found interred with humans near camel burials.143 The so-called
broad lunate-pommeled dagger is a particularly good example of this type
of symbolic weapon burial. The reuse of tombs, especially monumental
tombs and tombs associated with earlier epochs and civilizations, also
suggests an attempt to link burials with older civilizations and the cultural
precedence they represent.144 Certain images on coins and other objects
buried in the tombs depicting mythological themes linked with heroes
from pre-Islamic poetry and kings from Iran, Rome, Ethiopia, and Egypt
help to inform the symbolic context and significance of these burials.145

92 Animal Sacrifice and the Origins of Islam



The specific objects buried alongside the humans and camels parallel the
depictions of ritualized hunt and combat scenes found throughout the
Arabian peninsula going back to prehistoric times.146

Many of the camels and other animals placed within and adjacent to
human tombs appear to have been sacrificed and buried subsequent to the
human burial. Zooarchaeological analysis of the camel and horse burials
from Mleiha and other locations shows that the animals were placed into
a pit adjacent to the human tomb where they were slaughtered.147 The
camel sacrifices lining the northern edge of the necropolis appear to have
been buried later than the human and animal burials arranged in a
specific pattern toward the center.148 An inscription from the Ruqbah
tomb near Hureyhar reads “place for camel” and it has been proposed
that the name “Raybun” for the site of camel burials in southern Arabia
means “place of camel.”149 Most of the burials include what have been
identified as “pilgrim flasks,” typically a glass container with a wide
circular body and a narrow neck.150 Glass flasks buried with camels
and the burial of animal limbs, both real and terracotta, in the human
and animal tombs shows a connection between pilgrimage and the
burials.151 These and the recovery of other eating utensils indicate that
visiting tombs, animal sacrifice, and eating ritual meals, all known to be
common from other areas in the Near East and ancient world, were
practices associated with these Arabian necropolises.152

Similar practices are known from earlier times, including evidence
from prehistoric contexts. Because of the large number of burials found
on Bahrain some scholars have postulated that the island was a burial site
in Sumerian times for people from other areas, to which pilgrimage would
be made.153 Large bone deposits, almost exclusively camel, at al-Safouh,
Raʾs al-H ̣add, and Baynunah indicate what might be specialized camel-
hunting zones related to the ritualized camel hunt scenes found at places
such as Jabal Qārah, Sạʿdah, and Shuwaymis.154 The association of
pilgrimage with centers of ritual activity, graves, and these hunting zones
is evident from the human tombs linked with the burial of cultic objects
such as bronze serpents and vessels marked with serpent representations
at Qu

_
say

_
s in Dubai and the earlier strata of the hundreds of burials in a

single grave used over centuries at Jabal al-Bu
_
hai

_
s.155 The discovery of the

so-called cattle shrines at Shiʿb Kheshiya near Manayzah at the eastern
end of the H ̣a

_
dramawt where the skulls of cattle were buried in a circle

and later marked by a ring of stone slabs exemplifies the linkage of
pilgrimage, sacrifice, and the “social boundary defense.”156 Each of the
more than a dozen extant platforms at the site, with 40–50 skulls each,
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would have required at least 60 sacrifices from almost a dozen house-
holds, the meat supporting the participation of perhaps 5,000 people.157

A Neolithic mound of Dugong bones on the island of Akab has been
interpreted as one of the earliest examples of a shrine-like monument, to
which pilgrimage was made, constructed from the remains of hunted or
ritually slaughtered prey.158

Evidence for an established set of rituals connected to the visitation of
tombs, including pilgrimage, erection of a stone marker or altar, offering
of an animal at or near the erected stone, and a shared meal is widespread.
The use of special ceremonial spaces for these rituals exist in a variety of
contexts throughout the Mediterranean and Arabian peninsula,159 and
specific ties to funerary rites at tomb sites is known from Nabataean
practices at Petra, Madāʾin Sạ̄li

_
h, and Dūmat al-Jundal. Comparable

evidence exists for Palmyra and Dura Europos.160 Inscriptions and other
archaeological evidence attest to these practices in southern Arabia, includ-
ing graffiti from pilgrims in Shabwa, and stones inMaʾrib bearing the dates
of pilgrimages made there.161 At larger sites, connected to temples and in
the vicinity of public altars, what appear to be banquet halls were con-
structed for the ritual meals. Smaller private sites, such as those at Dūmat
al-Jandal, feature special places for the consumption of meals, confirmed by
the recovery of food receptacles and eating utensils, near the altar and
tombs.162 That camels were sacrificed and offered as part of a ritual meal at
tombs of prominent figures in the early Islamic period is consistent with
what was practiced in Arabia in pre-Islamic times.163

horse sacrifice and burials

Outside of the Arabian peninsula there is widespread archaeological
evidence that the horse and other equids, rather than the camel, were
sacrificed and buried to denote the tombs of military leaders and those of
other people associated with territorial and political claims. Horses and
other equids, along with dogs, were buried adjacent to and at the entrance
to human tombs in the Khābūr river basin of northeastern Syria, at Tell
Arbid and Tell Mozan.164 The sacrifice and burial of horses with human
remains could be linked to the place of certain domesticated animals in
the ecological conditions that supported the larger-scale civilization that
developed at the cities in the Khābūr basin, or perhaps a hunting culture
that predated more expansive settlement patterns.165 The burial of horses
along with dogs and weapons, especially in the larger vaulted chamber
graves from the Akkadian and post-Akkadian periods, might be directly
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linked to the graves of occupation forces or local Khābūr-basin people
linked with the dominating culture of southern Mesopotamia.166 The
burial of horses in the royal cemeteries at El Kurru, where twenty-four
horses were buried in a standing position, and Meroe are clearly linked to
the funeral ceremonies of the Kushite kings, who are said to have initiated
the custom of sacrificing horses to distinguish the tombs of kings.167

Horse and dog sacrifices are attested among the Amorites at Mari and
Tell al-Rimah, as are horse and donkey sacrifices throughout
Mesopotamia.168 Donkeys in particular seem to be associated with king-
ship in Amorite culture and the civilizations where the Amorites had
influence. Donkey and human burials, often including weapons, are
found at Tell Mozan and Tell Brak, throughout Mesopotamia, and in
Palestine.169 Others are attested among the royal tombs of Umm al-
Marra, Tell al-Sweyhat, Halwa, and Tell al-Dabʿa.170 In the Amorite
letters from Mari, donkey sacrifices are commonly mentioned as a part
of the ritual of concluding a contract or treaty;171 a donkey sacrifice is
mentioned at Ugarit,172 the Sumerian king is called a “proud donkey,”173

and the “Day of the Donkey” is specified as a holiday in certain ritual
calendars.174 A letter from the Mari palace states that because he is the
“king of the Khana” Zimri-Lim should ride not on a horse but on a
donkey, and royalty is associated with donkey riding in 2 Samuel (16:2,
17:23, 18:9), Jeremiah (32:19, 36:30), and the prophecy in Zechariah
9:9.175 Zooarchaeological evidence shows that the donkeys were not
eaten but interred whole, perhaps alive, into the tomb.176 The burial of
donkeys could be a way to commemorate the technological advantage
represented by the chariot, or be specific to the status of the person
making the burial, but depositing the animal in the midst of the sanctuary
could have been a way of marking the location as belonging, either
directly or indirectly, to Amorite culture and its sphere of influence.177

A similar case has been made for the burials of horses and donkeys
throughout greater Palestine and Egypt, connected with the invasions and
settlement of the Hyksos people.178 Hyksos burials at Azor include men
and horses buried side by side, and a tomb in Jericho contains the remains
of a horse or donkey.179 At Tell al-Dabʿa, the Hyksos capital in the Nile
Delta, a donkey is buried at the entrance of human tombs, and a donkey
is buried in a pit near a human tomb containing horse bones at Tell
al-Maskhū

_
tā nearby.180 Near Gaza, donkeys and horses are buried along-

side human graves in Lachish, Gath,181 Tell Haror, Tell Jemmeh, and Tell
al-ʿAjjūl.182 The horses and donkeys may represent the influence of the
use of chariots and mounted cavalry by the Hyksos.183 In part, using the
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domesticated horse, and the donkey, allowed the Hyksos to dominate the
areas where these burials occur.184 The burial of weapons, especially
swords and daggers, along with the donkeys and humans, emphasizes
the military role for which the Hyksos were known in their conquest and
control of southern Palestine and the Nile Delta.185

Not unlike the burial of the “Persian rider” terracotta figurines at
shrines in Arabia and Mesopotamia,186 the burial of horses and donkeys
alongside human graves among the Amorites and in Iran seems to indicate
an attempt to associate the human dead with a particular cultural and
political identity. As pack animals for desert trade networks and desert
mining operations, donkeys were a key economic asset and played an
integral part in allowing for the expansion and spread of political control
and cultural influence.187 Horse burials adjacent to human tombs are
found at the Hittite site of Osmankayesi, and other sites in greater Iran
including Dinkha Tepe, Hasanlu, Godin Tepe,188 Baba Jan,189 and a first-
century BCE tomb at Shahr-i Qumis.190 Weapons buried in these human
tombs, along with dogs, horses, and other gear including horse tack might
be references to the acts of conquest and state building that allowed these
people to settle the territory where they are buried. The grave goods
accompanying the human burials identify the sites as belonging to certain
cultural influences characterized by new technologies, new ethnic iden-
tities, and a cultural shift between the time of the burials and an earlier
cultural age.

Modern scholarship has taken the presence of horse sacrifices and
burials as evidence of an Indo-Iranian or Indo-European influence just
as donkeys are used to indicate Amorite culture and camels Arab cul-
ture.191 Perhaps the most elaborate example is the Ashvamedha horse
sacrifice practiced in ancient India involving the king, symbols of con-
quest, and more than 500 animals over a three-day period.192 Examples
from the Transcaucasus include the burial of horses, sometimes multiple
horses, with humans along with bronze spears, arrowheads, daggers, and
battle-axes.193 Often examples from different Indo-European cultures are
interpreted to be fertility rites, especially cases of horse sacrifice and other
rituals with horses supposed to have been performed by kings. Some
scholars have interpreted the connection between kingship and horse
sacrifice, along with other factors, to be linked with fertility rites.194 It
may be the case that the use of horses in some royal rituals incorporates
elements of fertility rites but most examples of horse sacrifice and burial
with humans, including those linked with kingship, appear to be associ-
ated with conquest and the military technology that allows for it.
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The widespread evidence of horse burial among separated Indo-European
societies, as well as among certain groups in the ancient Near East suggests
that the burial of horses and other equids, along with weapons and other
implements of warfare, are meant to commemorate what allowed these
peoples to dominate the societies in which they established themselves.195

The earliest examples of horse use and domestication in the Near East
and eastern Mediterranean basin are tied to military conquest and the
symbolism of state power. An Akkadian cylinder seal from the late third
millennium (2375–2000 BCE) represents a ridden mount trampling
underfoot a prostrate man, not unlike examples of people trampled by
war chariots from even earlier contexts.196 A gold dagger sheath from a
ceremonial weapon offered to the warrior god Reshef at the Temple of the
Obelisks in Byblos (ca. 2000–1600 BCE) features a rider, perhaps the
king of Byblos, armed with a sickle sword being presented with what
appear to be wild and domesticated animal offerings.197 Figures of armed
deities on horseback leading in battle are found in representations from
Egypt during the Hyksos periods and among the Hittites.198 Numerous
pictorial and textual sources attest to the close linkage of warriors and
kings with the use of horses by the Assyrians.199 A text from the fifth
century BCE details the armor and weapons used by the typical mounted
warrior, including 130 arrows and 2 spears.200 The Persians were well-
known for their use of horses in battle, and were defined by their ability to
shoot arrows from horseback.201

Many weapons interred alongside horses and other equids in human
graves appear to be ceremonial in nature. Certain types and styles of
weapons such as lunate-pommeled daggers and duckbill and fenestrated
axes are found in a wide variety of horse and human burials from
different times, cultures, and places.202 Spears and lances are specifically
associated with the burial of mounted fighters.203 The weapons them-
selves are often not only decorated but their general construction and
design, including poor hafting, shows that they were not made for actual
use in combat.204 Many of the tombs appeared to be staged in the
positioning of the human and animal bodies and objects, the dressing of
the corpses, the placing of the weapons and other grave goods, and the
funerary rituals themselves including sacrifices at the time of burial and
later.205 This staging includes the reuse of older monumental tombs,
artwork on tomb walls, and the burial of particular weapons and other
objects that recall scenes from mythical contexts.206

The inclusion of certain weapons and other implements of war along
with horse burials indicates that the symbolism of such burials had
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widespread geographical and temporal resonance.207 Burial of horse bits
and other types of equid tack in addition to specific ceremonial weapons
associated with human and horse burials, both within and outside of
ritual contexts, point to the role played by certain martial technologies
in the significance of these deposits.208 Iron bits allowed for the better
braking power necessary for the more effective use of horses in military
contexts, both as draught animals for chariots and as mounts, especially
in ranked battle and for the use of weapons such as bow and arrow or
sword and spear that require two hands.209 Sometimes the horses are
buried with the bits in their mouths, or ornamental bronze tack and
weapons decorated with ivory are buried alongside the horses, or just
the bits and the tack are buried without any animals.210 Many burials are
of multiple horses indicating chariot teams or of entire chariots. Although
some of these horse teams would have been used to transport the human
bodies to the grave, the burial of chariots and their use in funerary rituals
might have served to commemorate the rank and military standing of the
humans with whom they are buried, and refer back to the decisive role
played by the war chariot in conquest and political expansion in the Near
East and eastern Mediterranean basin.211

In addition to horses, weapons, and other military items, dogs appear
to have been sacrificed and buried in warrior tombs as implements of
warfare. Dog sacrifices were widespread among Indo-European groups
including the Hittites and in Greece.212 The burial of dogs with humans,
with and without horses or donkeys and weapons, is also found through-
out the Near East.213 Dog burials are found in most if not all of the
cultures that bury horses and other equids along with weapons in human
graves.214 Alongside other human tombs containing both dogs and horses
with single humans, tomb 18 at Politiko from Mycenaean Cyprus con-
tained the skeleton of a single dog buried with the remains of more than a
dozen humans, perhaps indicating a band of warriors.215 Funerary steles
featuring dogs on the Greek mainland have been interpreted as owing to
the influence of martial components of Near Eastern cultures.216

Herodotus says that horses and dogs are associated with leaders among
the Babylonians, and in the Achaemenid royal household there was a
specific official in charge of both dogs and horses.217 In many of these
contexts dogs are clearly linked with war and hunting, and seem to have
been sacrificed and buried as a military symbol. The third-century Roman
author Claudius Aelianus reports that sacred dogs were kept in the
sanctuary of the god of fire and war, and the Spartans are said to have
sacrificed dogs to Ares-Enyalios.218
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That the burials of humans, along with other implements of war, were
used to demarcate and lay claim to territory is evident from a variety of
widely dispersed examples. In some areas, the erection of stone and bone
monuments, many marking burials, is linked to human movement using
horses, camels, and other domesticated animals that allow for the exten-
sion of a given culture’s range of movement and influence.219 Often the
monuments themselves are constructed from the remains, or bear images
of the animals whose hunting is made possible by the increased range
enabled by domesticated mounts.220 Markers are used to signify political
and cultural boundaries and alliances, and some of the earliest evidence
indicates that human burials were used to mark a group’s control of
specific plots of land for farming.221 Theories linking the use of ritual pits
to fertility rites appear to be secondary to or as a consequence of placing a
particular area under the control of a given society or state.222 Evidence
from prehistoric sites in Europe shows a link between the domestication of
horses and cultivation in the natural habitats of wild species.223 In Greece
and throughout the Near East, pits were dug for the ritual disposal of
objects, animals, and humans near sanctuaries and places associated with
political and social identity.224 Ritual pits and shaft graves were used for
the burial of warriors with their weapons and mounts, dogs, and as a place
to perform sacrifices to “ancestors” who lived 500–1,000 years earlier.225

Certain aspects of the prehistoric construction and erection of
khirigsuur and deer-stone complexes throughout inner Asia correspond
to key features present in the staging and burial of camels and equids
throughout the Mediterranean and Near East. Some scholars consider the
deer-stones themselves to symbolize or be representations of dead war-
riors.226 Many of the complexes and individual stone monuments mark
human graves and contain horses, images of animals, and weapons.227 In
addition to horses, other animals such as sheep and goats appear to have
been sacrificed at these sites.228 The deer-stones are frequently engraved
with images of wild animals and with ornamental arms such as war
hammers, daggers, and shields.229 Sacrifice was used in the staging of
the burials and monuments, including animal heads buried in a circle
around the base of the deer-stone like the stone enclosures surrounding
the khirigsuur mounds.230 Not unlike the context for the warrior burials
in the Near East and Mediterranean, the deer-stones and khirigsuur
complexes appear to date from a time when the societies that built them
were transitioning from a hunting to pastoral-based society. Scholars
have argued that these Bronze Age burials memorialize warriors who
led group migrations, or that the monuments were a means to mark
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boundaries and alliances among dispersed pastoral communities.231 The
spread of these monuments and burials across such a large region show
not only the important role, both symbolic and in terms of mobility, of the
domesticated horse, but also the range of certain cultural norms and
symbols related to specific social and economic shifts in the area.232

sacrifice and social origins

Perhaps the best-known example of horse sacrifice is that of ancient India,
the Ashvamedha, an elaborate year-long ritual involving twenty-one
sacrificial stakes, ten sets of eighteen victims in addition to the primary
set consisting of the horse, a hornless he-goat, and a gayal.233 The ritual
includes an additional eleven sets of ten wild animals. By some accounts
there are over 500 animals involved in total.234 Many of the elements
found in the practice of horse or camel sacrifice found elsewhere in the
ancient world – representation of military leadership, the use of ceremo-
nial weapons, and the marking of territory – are found in
the Ashvamedha.

According to different Vedic texts, the purpose of the sacrifice is to
bring prosperity to the community.235 The person making the sacrifice –
the king, the warrior class he represents, and the community he
embodies – is to be granted sons, horses, continued dominion, and rivers
full of water. After being roasted and dismembered, the horse is offered to
the god Prajapati and to all the members of the warrior class. It is the
warrior class, of which the king is a part, that is responsible for the well-
being of the community with their acts of conquest, control, and protec-
tion of the territory which provide the basic necessities of life. Prajapati,
progenitor of the warrior class, is the god of creation, fertility, and social
prosperity. He is sometimes said to be the personification of the primary
elements of creation and life: time, sun, and fire. In the Upanishads and
later texts, the sacrifice itself is seen as cosmogonic, recalling the
primordial dismemberment and distribution of body parts to create the
world and the four castes.236

As the centerpiece of the various animal sacrifices, the horse epitomizes
the prosperity produced by and commemorated in the overall ritual.
Horses are not indigenous to India but were introduced in the migrations
and invasions that brought to dominance the Aryan culture. Because of
the difficulties involved in breeding the horses in India it was necessary for
the stock to be replenished by the capture and importation of fresh horse
stock from outside. The horse itself was not only a symbol of the king and
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the warrior class that used horses to draw war chariots, but represented
the implement that allowed for the Aryan conquest of India and the
continued control of the territory that secured the expanded prosperity
of the newfound civilization.237 The horse to be sacrificed was released to
wander through unconquered territories, accompanied and protected by
the warrior class, for a full year before the sacrifice. Its safe return to be
sacrificed proved the authority of the king over the places visited by the
horse.238 Territory is literally marked off by the erection of the stakes and
the animals placed between them in the course of the Ashvamedha.
During the ritual a war chariot is pulled around the altar by the horse
to be sacrificed. The altar represents the center of the world, and thus its
ritual encirclement by the war chariot is a symbolic encompassing of
conquered territory.239 The ritual is a reminder of the war chariot tech-
nology and the domestication of the horse required for its use that stand
at the origins of Vedic India.

A not dissimilar sacrifice was practiced in ancient Rome, the Equus
October or “October horse” sacrifice. Like the Ashvamedha, the Equus
October was performed by the warrior class to display the necessary link
between control of territory and provisioning the state. Securing territory
leads to social prosperity: food and water resources, safety from external
and internal threats, and cultural hegemony.240 Just as the chariot was
pulled around the altar in the Ashvamedha, the Equus October involved
chariot races around the Campus Martius in Rome, the stadium field a
symbolic substitute for the actual battlefield, the races a ritualized exten-
sion of actual combat. One of the horses pulling the winning chariot was
pierced with a spear and then sacrificed.241 The ritual was performed in
the middle of October, coinciding with the end of both the agricultural
season and the period of military campaigns.

Like the horse in the Ashvamedha, the horse sacrificed in the Equus
October conflates the king and the warrior class with fertility.242 Several
classical authors explain that the horse, not normally eaten as opposed to
an ox which would constitute the usual sacrificial animal,243 symbolized
both war and prosperity.244 The tail of the sacrificed horse, perhaps a
literal or figurative euphemism for the horse’s penis, was used to anoint
the rex regalia with blood.245 The head, offered to Mars,246 possession of
which was the source of ritual combat,247 was also considered an omen of
fertility.248 Dio Cassius reports that Caesar took the heads of two rebel
military leaders to the royal hearth after sacrificing them in apparent
imitation of the Equus October at the Campus Martius.249 That the
mythology of the god Mars himself, in whose name the sacrifice was
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offered and with whom the king and warrior class identified,250 was tied
to agrarian fertility is evident from a number of contexts.251 Mars, and by
extension the king and the warrior class, ensured fertility by securing the
territory from which the crops could be produced.252

Some Greek and Roman historians claim that the Equus October
recalls the founding myth of Roman society. According to the Greek
historian Timaeus, repeated by Polybius, the horse sacrifice was a way
for the Romans to commemorate their Trojan origins, using a spear to
transfix the military implement that led to the fall of Troy.253 This
tradition might also be related to the legend of the sword of Aeneas,
transferred from Priam at Troy, and buried along with the Trojan prince
at the future site of Rome.254 Although horse sacrifice was practiced
widely by other Indo-European peoples,255 the Equus October was the
only Roman instance of horse sacrifice, suggesting that the Roman ritual
be interpreted as a vestige of the migrations that brought the horse and
the hegemony that accompanied it at the origins of Rome. In the Ver
Sacrum ritual among the Sabine ancestors of Rome, all the humans and
domesticated animals born the subsequent spring are dedicated to Mars
and, upon reaching maturity, migrate away from their home community
to occupy new territory and establish a sedentary agrarian social order.256

This migratory sacrifice of offspring were in return for Mars’ military
protection of the land and its produce, and not unlike in the Ashvamedha,
the dedicated children and animals were led to what would be newly
conquered territory by Mars himself in the form of a horse.257

In both the Equus October and the Ashvamedha, and perhaps also in
other ancient and prehistoric rituals, the horse epitomizes that which allowed
for the foundations of the society for which it is the object of sacrifice. It is the
domestication and use of the horse as a military technology that enabled the
Indo-Europeans to dominate, culturally and politically, the regions into which
they moved: India, Iran, Greece, Europe.258 In these civilizations the sacrifice
of horses appears to recall the prehistoric origins of these peoples. Examples
of rituals focused on horses – their display, slaughter, dismemberment, being
eaten, burial – among certain classes in archaic Greece, the Near East, and
Europe coincides with, and thus their later repetition recalls, the arrival of
social orders based on the technologies of horse domestication.259 The vari-
ous rituals identifying the king and warrior class with the horse assert the
necessary link between the securing of territory and the development of a
social order allowing for increased production and prosperity.

The burial of horses at the tombs of kings and warriors seems to have
accompanied horse sacrifices and may have served a similar ritual
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function. That horses and items related to the development of equestrian
technology, including saddles, bits, stirrups, shoes, and equestrian
vehicles such as chariots, were buried at the tombs of warriors alongside
other implements of war such as ornamental and functional swords,
daggers, and arrowheads, indicates their representation of military tech-
nology. Inscriptions on buried signet rings and reliefs marking Minoan
tombs in Crete provide examples of this relationship between equestrian
technology and the cultural dominance of certain classes and equestrian
technologies.260 Throughout the Aegean, the erection of altars and monu-
ments, the burial of horses and weapons, and representations linking
these with fertility at so-called royal tombs attests to the coincidence of
these practices with migrations of cultures remembering a social order
enabled by horse technologies.261

Just as horse sacrifice and burial could be used by certain classes to
commemorate their origins, the camel was seen both by Arabs themselves
and by non-Arabs as typifying Arabian society.262 In the ancient world,
the camel was used as a kind of trope to designate Arabs and the regions
they inhabited.263 In their monumental inscriptions, Assyrian kings listed
the tribute of camels given to them by conquered Arabs. A fragmentary
Assyrian inscription detailing the military expeditions of Esarhaddon to
Egypt and through the northern Arabian peninsula mentions the use of
camels supplied by Arab vassals, and the Heidel prism mentions the
tribute of camels given by “Hazaʿil king of KUR a-ri-bi” to Esarhaddon
as tribute.264 An inscription of Tiglath Pileser III (744–727 BCE) men-
tions the tribute of camels [ibile] and she-camels [naqati] by Zabibe
“Queen of the Arabs.”265 The Khorsabad Annals of Sargon II (721–705
BCE) lists a tribute of camels from the king of Saba and Shamsi “Queen of
the Arabs,”266 and the account of Sennacherib’s campaign against the
Arabs in 691 BCE mentions the capture of 1,000 camels.267 Camels
designated the land of the Arabs,268 and was treated, both by the Arabs
and by non-Arabs, as a type of Arab currency.

The camel was for the Arabs, as the horse was for Indo-European
peoples, an implement of warfare. In ancient and late antique sources,
camels were associated with Arab kings and queens, with Arab military
units and tactics, and specifically with the capacities of camel-mounted
troops in desert warfare.269 A Palmyrene inscription from Dura Europos
illustrates that to be a camel-rider was an honored position.270 Unlike the
horse, the camel, because of its relatively slow speed but long range, does
not seem to have been used primarily as a charging animal but rather as a
means to transport troops and supplies to the battlefield.271 Indeed, Arab
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troops are known to have ridden camels to the battlefield, where they
mounted horses for combat.272 Camel-mounted cavalry were used in
combat by Arabs, and according to Herodotus, the “smell” of camels is
said to spook horses in combat.273 Camels require less water and food
(and eat thorny desert plants), are better designed to walk on sand, and
are taller, providing a higher mounted position – but horses are faster,
more maneuverable, and provide a steadier ride.274

Camel sacrifice at the tombs of warriors marked the status and role of
the person buried. Military leaders are commemorated for establishing
and maintaining the current social order: conquering territory and securing
prosperity for the community. Note that alongside horses and camels, the
“sacrifice” or burial of other implements of war (chariots, swords, armor,
dogs) featured items specific to the technological gains (helmets, stirrups,
bits, horseshoes)275 that allowed the warrior class to function as leaders in
originating and preserving society.276 An Iron Age burial of weapons,
perhaps dedicated to a war deity, such as weapon burials at bogs in
Scandinavia and ritual pits in Thrace, suggests analogous ceremonial prac-
tices commemorating cultural achievements linked with military con-
quest.277 Like the Equus October, Ashvamedha, and other rituals focused
on weapons and technologies tied to conquest, these “sacrifices” recall a
type of primordial link between securing territory and social development.

In the case of Arabia, the camel was the sine qua non, utilized with
specialized technologies for hunting, raiding, and warfare, that allowed
for certain Arab societies to control and eventually extend cultural hegem-
ony over extended territories.278 The stability and control provided by the
development of the so-called attack [shadād] saddle, such as bits and
stirrups among the peoples that used horses, enabled societies in the
northern deserts of the Arabian peninsula to employ the camel’s top speed
and use new weaponry (armor and the lance in particular) while
mounted.279 A “saddle-bow” construction allowed people to ride on the
hump rather than the crupper as required by the older style of the
H ̣awlānı̄ saddle used earlier in southern Arabia. The stability of this
saddle, along with the extended range of the domesticated camel, not
only provided a military advantage but allowed the northern Arabs to
distinguish themselves from the cultural and political identity of the
southern Arabs. As the Ashvamedha and Equus October sacrifices among
Indo-European peoples identified the origins of social prosperity with the
control of territory by the warrior class, so the sacrifice of a camel could
be used to assert a symbolic connection between conquest and the social
order of what would become the Ummah.
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camel as epitome

It might be argued that the camel is a totem for the Arabs, that the camel
for the Arabs shares certain key characteristics with the conception of the
relationship of particular animals, plants, and objects to the social groups
with which they are associated.

In his work on animals, al-Jā
_
hi
_
z highlights the significant role played

by camels in history and compares the elephant as the symbol of the
Indians to the camel as the symbol of the Arabs.280 As a social marker for
Arabs, the use of the camel is widespread and familiar in visual and
literary depictions throughout the ancient world.281 In a report given on
the authority of ʿUrwah b. al-Bārqı̄, the prophet Muhammad says the
“camel is power [ʿazz] to its family.”282 The camel is said to have a strong
body, be fleet of feet, and carry a load as large as a house with a person on
its back. It produces food, drink, clothing, coverings, and can be said to
be a house in and of itself.283 In

_
hadı̄th reports given on the authority of

Ibn ʿUmar and Abū Mūsā al-Ashʿarı̄, the prophet Muhammad compares
the Quran to the camel.284 The Muslim exegesis of Q 88:17 claims the
camel was created especially by God providing for the existence of human
society in the desert.285 Camels are fabled for their bite, their spines, and
coarse hair. Jā

_
hi
_
z goes to great lengths to catalogue the uses of the camel,

including as a sacrifice, and to make possible settled life in the desert
environment of Arabia.286 According to the traditions collected by al-
Jā

_
hi
_
z and others, wild camels do not exist except for those left by God in

the Wābar wilderness as a sign of the destroyed peoples of Ād and
Thamūd. All camels are considered to be domesticated.287

The camel, both in reality and as a symbol, is the epitome of settled life
in Arabia. It is emblematic of Arabs, their value as military units and as
wealth, the close parallels between the habitats and lifestyle (whether real
or perceived) of both,288 and because of the common mythological
linking of Arabs and camels.289 Like the restrictions placed on the killing
and eating of the species representing the totem, Muslim jurists require
ritual purification after touching or eating camel meat.290 Muslims are
forbidden to pray on the spot where a camel sat, and camel flesh is
supposed to have magical and medicinal qualities.291 The ninth-century
philologist and grammarian al-A

_
smaʿı̄ dedicated an entire book to a study

of camel-related vocabulary in Arabic poetry informed by ethnographic
research among Bedouin from the desert near Ba

_
srah.292 Joseph Freiherr

von Hammer-Purstall identified 5,774 Arabic words for camels and
camel-related things.293
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The camel is the domesticated animal par excellence of the Arabs, and
is itself an epitome of a certain type of Arab society. Camels and Arabs
formed a symbiotic relationship. Not unlike the evolution of certain other
“domesticated” species such as the Yak in Tibet and the reindeer among
the Sami people in Lapland, the survival of the Arabian dromedary as a
species owes as much to Arab pastoralists as nomadic pastoralism as a
way of life owes to the camel. Dromedaries, like dogs during the ice
age,294 survived and became a species because of their close relationship
with the pastoral Arabs who needed the camels for their own survival and
dominance of their desert environment.295 Camel raiding by competing
neighboring tribes allowed the camels to maintain the genetic variations
necessary to breed successfully, as did intertribal marriage among
people.296

Harnessing the full potential of the domesticated camel may have been
what allowed the Arabs of the Ḥijāz to dominate the economy and culture
of the Near East and eastern Mediterranean at the end of late
antiquity.297 Camels enabled certain “bedouin” groups to evolve a port-
able existence exploiting the changing economic, political, and ecological
conditions of Arabia at the end of antiquity in the fourth, fifth, and sixth
centuries CE.298 Large-scale ecological changes, such as earthquakes and
volcanic activity, and the spread of disease, may have encouraged certain
types of tribal systems enabled by the development and availability of
camel and tent technology.299 Combining camel and tent technology
afforded certain groups the ability to cope with and take advantage of
these ecological changes with greater movement and range between
settlements, allowing them to increase their web of tribal alliances and
access to water sources and prey, capitalize on long-distance trade routes,
and develop new relationships with more sedentary societies.300

To sacrifice a camel is to communicate in a language representing a
certain “Arab” identity inclusive of all Arabs regardless of tribe or social
status, at a funeral, to display certain qualities such as hospitality and
generosity, or to demonstrate the security and prosperity of the place
where the animal is offered. The camel is a recognized symbol, the
offering of which asserted not only the Arab identity but also the heroic
status of the one performing the offering. Sacrificing camels could be seen
as the Arab equivalent, perhaps self-consciously so, of the Greco-Roman
and Indo-Iranian horse sacrifice. Camel sacrifice was utilized, both by
those doing the act and by those far removed in time and place interpret-
ing the act, to commemorate the newfound cultural dominance that
marked the origins of Islam.

106 Animal Sacrifice and the Origins of Islam



notes

1 See Jonathan Z. Smith, “The Domestication of Sacrifice,” in Violent Origins:
Walter Burkert, René Girard, and Jonathan Z. Smith on Ritual Killing and
Cultural Formation, ed. Robert Hamerton-Kelly (Stanford, CA, 1987),
191–205.

2 See Smith, “ The Domestication of Sacrifice,” 201; and Jonathan Z. Smith,
“The Bare Facts of Ritual,” History of Religions 20 (1980): 112–127, esp.
116–117 [= in his Imagining Religion (Chicago, IL, 1985), 53–65, esp. 57–58].

3 See Smith, “The Bare Facts of Ritual,” passim; A. Irving Hallowell, “Bear
Ceremonialism in the Northern Hemisphere,” American Anthropologist n.
s. 28 (1926): 1–175.

4 See the provocative arguments in Valerio Valeri, “Wild Victims: Hunting as
Sacrifice and Sacrifice as Hunting in Huaulu,” History of Religions 34 (1994):
101–131. On “taming” bears for sacrifice, see Heonik Kwon, “Play the Bear:
Myth and Ritual in East Siberia,” History of Religions 38 (1999): 373–387;
E. A. Aleskseenko, “The Cult of the Bear among the Ket (Yenisei Ostyaks),” in
Popular Beliefs and Folklore Tradition in Sibera, ed. Vilmos Diószegi
(Budapest, 1968), 175–192.

5 See, for example, Paul Stengel, Opfergebräuche der Griechen (Leipzig, 1910),
197–202, cited in Valeri, “Wild Victims,” 111–112.

6 See the discussion in T. Fahd, “Consecration of Animals,” in the
Encyclopaedia of the Qurʾān, s.v.

7 See the theoretical reconstruction of Burkert, Homo Necans, esp. 1–87. For
the classic formulation, see K. Meuli, “Griechische Opfergebräuche,” in
Phyllobolia: Festschrift Peter von der Mühll, ed. Olof Gigon (Basel, 1946),
185–288.

8 J. Z. Smith defines what he means by “domestication” on p. 199 of his “The
Domestication of Sacrifice,” citing Peter J. Ucko and G. W. Dimbleby, eds.,
The Domestication and Exploitation of Plants and Animals (Chicago, IL,
1969); Erich Isaac, Geography of Domestication (Englewood Cliffs, NJ,
1970); Edmund R. Leach, “Anthropological Aspects of Language: Animal
Categories and Verbal Abuse,” in New Directions in the Study of Language,
ed. E. H. Lenneberg (Cambridge, 1964), 23–63; S. J. Tambiah, “Animals Are
Good to Think and Good to Prohibit,” Ethnology 8 (1969): 432–459.

9 See Smith, “The Bare Facts of Ritual,” 61, and the trapping of bears among
the Yenesei in the Yeneseysk Province in Henry Lansdell, Through Siberia, 4th
ed. (London, 1883), 209–210.

10 Smith, “The Domestication of Sacrifice,” 199.
11 Muslim, Sạ
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_
sa
_
hı̄
_
h, 1:122–123; Ibn Mājah, Sunan, 1:166; A

_
hmad

b. H ̣anbal, Musnad, 4:303, 5:100; ʿAbdallāh b. ʿAlı̄ Ibn al-Jārūd, Muntaqā
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Bidāyah al-mujtahid wa nihāyah al-muqta
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_
hı̄
_
h, 3:97, 4:50, 5:9–10; al-Bukhārı̄, Sạ
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tallānı̄, Irshād al-sārı̄ li-shar

_
h Sạ
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hayāwān, 4:201.

34 See D. J. Harrington, “Pseudo-Philo,” in Old Testament Pseudepigrapha
2:297–377, esp. 323–324; H. Jacobson, A Commentary on Pseudo-Philo’s
Liber Antiquitatium Biblicarum (Leiden, 1996) on Numbers 16; Bruce Fisk,
Do You Not Remember? Scripture, Story and Exegesis in the Rewritten Bible
of Pseudo-Philo (Sheffield, 2001).

35 See the argument in Bruce Fisk, “Gaps in the Story, Cracks in the Earth: The
Exile of Cain and the Destruction of Korah in Pseudo-Philo,” in Of Scribes
and Sages: Early Jewish Interpretation and Transmission of Scripture, ed.
Craig Evans (London, 2004), 2:20–33; H. Jacobson, “Marginalia to Pseudo-
Philo Liber Antiquitatum Biblicarum and to the Chronicles of Jerahmeel,”
Revue des Études Juives 142 (1983): 455–459.

36 See Theodoret, Bishop of Cyrrhus, Interpretatio quatuardecim epistolarum
s. Pauli apostoli, ed. Jacques Simond and Johann August Nösselt (Halae
Magdeburgicae, 1771), 3:1274. For this reference see Wellhausen, Reste
arabischen Heidentums, 114; Robertson Smith, Kinship and Marriage in
Early Arabia, 262.

37 See Brannon Wheeler, “Food of the Book or Food of Israel? Israelite and
Jewish Food Laws in the Muslim Exegesis of Quran 3:93,” in Food and
Judaism, ed. Leonard J. Greenspoon and others (Omaha, NE, 2005),
281–296.

38 See, for example, the list in Robertson Smith, Lectures on the Religion of the
Semites, 290–302.

39 See al-Tirmidhı̄, Jāmiʿ al-
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buldān, 1:392, 3:26–27. For these references and other examples, see
Dirbas, “The Sacrifice of Riding Animals,” 3–12.

53 See Edward William Lane and Stanley Lane-Poole, Stories from the Thousand
and One Nights, 2nd ed. (New York, 1937), 2:295; R. Basset, “Notes sur les
Mille et une nuits,” Revue des Traditions Populaires [= Revue d’ethnographie
et des traditions populaires] 3 (1897): 146–152; Ḥātim al-Tạ̄ʾı̄,Der Dı̄wān des
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59 See Yāqūt, Muʾjam al-buldān, 4:479; Robertson Smith, Lectures on the
Religion of the Semites, 19; Wüstenfeld, Register, 138. On these references,
see Goldziher, “On the Veneration of the Dead,” 210.

60 On these references see Goldziher, “On the Veneration of the Dead,” 209
and 219.
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66 See Bukhārı̄, Sạ
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Sociétē 16 (1985): 55–69; Canan Cakirlar, “Caravans, Camel Wrestling and
Cowrie Shells: Towards a Social Zooarchaeology of Camel Hybridization in
Anatolia and Adjacent Regions,” Anthropozoologica 49 (2014): 237–252.

130 On weapons in general, see D. T. Potts, “Some Issues in the Study of the Pre-
Islamic Weaponry of Southeastern Arabia,” Arabian Archaeology and
Epigraphy 9 (1998): 182–208. Also see the preliminary report in Tariq
Madhloom, “Excavations of the Iraqi Mission at Mleiha, Sharjah, U.A.E.,”
Sumer 30 (1974): 149–158.

131 See Aurelie Daems and An De Waele, “Some Reflections on Human–Animal
Burials from Pre-Islamic South-East Arabia (Poster),” Proceedings of the
Seminar for Arabian Studies 38 (2008): 137–140.

132 See the conclusions in Uerpmann, “Camel and Horse Skeletons from
Protohistoric Graves,” esp. 116.

133 For the H ̣a
_
dramawt sites of al-H ̣ammarı̄yāt and Wādı̄ ʿArf, see Alexander
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Sacrifice in the Taittribı̄ya-Brāhmana: The Eighth and Ninth Prapā
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3

Pagan Origins of Muslim H ̣ajj Sacrifice

A Minoan bronze from fifteenth-century BCE Crete, acquired in 1921 by
Captain Spencer-Churchill and now housed in the British Museum, shows
a human figure flipping over the horns of an oversized galloping bull.1

Similar scenes are found on frescoes from Mycenaean Tiryns, Minoan
Knossos, and Avaris (Tell al-Dabʿa) in Hyksos Egypt,2 cylinder seals from
Babylonian Alalakh (Tell Atchana) in northern Syria,3 and a vase from
Hittite Hüseyindede Tepe in northern Anatolia.4 From the images it is
possible to conclude that these were wild bulls, not unlike those known
from Sumerian mythology,5 the wild Cretan bull captured by Heracles,
and the later “Tauro-kathapsia” of the Roman circus.6 Indeed, the prac-
tice might have been meant both as displaying feats of strength and skill,
but also as evoking a nostalgia for the heroic origins of the community
and its mastery of the natural world.7 Similar to the practice of burying
horses and camels alongside warriors to recall their instrumental role in
securing the territorial foundations of society, bull leaping may have been
a way to draw attention to the accomplishment of harnessing the beast for
human use. It was a practice that appears to have been part carnival, part
competition, and part ritual, what has been called a kind of celebration or
“glorification” of domestication.8

Something like this commemoration of domestication is evident in the
rituals prescribed for acquiring, driving, slaughtering, and distributing the
animal sacrificed at the end of the Islamic H ̣ajj. Muslim jurisprudence
incorporates into Islam pagan practices associated with fertility rites from
pre-Islamic seasonal festivals. That the rituals connected with the Islamic
H ̣ajj sacrifice were already practiced in pre-Islamic times is evident not
only from the Muslim sources themselves but also from archaeological,
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epigraphic, and rock art evidence from ancient and late antique Arabia.
Muslim scholars make the claim that the prophet Muhammad recovered
the lost original monotheistic and biblical significance hidden in the
fertility rites of the “

_
hajj” that were practiced by the pagan Arabs on

the eve of Islam. Adopting and reinterpreting these pagan fertility rituals
as a corruption of earlier lost Abrahamic rites allowed Muslim scholars to
see the “sacrifice” as recalling a symbolic and real transition from pre-
Islamic hunting and fertility rites to a focus on certain domesticated
animals as epitomizing the settled values of the other biblical religions
encountered as Islam spread into the more urban milieu of the broader
Near East and Mediterranean.

Chapter 3 examines the pagan roots of what Muslim exegetes and
jurists describe as the rituals for obtaining, transporting, slaughtering,
and distributing the animal sacrifice of the H ̣ajj. Evidence from pre-
Islamic and Islamic sources illustrate the significant role hunting played
in acquiring an animal to be offered to a deity, perhaps as a thanksgiving
for seasonal fertility. Ritual hunts are well-attested in a variety of pre-
Islamic sources and in Arabic Islamic accounts of the pre-Islamic period.
The presence of these reinterpreted pre-Islamic rites in the Islamic descrip-
tion and practice of the Ḥajj sacrifice indicates a conscious attempt for
Muslim scholarship both to demonstrate the continuity linking the Ḥajj
sacrifice with its posited Abrahamic origins, and to shift the symbolism of
the ritual away from an exaltation of earthly fertility and toward a
transcendent afterlife. Wild animals were replaced with domesticated
livestock, the hunt with the ritual runnings and standings, the kill with
the slaughter, the warrior and priest with the worshipper, and the trophy
with the feeding of the community.

acquisition

It is evident from a number of different sources that hunting and raiding
played a role in the acquisition of sacrificial animals among the Arabs in
the pre-Islamic period. According to a tradition preserved by Mu

_
hammad

b. Mukarram Ibn Man
_
zūr (d. 1311) in his Lisān al-ʿArab, the ʿatı̄rah

sacrifice involved the hunting of a gazelle. “A man used to say in the
Jahiliyyah: ‘When my camels reach a hundred, I will give one of them as
an ʿatı̄rah. When my sheep reach a hundred, I will hunt a gazelle [

_
zabı̄]

and sacrifice it [fa-dhaba
_
ha-hu].’”9 Abū ʿUbayd al-Qāsim b. Salām al-

Harawı̄ (d. 838) explains that, in pre-Islamic times, a person would
request something and make a vow that if he got it then he would sacrifice
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one of his flock animals [ghanam-hu] in Rajab, and that one form of the
vow was a request that a gazelle be taken instead of something befalling
his flock animals.10 The idea of the ʿatı̄rah as a substitution ritual is also
indicated in other traditions such as the practice of a man rubbing the
blood of the animal victim on the image of the deity while asserting that
the blood was his own.11

Several inscriptions from southern Arabia mention the sacrifice of wild
animals.12 One inscription from the H ̣a

_
dramawt lists the killing of “four

panthers, two lynxes, and six hundred ibexes” [w-hrgw ʾrbʿt nmr w-
fhdyw wst mʾ hmʾ wʿl]. Another lists “eighty-two young camels,
twenty-five gazelles, and eight panthers” [w-tty w-tmnhy

_
hwrw w-ḫmst

wʿšry
_
sbym w-tmnwt fhd].13 An inscription engraved on a cliff near

Shabwa mentions the sacrifice of wild animals at the rebuilding of a
temple.

Yadaʿʾil Bayyin, king of Hadramawt, son of Rabb-Shams, of the freemen of
Yuhab’ir, he who transformed and altered the city Shabwat and rebuilt in stone
the temple, roofed [and] paved the fortress, when they [the temple and the fortress]
collapsed and [when] they [Yadaʿʾil and his party] killed 35 bovines and 82 young
camels and 25 gazelles and eight cheetahs at the fortress Anwadum.14

A Sabaean inscription on a stela near Maʾrib commemorates a hunt by
the “Mukarrib of Saba,” and a Minaean text mentions a first-fruits
offering and sacrifice to several local gods.15 Ritual hunts of wild goats,
antelope, buffalo, and panthers are attested as part of the coronation of
Abyssinian kings,16 and are known from and found among later tribal
groups in southern Arabia.17 An inscription from Naqı̄l al-Shijāʿ north of
Sạnʿāʾ records a hunting expedition by the H ̣imyari king Abū Karib Asʿad
at the beginning of the fifth century CE.18

Classical Greek and Roman sources refer to hunts for antelope, steer,
wild goats, onagers, wolves, boars, panthers, and tigers,19 and the bones
of a variety of wild species including gazelles, camels, and horses are
frequently found at Greek sanctuaries.20 Xenophon describes a sanctuary
of the goddess Artemis at Skillous at which there was to be an annual
festival with both the sacrifice of domesticated animals and a ritual hunt
for wild boar and deer.21 A ritual lion hunt is displayed on a series of
reliefs from the Assyrian palace at Nineveh, and Ashurbanipal is said to
have established his own royal hunting parks for this purpose.22 In the
Greek and Roman world, a royal lion hunt is reported to have demon-
strated the legitimacy of Alexander the Great,23 and the hunting of lions
by the emperors Trajan and Hadrian is highlighted as evidence of their
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character.24 In his Critias, Plato describes a sacrifice in which ten princes
hunt wild bulls, with only wooden poles and rope, in a special sanctuary
dedicated to Poseidon. The sacrifice is to reaffirm their political position
and adherence to the law.25

That such ritual hunts were familiar in central and northern Arabia is
evident from widespread inscriptions and rock art. Other wild prey
mentioned in the ritual hunts of the Qa

_
sı̄dah poetry, recalling those

mentioned in South Arabic inscriptions, are featured in rock art through-
out the Arabian peninsula, including the oryx, onager, and ostrich. Scenes
at Jubbah, Jabal Arnan, and Shawaymis in the al-Jawf region show
elaborate hunts with horned prey, mounts, and archers. Isolated images
of hunted animals including camels, ostriches, and an assortment of
horned prey, such as at Jabal Qurmah, can be found throughout the
basalt desert on the northern edge of the al-Jawf extending into Syria.26

Rock carvings often show hunting techniques such as the use of kites, pits,
snares and nets, and both horses and camels to drive the prey in addition
to stalking and ambushing prey. Weapons used include bow and arrow,
spears and lances, and edged weapons such as daggers. Corresponding to
later Arabic descriptions of pre-Islamic hunting, the rock art often
includes what appear to be hunting dogs and trained felines.27

It is important to recognize that the location of the rock carvings is not
necessarily the same as the location where the animal or actions portrayed
in the scene are supposed to have taken place. Many, if not most, of the
scenes are carved into rock faces at or near prominent mountains, at the
edge of the desert. Jabal Qurmah is a large basalt-boulder-covered peak
elevated above the relatively flat surrounding desert. Jabal al-ʿAsāl rises
more than 1,000 feet above the surrounding sand desert. The scenes at
Jubbah are part of a single mountain outcropping approximately 70 kilo-
meters into the Nafūd desert from its southern edge. Jabal Qārah com-
prises a series of distinctive rock formations distinct from the al-H ̣asā
palm oasis. Other sites appear to have been chosen as a type of “open air”
sanctuary such as that at Wādı̄ Bajdha. The close association of moun-
tains with sanctuaries is well-known, and the association of storm gods,
in particular, with mountains is known from Arabia and the wider region.

A number of rock art scenes from Biʾr H ̣imā and other sites include
female figures usually identified, both by archaeologists and locals, as
goddesses.28 It is important to note that not all scholars are agreed that
these female figures represent goddesses or are even “female” figures.29

Some of these figures are almost “life-sized,” measuring up to two meters
in height, especially compared with the much smaller surrounding images
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of hunters and prey. The goddess figures at Biʾr Ḥimā have prominent
hips and are shown with waist-long braids, some with what appear to be
metal ringlets attached.30 Whether these figures could represent divine
beings or ordinary women, their placement vis-à-vis scenes of hunting and
raiding at least suggest a connection between these activities and the
symbolic significance of the female form. The positioning of the arms of
the female figures, raised toward the sky, has been interpreted to indicate
their divine status but may also be a more specific gesture pointing to the
sky and the bringing of rain and fertility. The upright arms of goddess
images from other Near East and Mediterranean contexts are sometimes
interpreted to symbolize horns, the moon, and fertility. Inanna is often
represented holding objects symbolizing her association with war,
hunting, and fertility. Ishtar has her arms raised and is standing on two
horned gazelle-like animals. At Juddah there is a scene with a life-size
male figure that has sometimes been interpreted as a tribal leader or king.
Accompanying the camel-hunting scenes at Jabal Kawkab are female
figures similar to those found at Biʾr H ̣imā and elsewhere. Female figures
with triangular torsos (carved larger than the surrounding figures) are
found near scenes of bulls, possibly being hunted, at Wādı̄ Bajdha north-
west of Tabūk. The presence of these female figures might suggest that the
accompanying hunt scene is intended to commemorate a ritual hunt
performed for the featured goddess. Female deities are associated with
hunting rituals in other parts of Arabia and the Mediterranean.

In southern Arabia the available evidence shows that the sacrificing of
hunted animals was directed toward male and female deities associated
with the weather and, by extension, fertility.31 A Sabaic inscription from
the Awām temple at Ma

_
hram Bilqı̄s near Maʾrib records a hunt by a tribal

military commander [wzʿ]32 for oryx and wild animals [w
_
hš]. The gov-

ernor offers a horse and rider of bronze to the god Almaqah because his
horse, injured on the hunt, was healed.33 Numerous other Sabaic inscrip-
tions employ the formula “when he hunted game of ʿAthtar and
Kirwam,” attesting to the offering of hunted animals to ʿAthtar the god
of rain and his consort Kirwam the goddess of hunting.34 One inscription
mentions “300 animals” sacrificed to ʿAthtar,35 while another fromWādı̄
Qānı̄yah mentions “100 animals” killed during the hunting season of the
sun goddess Khinwān.36 The erection of stones to mark the boundaries of
hunting reserves dedicated to ʿAthtar and Kirwam is found in other
inscriptions.37 The record of a votive sacrifice at a Qataban temple
mentions two ibexes.38 Other Qatabanian inscriptions refer to royal
hunts dedicated to the sun goddess,39 a Sabaic inscription records the
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sun goddess Shamsum commanding a hunt for her,40 and the sacrifice of
an ibex to the sun goddess is found in an inscription from Shibām al-
Ghirās.41 Another hunting scene with archers hunting rows of gazelle,
ibex, and onager is part of the temple at Banāt ʿĀd in the al-Jawf region of
Yemen.42

Wild animal sacrifices and ritual hunts for the purpose of ensuring
fertility are known from the wider ancient Near East and Mediterranean.
In ancient Egypt, for example, the Pharaoh hunted and sacrificed wild
bulls and hippopotamuses as part of ceremonies designed to ensure the
flooding of the Nile.43 Sacrifices of hunted animals to the god Assur, often
portrayed wielding his bow, are said to reinforce the alignment of heaven
and earth.44 In the sanctuary of Demeter, known as the goddess of
agricultural produce, was found the phalanx of a gazelle that was pre-
sumably hunted and brought to the temple as an offering.45 Greeks
offered fish to Aphrodite, and fish offerings along with other wild prey
from hunts were given to Artemis.46 The offering of wild animals to
Artemis, in particular, seems to have been connected both with her role
as goddess of hunting and war, but also with her role in ensuring fertility
through both animal and human reproduction.47 That hunting gods were
also war gods is evident from the mythical connection, illustrated in the
Ashvamedha and the Equus October sacrifices reviewed in Chapter 1,
between the warrior and social prosperity ensured by the securing of
territory for fertile crops.48

The tradition that the horns of an animal sacrificed in pre-Islamic times
were stored inside the Kaʿbah in Mecca could be understood as another
reference to wild animals being offered. Various reports preserved by
different Muslim scholars claim that the horns were from the ram sacri-
ficed by Abraham in Mecca, that they were brought to Mecca from
Jerusalem, had been stored in the Kaʿbah and only discovered later after
having already disintegrated, or hung until one of the times during the
early Islamic period when the Kaʿbah was destroyed.49 It is possible that
the association with Abraham, like the biblical etiologies assigned to other
pre-Islamic objects, locations, and rituals, is a later interpolation. The
association of the horns with Abraham might also be evidence of early
Muslim exegesis that identified Abraham’s sacrifice with a wild ram or
other horned prey such as an ibex [waʿl] or “wild mountain goat” [tays].
In a report given on the authority of al-H ̣asan and repeated in al-Tạbarı̄
and others, it is said that the sacrificial animal was an ibex [waʿl].50

Tạbarı̄ also cites Ibn ʿAbbās, who says the animal was an ibex [waʿl],
and al-H ̣asan, who says it was a “wild goat [tays] from the she-goats [tays
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min al-arwı̄] that came down upon him from Thabı̄r.”51 Later reports
replace the wild goat with the ram but retain that the ram came down to
Abraham from mount Thabı̄r to Abraham at Minā.52

The ritual display of horns as evidence of a hunted sacrifice is wide-
spread in the ancient world, and is specifically associated with Artemis
and other deities responsible for seasonal fertility.53 In addition to the
reports of the horns of a sacrificed animal being stored or displayed at the
Kaʿbah in early Islamic times, horns were used to portray goddesses
associated with Mecca in other Arabian sanctuaries. Goddesses known
in and around Mecca in pre-Islamic times were associated with other
deities worshipped in the region, such as Ishtar and Venus, who were
often depicted as being horned.54 Standing stone images of al-Lāt erected
at Madāʾin Sạ̄li

_
h and on Jabal Ramm in Wādı̄ Ramm depict the goddess

as being horned.55 Images of al-ʿUzzā, such as the one found at Jabal al-
Zan

_
tūr in Petra, depict the goddess with horns.56 The association of

goddesses and horned animals, especially the gazelle and ibex, is evident
from the use of certain Arabic female names in pre-Islamic and Islamic
sources.57 Yāqūt states that it was the thorny Sidr tree, perhaps because of
the similarity of the long curved thorns to the horns of sacrificed animals,
that distinguished the worship of al-ʿUzzā at her guarded sanctuary.58

The widespread use of horned altars throughout the region suggests that
the horns on the goddess images might be related to the animals they
received as offerings.

Muslim sources also report that in pre-Islamic times two golden
gazelles were buried under the Kaʿbah, perhaps in a special storeroom,
along with a number of weapons identified with divine origins.59 The
storage and burial of votive wild animals offered to a sanctuary, some-
times along with ceremonial weapons, is known from other ancient
contexts. In one of the letters sent to King Zimri-Lim of Mari, there is
mention of the weapons of the storm-god being kept at the regional
temple of Terqa (Tell Asharah) on the banks of the Euphrates: “The
weapons of Adad of Aleppo have arrived in the temple of Dagan in
Terqa.”60 Examples of weapons found at ancient sanctuaries include
the golden axes and daggers from the temple of the Obelisks at Byblos,
the weapons found at the city of Ugarit, and others found at excavations
in ancient Israel.61 Metal and stone representations of hunted animals as
sacrificial victims – including ibex and bulls, camels and horses, snakes
and mice, as well as ceremonial weapons – are not uncommon as votive
offerings in other Arabian contexts.62 Inscriptions from southern Arabia
mention the offering of a golden bull, several single golden camels, two
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golden camels, and four golden camels alongside live bulls, camels, a
mule, a horse and its tack, various “small animals,” and agricultural
produce.63 Sacrifices of camels and other wild animals are recorded in
Safaitic, Thamudic, and other North Arabic inscriptions found through-
out the peninsula and Syria. Carved images of gazelle, lions, ostriches,
and entire hunting scenes might be understood as a kind of votive offering
recording ritual acts at a particular location.

islamic sacrifices and hunting rituals

The Islamic sacrifices described by Muslim jurisprudence, based on the
reported example of the prophet Muhammad, include a number of prac-
tices that appear to be related to other hunting rituals of the pre-Islamic
period. According to Mu

_
hibb al-Dı̄n al-Tạbarı̄ (d. 1295), pre-Islamic

practices included hanging pairs of shoes [taqlı̄d al-naʿl] on the animals
brought for sacrifice, and covering the animals with special cloths [julūl]
in which holes were made to expose the ritual scarring of the animals,
marks designed to show that the animals were consecrated for sacrifice.64

Mālik b. Anas provides a full account of the practice based on the
example of the Ibn ʿUmar.

When he designated a sacrificial animal [ahdā hadı̄y-an] from Medina, he would
garland it [qallada-hu] and mark it [ashʿara-hu] at Dhū al-H ̣ulayfah, garlanding it
before marking it, but [doing] this in one place, while facing the Qiblah. He would
garland it with two sandals and mark it on the left side. Then it would be driven
with him until he did the ritual standing [yūqqafa] with it with the people at
ʿArafat, then do the ritual run [yadfaʿu] with it, with the people when they did the
ritual run. When he arrived at Minā on the morning of the slaughter [ghadāh al-
na

_
hr] he would sacrifice it before shaving or cutting [his hair]. He would slaughter

his sacrificial animal with his own hands, lining them up standing and facing the
Qiblah. Then he would eat and feed others [with the meat].65

Islamic law stipulates that, in addition to being marked with a garland,
the animal to be sacrificed must also be marked by its own blood, caused
to flow by a wound inflected by the person offering the sacrifice.66

Muslim scholars explain that the verb used for “marking” [šʿr] the animal
by drawing its blood is related to the root meaning of “knowledge” and
hence “marking” the animal is a way of making known that it is desig-
nated as a sacrificial victim. Muslim jurists do not, however, explain why
the animal needs to be marked with both a garland and by its own blood,
other than repeating that this was the example given by the practice of the
prophet Muhammad.
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A number of
_
hadı̄th reports relate that the prophet Muhammad

marked animals for sacrifice by drawing their blood. For example, Ibn
Mājah reports on the authority of Ibn ʿAbbās that the prophet
Muhammad marked the sacrificial animal [ashʿar al-hadı̄] on the right
side of the hump and wiped the blood from it.67 A similar report also
related by Ibn ʿAbbās states that the prophet Muhammad “marked his
camel [ashʿar budna-hu] on the right side and the blood flowed from it,
and he marked it [wa-ashʿara-hā].”68 In some reports, the prophet
Muhammad is said to have “wiped the blood from it,” perhaps indicating
that he wiped the blood from the wound onto the hide of the camel,
making a visible mark with the animal’s own blood. Exegesis on Q 2:198
and lexicographers explain that the verb “mark” [ishʿara] means “draw-
ing blood” [idmā], and also refers to killing a person by spilling his blood
and marking him for death. Some jurists disagree about whether the
animal is to be wounded on the right or the left side, but the specification
of the mark being on the animal’s “hump” indicates that the marking
only occurred with camels.69 There are no reports of cows or herd
animals being marked with their own blood, and camels are stipulated
to be slaughtered while they are standing, unlike any other animal.70

Many of the rock art hunting or raiding scenes portray what appears
to be the “marking” describing in Muslim ritual and legal texts. Figures
wielding spears attack camels, often piercing the camels through their
flanks and the side of the hump. One report states that the prophet
Muhammad used a blade to slaughter his sacrificial animals,71 but in
another report Ibn ʿUmar slaughters his camel with his spear, thrusting it
through the animal’s throat “until the spear came out under its shoul-
der.”72 Some of the rock art scenes at Biʾr H ̣imā feature what have been
interpreted as camel hunting scenes, and camel images are copious
throughout the rock art of the region.73 Sites at Jabal Kawkab in north-
western Yemen also have scenes that appear to represent the hunting of
camels.74 An alabaster relief accompanied by a Sabaic inscription invok-
ing the south Arabian storm god ʿAthtar to whom hunted animals were
offered shows a camel being pierced by a figure mounted on a war horse.
The spearhead is shown passing through the camel’s side from above, the
tip emerging with lines depicting what might be blood flowing from it.75

Similar scenes alongside Safaitic inscriptions show a mounted figure
piercing a camel through its hump.76

Whether the hunts portrayed at these sites are of “wild” camels, the
“hunting” or “raiding” of domesticated camels, or a nostalgic “memory”
of such activities, cannot be deduced from the images.77 There is no direct
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evidence linking any of the images to particular practices, to specific
inscriptions, or even to one another. There is clear evidence of animal
sacrifice in Safaitic and other regional inscriptions.78 A variety of literary
and ethnographic sources indicate that there seems to be little distinction
in practice separating “hunting” and “raiding” as a means to acquire
animals, including those which might eventually be slaughtered for ritual
purposes.79 Having been recorded in rock, these images do testify to the
familiarity of the concept of hunting or marking camels in a manner
consistent with what Muslim texts describe as part of the procedure of
marking an animal for sacrifice.

The hunting of camels is supposed to have taken place as late as the
fourth or fifth centuries CE, although there is evidence of wild camel
hunts as late as Ottoman times.80 In a survey of almost fifty rock art sites
in northern Yemen, Michael Jung estimates that horse, ibex, and camels
far outnumber the other animals.81 Some rock scenes from the period
immediately preceding Islam clearly show camel hunts rather than raids.
In a rock art scene at Jabal Qārah near Hofūf, for example, it is obvious
that a camel is being hunted. The scene includes two bowmen, what
appears to be a human with a spear, and a hunting dog. The camel has
a number of what appear to be spears protruding from its torso.82 Safaitic
inscriptions show images of prey including camels, ostriches, onagers,
ibex, oryx, and predatory cats.83 Another scene from graffiti at al-
Raw

_
dah has a horse-mounted figure pointing his spear at what appears

to be a two-humped Bactrian camel.84 At Jabal al-ʿAsāl, in the sand desert
north of al-Riyādh, a hunting scene features horse riders hunting ibex
with camels also present. The camel appears to have a spear stuck into its
back,85 and a scene from Qaryat al-Faw depicts a mounted hunter named
Salim b. Kaʿb and a camel that has already been hit with a thrown spear
protruding from the front of its neck and shoulder.86 Numerous camel
hunting scenes from much earlier, found in southern Arabia, attest to the
antiquity of the practice, and may represent a remembered practice that
was idealized or formalized in later ritual hunts when wild camels no
longer existed.87

According to Ibn Rushd, it is the marking of the animal with its own
blood that makes it a sacrifice.88 This is based on the example of the
prophet Muhammad when he set out with camels marked as sacrificial
animals toward Mecca but was stopped at al-H ̣udaybı̄yah.89 Since the
camels had already been marked for sacrifice, they had to be sent on to
Mecca to be slaughtered even after it became impossible for the
prophet Muhammad to accompany the animals to the place of their
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slaughter. After sending the animals, the prophet Muhammad and his
followers de-sacralized from their pilgrim state by shaving and cutting
their nails. In a number of

_
hadı̄th reports, the prophet Muhammad

states that an animal, once designated for sacrifice by being marked,
must be sacrificed. It cannot be sold, traded for another animal, or
released. If an animal is marked for sacrifice but then falls ill to the
extent that it cannot be driven all the way to the place where it is to be
slaughtered, the animal must be slaughtered on the way and its meat
distributed as a sacrifice.90 Even if the animal, after it has been desig-
nated as a sacrifice [hady], is attacked and mutilated by a wild animal
like a wolf, assuming that the sacrificial animal was whole when it was
designated as a sacrifice, it must be slaughtered and its meat distributed
as a sacrifice.91

Other reports preserve additional details of sacrifices performed and
instructed by the prophet Muhammad that reflect aspects of ritual
hunting known from pre-Islamic Arabia. The driving, the standing, the
running, and the slaughter of the animal all take place away from the
Kaʿbah, in the plains and valleys between ʿArafāt, al-Muzdalifah, and
Minā, outside of Mecca. Muslim jurisprudence stipulates that animals
designated for sacrifice by having been marked must be sacrificed in the
“sanctuary” [

_
harām] but not at the Kaʿbah or in Mecca.92 Exegesis on

“until it reaches the Kaʿbah” in Q 5:95 is interpreted to mean that the
meat of the animal be distributed to poor people in Mecca but that the
slaughter itself should take place away from the Kaʿbah. Based on

_
hadı̄th

reports, Muslim jurisprudence also requires that the animal be obtained
and driven in from outside the sanctuary. Mālik b. Anas states that the
sacrificial animal must originate outside of the sanctuary [

_
haram] but

allows that pilgrims can purchase animals inside the sanctuary if those
animals have been imported from elsewhere.93 The killing and the eating
of the animals living within the sanctuary is restricted, and pilgrims are
not allowed to hunt or eat the meat of any hunted animal once they have
taken on the sacred pilgrim status [i

_
hram]. The use of techniques and

methods not normally allowed for the slaughtering of domesticated
animals is allowed for the killing of sacrificial animals, including piercing
a camel with a spear and stabbing an animal in its thigh rather than
slitting its throat.94

H ̣adı̄th reports indicate that it was only camels that the prophet
Muhammad marked with blood, animals that he himself drove and
slaughtered, and only a camel can have its hump pierced. In those cases
where the prophet Muhammad is reported to have designated and sent
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animals to be slaughtered as sacrifices while he stayed in Medina (and not
taking on the sacred state of a pilgrim), he is said to have garlanded the
animals only. One report, for example, relates that ʿĀʾishah said: “I used
to braid the garlands for the sacrificial animal [hadı̄] of the prophet
Muhammad. His animal would be garlanded and then sent while he
stayed not abstaining from the things from which a pilgrim [mu

_
hrim]

abstains.”95

Reports in which the prophet Muhammad sends off the animals while
staying in Medina, not driving or slaughtering them himself, often specify
that the garlands used to mark the animals as sacrifices were made from
wool, garlands braided by ʿĀʾishah for the prophet Muhammad.96 There
is a single

_
hadı̄th report in al-Bukhārı̄ in which ʿĀʾishah says she braided

garlands for the sacrificial animal [hady] of the prophet Muhammad
before he entered the sacred pilgrim state [yu

_
hrim],97 but in all the other

reports ʿĀʾishah states that she made the braided garlands when the
prophet Muhammad was sending the animals while he stayed in
Medina.98 When the animal is marked with its own blood, having had
its hump pierced by a spear, it is garlanded not with braided wool but
with one or two “sandals” [naʿlayn].99

Designating an animal as a sacrificial victim by hanging something
around its neck is a practice well-known from the ancient world. Classical
Greek sacrifices involved garlanding the animal with wreaths or fillets of
wool.100 The Hittite practice of adorning a sacrificial animal with red
wool might be a symbolic representation of its blood.101 There are
numerous reports that ʿĀʾishah used to “twist” or “braid” [fatala] the
garlands [qalāʾid] that the prophet Muhammad used for the animals he
was going to sacrifice.102 In several reports ʿĀʾishah claims to have woven
the garlands from “colored wool” [ʿihn],103 and to have “matted” [lab-
bada] her own hair in preparation for the sacrifice.104 The use of wool
might be related to a tradition that the hair or wool of the sacrificed
animal accrues merit to the sacrificer.105

In his commentary on Q 5:2, al-Tạbarı̄ preserves various reports that
identify the “garlands” [qalāʾid] as being made from trees.106 According
to a tradition attributed to al-Suddı̄, the pre-Islamic Arabs used to go on
pilgrimage during the sacred months, and would garland themselves and
their she-camels with the bark of trees before returning home. They would
use the bark from the trees of the sanctuary [li

_
hāʾ shajarah min shajarah

al-
_
haram]. A report given on the authority of ʿA

_
tāʾ says it was the bark of

a “Samur” tree [li
_
hāʾ al-samur] that grew in and aroundMecca, described

elsewhere as having small leaves, short thorns, and yellow fruit.107 At the
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end of his report ʿA
_
tāʾ adds that the Islamic prohibition against cutting

the trees of the Meccan sanctuary was because the pagans used to make
garlands from them. According to Ibn al-Kalbı̄, the Quraysh dedicated a
sanctuary to al-ʿUzzā at a place called Suqām near Ḥurā

_
d in Nakhlat al-

Shaʾmı̄yah on the road from Mecca to al-Tạ̄ʾif.108 At this sanctuary, near
a grotto called Ghabghab, were three “Samur” trees which the prophet
Muhammad ordered Khālid b. al-Walı̄d to cut down. According to Ibn
ʿAbbās there was a “she-devil” – an Abyssinian women with disheveled
hair who may have been understood to be a manifestation of al-ʿUzzā or a
priestess of the shrine – whom Khālid b. al-Walı̄d killed along with
Dubayyah b. Haramı̄ al-Sulamı̄, the custodian [sādin] of the shrine.109

Restrictions were placed on the trees in other locations, indicating that
the practice of garlanding animals from the branches, leaves, and bark of
certain trees was more widespread. Ibn Qudāmah explains that it is
forbidden for people to take anything from trees growing wild in the
sanctuary of Mecca. Products of trees and other plants that are considered
agriculture, such as nuts and fruit, are not restricted, but the taking of
leaves, branches, and bark is specifically prohibited.110 Similar prohib-
itions apply to Medina based on numerous

_
hadı̄th reports in which the

prophet Muhammad declares the city a sanctuary [
_
haram] and forbids the

cutting of its trees. Some jurists designate the trees of Wādı̄ Wajj as
restricted based on a single

_
hadı̄th report, narrated on the authority on

ʿUrwah b. al-Zubayr from his father, in which the prophet Muhammad
says: “The prey and branches of Wajj are sacred, sacred to God” [inna

_
sayd wajj wa ʿi

_
dāha-hu

_
harām mu

_
harram li-llah].111 Wādı̄Wajj is directly

adjacent to the location of ʿUkā
_
z, approximately 40 kilometers northeast

of al-Tạ̄ʾif, and was likely the sanctuary associated with the annual
pilgrimage and fair in pre-Islamic times. Several other pagan sanctuaries
appear to have been preserved as part of Muslim practice including Dhū
al-H ̣ulayfah just outside of Medina, which is considered the first station
of the Islamic Ḥajj. Before Islam, Dhū al-H ̣ulayfah is supposed to have
contained a sacred tree and a ritual stone [na

_
sab].112 The location is also

known as the “Wells of ʿAlı̄” [abyār ʿAlı̄] and is situated at the base
between two mountains about 9 kilometers from Medina on the road
to Mecca.

In addition to the Sumar tree associated with the sanctuary of al-ʿUzzā
and the garlanding of animals, other special trees were venerated by the
prophet Muhammad and his followers. Abū Dāʾūd dedicates a special
section to the “cutting of the Sidr tree” in which he includes three reports.
In one the prophet Muhammad says that anyone who cuts a Sidr tree
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without good reason is damned to hell. In another, H ̣ishām b. ʿUrwah
claims that his father used wood from the Sidr tree for the door of his
house, but adds that someone heard that the prophet Muhammad cursed
[laʿanā] anyone who cut a Sidr tree.113 The use of Sidr leaves in washing
corpses is specifically advised by the prophet Muhammad for the death of
a pilgrim who is performing the rites at ʿArafāt, and at the death of one of
his daughters.114 In another place the prophet Muhammad orders Qays
b. ʿA

_
sim to wash with water and Sidr after becoming Muslim.115 These

traditions could be related to the unique Sidr trees mentioned in the
Quran, especially the heavenly “Sidr al-muntahā” in Q 53:10–18. In his
commentary on Q 53:10–18, Ibn Kathı̄r relates that the prophet
Muhammad said the Sidr trees of the garden of Eden will be without
thorns and will have multicolored fruit of varying flavors. When he visited
Medina, Richard Burton observed an old Sidr tree growing in the mosque
near the tomb of the prophet Muhammad and his daughter Fā

_
timah, the

produce of which was being sold to pilgrims.116

Veneration of certain trees and restrictions placed on game and plants
at certain sanctuaries underline the association of certain pre-Islamic
deities with fertility and warfare.117 Ibn H ̣ajar relates that Wahb
b. Munabbih advised people to grind Sidr leaves, mix with water, recite
Quran verses over the mixture, drink three sips, and wash with the
remaining mixture for the purpose of removing afflictions. This Sidr-leaf
mixture is specifically intended to remedy sexual impotence.118 The associ-
ation of both Sumar and Sidr trees with fertility and strength is also evident
from the use of the prized honey produced by bees from nectar gathered
during the pollination of these two trees.119 Ibn Kathı̄r narrates an episode
in which the prophet Muhammad and his followers, on their way to
Ḥunayn, came upon a big green Sidr tree. The prophet Muhammad’s
followers, who had only recently renounced their paganism, asked for a
tree like the Dhāt al-anwā

_
t, a Sidr tree at which Arabs observed certain

annual rituals related to combat. According to Ibn Kathı̄r, citing Ibn Is
_
hāq,

the Arabs used to visit it each year, hang their weapons on it, make
sacrifices, and spend the day there.120 A report given on the authority of
Abū Wāqid al-Laythı̄ states that the tree they saw on the way to Ḥunayn
was the Dhāt al-anwāt Sidr tree. The report puts the episode in a biblical
context, paralleling it with the Israelites requesting a golden calf from
Moses,121 and later Muslim scholarship emphasizes that the prophet
Muhammad was stipulating the end to all pre-Islamic pagan practices.122

Ibn Kathı̄r insists that the prophet Muhammad did not venerate the
Dhāt al-anwā

_
t Sidr tree on his way to Ḥunayn but there was a special tree
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at al-H ̣udaybı̄yah at which the prophet Muhammad prayed, cut his nails,
and shaved his head after making his camel sacrifice there. Muslim
exegesis claims that the “People of the Tree,” mentioned in Q 48:18 were
the followers of the prophet Muhammad who made a pledge of allegiance
to him at this special tree at al-H ̣udaybı̄yah. Mālik b. Anas relates that Ibn
ʿUmar claimed there was a special tree in Wādı̄ al-Surar near the twin
mountains of al-Akhsayayin at Minā under which “the umbilical cords of
seventy Prophets have been cut.”123 Tạbarı̄, on the authority of Wahb
b. Munabbih, tells of a date palm which is dressed in women’s garments
and jewelry, and is considered the abode of the goddess whom the
inhabitants of Najrān worship for one day each year.124 According to a
report preserved by Ibn H ̣ajar from Ibn Saʿd related on the authority of
Nafiʿ the mawlah of Ibn ʿUmar, ʿUmar b. al-Kha

_
t
_
tab chopped down the

tree at al-H ̣udaybı̄yah because people were venerating it still after the
death of the prophet Muhammad.125 The tradition that ʿUmar is said to
have cut down every tree under which the prophet Muhammad sat to
curtail continued ritual acts at trees, or that he cut down only this tree
because people could no longer be certain it was the right one, may reflect
unease about pre-Islamic pagan practices linked with the prophet
Muhammad.126

The cults of al-ʿUzzā and other goddesses associated with sanctuaries
around Mecca are often situated and represented in connection with
hunting and hunting preserves. These include Dhū al-H ̣ulayfah and
Wādı̄Wajj, in addition to those associated with particular goddesses such
as Nakhlat al-Shaʾmı̄yah. Ibn al-Kalbı̄ says the sanctuary of al-Lāt was in
al-Tạ̄ʾif in the mountains above and to the south of Mecca. The sanctuary
of Manāh was said to be located at Wādı̄ Qudayd on the edge of the
mountains before the desert stretches about 27 kilometers to the mı̄qāt at
Ju

_
hfah near the Red Sea coast, approximately 300 kilometers from

Medina and 150 kilometers from Mecca. Ibn al-Kalbı̄ relates that people
used to visit Mecca, perform the rites there, then return to the sanctuary
of Manāh where they would shave their heads to de-sacralize and exit
their pilgrim state.127 Mecca itself is defined as a plant and animal
preserve, as are other Islamic sites such as Medina. Muslim jurisprudence
restricts the cutting of wild plants and the killing of wild animals found
within the boundaries of the Meccan sanctuary. Some jurists, on the basis
of Q 5:1–4, penalize not only the killing of prey within the sanctuary but
also the act of hunting itself.

Examples of game preserves dedicated to specific deities, especially
those linked with fertility and hunting, are well-known from South
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Arabian inscriptions, A Sabaic inscription from Nihm in northwest
Yemen marks the “preserve” [m

_
hgr] of the god Taʾlab at Nihm in

Yemen.128 This preserve is located on the slopes of Mount al-ʿAdan at
Raʾs al-Fawwār about 60 kilometers to the northeast of Sạnʿāʾ. A third-
century CE inscription from Riyām declares the ritual hunting season for
the god Taʾlab as mandatory.129 The inscription specifically forbids
people from bringing domesticated herd animals into the sanctuary and
onto the mountain, and establishes the penalty for trespassing as ampu-
tation of a hand which is then to be placed in the preserve. This same
penalty was supposed to have been enforced on Abū Lahab, the cousin of
the prophet Muhammad, for desecrating the Kaʿbah by stealing one of
the golden gazelles that had been given as a votive offering to the sanctu-
ary.130 Yāqūt records a legend about a pre-Islamic god who had a sacred
preserve of dedicated animals in the H ̣a

_
dramawt. If other domesticated

animals came into this preserve the animals became “sacred” or “pro-
hibited to their [previous] owners” [

_
harumat ʿalā arbābi-hā].131

Other inscriptions and markings on or with rocks testify to the exist-
ence of special hunting reserves in the Arabian deserts just before Islam.
Desert kites scattered throughout the basalt deserts of Jordan, Syria, and
northern Arabia were specially designed places for trapping and
hunting.132 Rock carvings depicting the kites and the hunts may have
served both to commemorate the ritual and to demarcate the areas
reserved for such activities.133 The cairn of Hāniʾ shows such a kite hunt,
and other inscriptions and drawings within and along the basalt desert
attest to similar activities in select locations.134 The Sabaic term designat-
ing a special hunting enclave [ʾ

_
hbt] occurs in a number of inscriptions.135

Protected hunting preserves are marked for the storm god ʿAthtar and his
consort the hunting goddess Kirwam, including two places at Shiʿb ʿAql
near Maʾrib called Aryadı̄ and Dannum.136 Two other hunting preserves
dedicated to ʿAthtar and Kirwam at Rabyatum and Aʿlumān are men-
tioned in a Sabaic inscription at the Awām temple.137 Ritual hunts for
these deities were performed at Naqı̄l al-Shijāʿ according to a first-century
CE inscription,138 while a fifth-century CE inscription refers to ritual
hunts for the god Ra

_
hmanān at the same location.139

It is possible that the goddesses identified as the “daughters of Allāh”
were paired, as hunting deities, with a male storm god, not unlike the
pairing of hunting and storm gods throughout the wider Near East. The
grouping together of the goddesses al-ʿUzzā, Manāt and al-Lāt in
Q 53:19–20, and their identification by Muslim exegetes as the “daugh-
ters of Allāh”mentioned in Q 16:57 (and see 17:140, 37:149–151), seems
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to be a later correlation of what were disparate and even competing
goddess cults.140 This is further evinced by the controversy of the so-
called Satanic verse – “these are the goddesses on high, their intercession is
to be sought” – that was supposed to have been inserted immediately
following the names of the three goddesses in Q 53:20.141 From Ibn al-
Kalbı̄, it is known that the prophet Muhammad claimed to have made a
sacrifice to al-ʿUzzā, and that her sanctuary was located some distance
from the Kaʿbah on the road to al-Tạ̄ʾif. The sanctuary of al-Lāt was in al-
Tạ̄ʾif itself, or perhaps at Wādı̄ Wajj adjacent to ʿUkā

_
z, and al-Manāt was

worshipped near Qudayd. Although Ibn al-Kalbı̄’s assigning certain god-
desses to particular places and to specific tribes and tribal groupings might
be too neat a reconstruction,142 other sources indicate that “pilgrims” in
pre-Islamic times might visit a number of different shrines, being gone from
home for extended periods of time during the sacred months.

Of the three goddesses, al-ʿUzzā seems to have received the most
attention both within Mecca and throughout the region among other
Arabs. In contexts outside of Mecca, al-ʿUzzā is invoked as the consort
of the weather god Baʿal. Two inscriptions, one from Petra and the other
from Jabal Ramm, link al-ʿUzzā with a god called “Lord of the House”
[mar baitā] which is a term applied to the storm god Baʿal Shamayim at
Palmyra, and applied to God [allāh] in Q 106:3 [rabb hadhā al-bayt].143

The liturgy [talbı̄yah] of the H ̣ums, Madh
_
hij, and Thaqı̄f mentioned

submission to al-ʿUzzā along with al-Lāt, Manāt and others to the “high
god” of Mecca.144 ʿUzzā is mentioned and sometimes paired with male
weather deities among the Nabataeans, at Dedan, and Qaryat al-Faw,
and is identified as Venus, and as Aphrodite at Edessa.145 Epiphanius
refers to hymns sung to a virgin goddess called “Khaabou” [Χααβου] in
Arabic, said to be the mother of Dusares among the Nabataeans.146

Genesis 14:5 mentions a place named after “horned Asherahs”
[ashtarôt qarnayim] located east of the Jordan river, and an Asherah
goddess is linked with an altar to the weather god Baʿal in Judges 6:25.
A town in H ̣arrān famed for its flowing fountains and associated with the
horned goddess ʿAthtar was named after al-ʿUzzā, and a “garden of
ʿUzzā” linked by some with Baʿal is mentioned as a royal burial ground
for several kings of Judah in 2 Kings 21:18 and 26.147 The pairing of al-
ʿUzzā with a male storm god like Baʿal closely parallels the marriage of
ʿAthtar and Kirwam in south Arab inscriptions, and helped to explain the
use of horns to represent the goddess.148

As with other hunting goddesses, such as Ishtar, who is associated with
hunting, warfare, and seasonal fertility in Mesopotamia, al-ʿUzzā is
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linked with ritualized warfare and blood-shedding. According to
Porphyry, each year the Arabs sacrificed a virgin boy to a goddess,
burying the body under her altar, which was made of carved stone.149

Theodule son of St. Nilus describes the ritual of Muhammad and the
cult of the standing stones [an

_
sāb] as being “barbaric” and bloody.150

The Kitāb al-aghānı̄ records an oath sworn to al-Lāt and al-ʿUzzā by the
Lakhmid ruler al-Mundhı̄r IV.151 Zacharius of Mitylene reports that
Lakhmid rulers used to kidnap virgin boys from monasteries and raids
on Christian villages to sacrifice them to al-ʿUzzā.152 A similar incident
is reported by St. Nilus himself.153 Spartans used to sacrifice animals
to Artemis, the goddess of the hunt, before going into battle. The name
al-ʿUzzā itself is etymologically related to “power” [ʿzz] and means
something like “all-powerful” goddess. She is the equivalent of the
Ru

_
daw known from Assyrian and later Aramaic inscriptions as a deity

of protection.154

quzah
˙
as a storm god

It is evident from traditions preserved in Islamic texts, and from references
in other ancient sources, that the god Quza

_
h or Qaws Quza

_
h was a storm

god associated with a ritual hunt at ʿArafāt, al-Muzdalifah, and Minā in
pre-Islamic times. Among the Edomites, the storm god Qos was clearly
connected with hunting. Qos is called “Lord of the Animals” or “Lord of
the Ostriches” in an inscription from Qi

_
tmı̄t.155 Qos is attested as lord of

an agricultural estate at Aroer in the Negev, and was offered hunted wild
animals at his sanctuary at Qi

_
tmı̄t.156 In addition to the bones of numer-

ous ostriches and some wild boar, apparently given as votive offerings to
Qos, terracotta fragments from the sanctuary at Qi

_
tmı̄t show hunting

scenes of gazelle and lions along with images of camels and horses.
Horned terracotta images perhaps representing Qos were found at
Qi

_
tmı̄t, and a horned stele of Qos has been identified at Jabal Tạ̄wilah

near Petra.157

The word “Qaws” in Arabic and other Semitic languages means
“bow” and was probably understood as a reference to the weapon of
the storm god. “Qaws Quza

_
h” is a “rainbow” in classical Arabic, indi-

cating that the name “Quza
_
h” was associated with stormy weather.158

According to a tradition preserved by Yāqūt, the prophet Muhammad
said “Do not say ‘Qaws Quza

_
h’ because Quza

_
h is the name of a satan, but

say ‘Qaws Allāh’” and later Muslim angelology made Quza
_
h the name of

the angel in charge of the rainbow.159 The use of the word “Qaws” or
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“Qos” to connote the storm god in Edom and among the Nabataeans and
Assyrians, was probably as a symbol objectifying the deity, just as other
weapons such as the trident, lightning, and arrows were used to represent
other hunting and weather gods.160 According to Josephus, the name of
the Idumean deity was “Koze” and the use of the name “Qaws” among
the Nabataeans might have been a shortened form of the longer epithet
“Qaws of the Sharā Mountains” [qaws dhū sharā].161

Outside of Arabia, Qos is paired with an unnamed female consort who
has been interpreted, on the basis of images, as an Edomite version of
Ashtarte with whom al-ʿUzzā is associated. A number of scholars have
identified Qos with the Nabataean Dusares or the “One of the Sharā
mountains” [Dhū al-Sharā] with whom al-ʿUzzā is attested as a con-
sort.162 Qos, portrayed on a throne flanked by bulls and holding a
thunderbolt, is also paired with a fertility goddess of the Syrian
Atargatis type at Khirbet al-Tannūr on Jabal al-Tannūr at Petra.163

A number of Hellenistic Greek texts depict the storm god Adados (from
the Semitic Hadad) paired with the fertility goddess Atargatis. An altar
from Kfar Yāsı̄f, approximately 11 kilometers inland from Acre, includes
a dedication to Adados and Atargatis, and a stele from Dura-Europos
portrays Hadad and Atargatis seated together. Hadad holds a bunch of
wheat, indicating his responsibility for weather and fertility. Atargatis is
flanked by lions, suggesting her connection to hunting and warfare.164

Like many other storm gods, Quza
_
h is associated with two mountains:

ʿArafāt and al-Muzdalifah, al-Thawr and al-Thabı̄r, or the twin peaks of
al-Thabı̄r. One mountain is the site of his dwelling, and the other marks
the boundary of his pasture preserve where hunted animals are brought as
offerings to him. Many of the images from outside Arabia depict storm
gods in the so-called smiting stance standing on two mountains.165 In
Ugaritic texts, Baʿal is called “Lord of Mount Sạphôn” [Baʿal Sạphôn].166

He is portrayed, as early as the eighteenth century BCE on a votive stele
from Ugarit, standing on two mountains.167 A haematite cylinder seal
from northern Syria shows Hadad standing on two mountains being
presented a wild hare as an offering.168 A register from Ras Shamra
shows the storm god with a baboon, and a seal from Enkomi portrays
him with a bird of prey.169 A number of scenes from the rock walls of a
mountain sanctuary in Yazilikaya near the ancient city of Hattusha show
the storm god Teshub standing on two mountains or on predatory
animals such as lions or panthers, and he is called “Lord of the
Mountain.”170 Lists of offerings to Teshub and his consort Hebat name
specific mountain pairs in Syria and Kizzuwatna,171 perhaps the best
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known being Hazzi and Namni.172 Another scene shows a kinglike figure
offering what appear to be wild horned animals to Teshub.173

A number of images featuring the two mountains have the storm god
accompanied by a female figure, sometimes interpreted as a goddess of
fertility and warfare. A seal from Tell al-Dabʿa in Egypt shows the Syrian
storm god on two mountains standing beside a semi-naked female figure,
emphasizing her navel and vagina.174 That the female figure is a fertility
goddess, often paired as a consort of the storm god, is suggested by the
way she is portrayed and the inclusion of wild animals including a
baboon, several birds, and a horned bull’s head around her in the scene.
In some other images, there are two female figures flanking the storm god,
one semi-naked and the other winged, perhaps representing two aspects
of the same goddess: fertility and warfare.175 It is also possible that one or
more of the female figures represent a priestess or perhaps a human
incarnation of the goddess. Muslim sources claim that the goddess al-
ʿUzzā, regarded as a goddess of fertility and warfare, was represented by a
naked Abyssinian woman who would emerge from one of the sacred trees
growing at her sanctuary at Nakhlah al-Shamʾı̄yah.

Using a construction that parallels epithets used for the Edomite Qos
and for other Syrian and Hittite storm gods, the Quza

_
h of ʿArafāt and al-

Muzdalifah is called “Lord of the Mashāʿir,” a phrase that might be
understood as “Lord of the Mountains” or “Lord of the Mountain
Pastures.”176 Classical Muslim exegesis on the term “mashāʿir al-

_
harām”

in Q 2:198 preserves a tradition that in pre-Islamic times people used to
leave ʿArafāt for al-Muzdalifah before the setting of the sun, when its
glow lit up the two mountain tops, making it appear as if they had
turbans [ʿimāʾim] of light.177 Tạbarı̄ records a report that Quza

_
h is the

tip, crown, or “horn” [qarn] of the mountain.178 In a report preserved by
al-Tirmidhı̄, ʿAlı̄ b. Abı̄ Tạ̄lib relates that the prophet Muhammad did a
ritual standing [wuqūf] at Quza

_
h, designating all of the area around the

mountain as the place for ritual standing.179 Arabic lexicographers cite
traditions that the “mashāʿir al-

_
harām” designates “a mountain in al-

Muzdalifah called Quza
_
h.”180 By the medieval period, there was a stone

structure erected on the mound in al-Muzdalifah, and today a mosque
called “Masjid Mashāʿir al-H ̣arām” takes the place of the older identifi-
cations of the term. Other

_
hadı̄th reports identify the “mashāʿir” as the

two mountains ʿArafāt and al-Muzdalifah or the area between the two
mountains, sometimes including the mountains themselves in the area,
and sometimes defining a more expansive area all the way to the outskirts
of Mecca.181
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It is less important to identify exactly which “two mountains” are
identified with Quza

_
h than to recognize that, as a storm god, he was

linked with a mountain pair, and with specific rises where rituals directed
toward him were performed. A number of Muslim sources preserve
traditions that, in pre-Islamic times, people would make the ritual run
[ifā

_
dah] toward the dwelling of Quza

_
h, starting at ʿArafāt and ending at

al-Muzdalifah. As Robertson Smith correctly notes, ʿArafāt and al-
Muzdalifah are “hills” and not really mountains, “bosses of weathered
granite so common in the Hejaz” but still referred to as mountains.182

Mount Thawr and Thabı̄r, at both ends of the long valley in which al-
Muzdalifah and the “mashāʿir” are situated, form the skyline along with
Mount H ̣irāʾ further to the north. Mount Thabı̄r rises above Minā, and
according to various reports, was the location of Abraham’s sacrifice of
the wild ram or ibex, the horns of which were later kept at the Kaʿbah.
Ibn ʿAbbās and Ibn Jubayr report that the altar was a rock attached to the
foot of the mountain, but H ̣asan al-Ba

_
srı̄ says it was at a location on the

mountain, overlooking Minā itself.183 Variety in the identification of
which mountains were the “two mountains” of storm gods in northern
Arabia, Syria and Anatolia is common and seems to be part of the
tradition of designating certain locations as sanctuaries for the purpose
of ritual performances.184

Storm gods elsewhere in Arabia are invoked by their association with
mountain hunting pastures. South Arabian inscriptions to the god Talʾab,
to whom hunted animals were sacrificed, is called “Lord of the Pastures”
[makhliyy] in a Sabaic inscription found on a column reused in the
construction of a mosque at al-Hārith near ancient Barrān (modern al-
ʿĀdı̄). The inscription also forbids shepherds from the wild, uncultivated
lands of the mountain.185 Another inscription calls Taʾlab “Lord of the
pastures” and grants to him the firstborn offspring of the animals pastur-
ing in his preserve, like the firstling ʿatı̄rah sacrifice of animals mentioned
in Muslim sources. An inscription at ancient Ma

_
tirat (modern

Kharābet al-Qu
_
tra) states that Taʾlab “Lord of Qadmān” will grant a

“large” increase to the person who sacrifices to him an animal annually in
the month of Sụrāb.186 An inscription on a bronze cup refers to a preserve
protected by Taʾlab for the exclusive use of his people.187 During his
travels through the al-Jawf region on northern Arabia in the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries, Alois Musil reports finding a Jabal
al-Qaws.188 The Bible places the origins of the Israelite storm god
Yahweh in northern Arabia, at Paran, Teman, and Seir. A ritual hunt is
performed for him in Genesis 27:27–29, and he is invoked by the name
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“El Shaddai,” which might refer to his lordship over the “two mountain
pastures” as with other regional storm gods.

This apparent linkage of certain pre-Islamic fertility rites with locations
and practices defined as part of the Islamic H ̣ajj rituals is preserved by
Muslim exegesis of the Quran and legal scholarship. According to an
account given by al-Tạbarı̄, ʿUbayd b. ʿUmayr al-Laythı̄ relates to Ibn al-
Zubayr how Abraham did the ritual standing [wuqūf] with Ishmael and
the “Muslims” with him at a “thorn-bush” marking the place of ritual
standing [mawqif] at ʿArafāt. Abraham is then supposed to have done a
“ritual run” [ifā

_
dah] to al-Muzdalifah, spent the night there, and during

the next day performed another ritual standing [wuqūf] “at Quza
_
h of al-

Muzdalifah.”189 Yet Muslim scholars do not explain why Abraham
would do these otherwise unprecedented actions or establish them for
others to do as rituals. Other than some reports claiming that it was the
archangel Gabriel who instructed Abraham in the performance of these
rituals, there does not seem to be any indication of how these “rituals” are
connecting to monotheistic worship, or to the Kaʿbah in Mecca. In his
collection of traditions about pre-Islamic Mecca, al-Azraqı̄ claims that the
first ritual standing [wuqūf], at al-Muzdalifah, followed by the ritual
running [ifā

_
dah] to ʿArafāt, was practiced as part of the pre-Islamic “

_
hajj”

rituals that accompanied the festival of the Dhū al-Majāz market in the
valley near ʿArafāt and al-Muzdalifah.190 Muslim jurisprudence asserts
that the reference here to “Quza

_
h” is not the name of a pagan storm god

but is the name of the “place of ritual standing” [mawqif] of the Imam.191

Q 2:198–199 instructs Muslims that, after “doing ifā
_
dah” [fa-idhā

afa
_
d-tum] from ʿArafāt, to remember God at the “mashʿar al-

_
haram”

before doing another “ifā
_
dah” from “where the people do ifā

_
dah”

[thumma afi
_
dū min

_
haythu afā

_
da al-nās].192 In his commentary on these

verses, al-Tạbarı̄ relates that Ibn Jurayj did not know the location of
“mashʿar al-

_
haram,” and ʿAbd al-Ra

_
hmān b. al-Aswas says that, when

he asked, no one knew what it was.193 Other exegetes claim that the
phrase “where the people do ifā

_
dah” in verse 199 refers back to the initial

performance of the ritual by Abraham and Ishmael although it might
seem to be a reference to a practice by pagan Arabs in the more immediate
pre-Islamic period. Q 2:158 identifies al-Sạfā and al-Marwah with the
“shaʿāʾir allāh,” a term which some Muslim exegesis applies collectively
to all the rituals of the Islamic Ḥajj. Q 22:36 seems to equate “sacrificial
animals” [al-budun] with the “shaʿāʾir allāh,” perhaps indicating that the
practice of sacrificing animals is to be included in the term. This has led
some to conclude that the singular “mashʿar” or plural “mashāʿir allāh”
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be understood as a noun indicating the place [ism makān] where the
“ishʿār” (marking an animal with its own blood for sacrifice by piercing
its hump) is done.194 Exegetes compare this to the use of the term
“manāsik” in Q 2:128, 2:200, 22:34 and 22:67, where it seems to name
places where certain rituals, including sacrifice, are performed.195

Muslim sources explain that in pre-Islamic times the stations for the
rituals of the Islamic H ̣ajj were associated with pagan practices. The
Kaʿbah housed other gods, sacrifices to pagan gods were performed at
al-Sạfā and al-Marwah, and a series of hunting rituals in the areas
between ʿArafāt, al-Muzdalifah, and Minā linked with the annual fair
of Dhū al-Majāz. In modern times a mosque designates the “mashāʿir
al-

_
harām” and a mosque is reported to have been built there in the

medieval period although some pilgrims still refer to the “mashʿar” as a
“grove” near al-Muzdalifah.196 Reports from early Muslims describing
the area delineate the locations of the two ritual standings and the two
ritual runs as if they are laying out the boundaries of a racecourse. When
asked by Ibn Jurayj, ʿA

_
tāʾ delimits al-Muzdalifah as “when you run

[ifā
_
dah] from the two valleys of ʿArafāt, that to Mu

_
hassir,” but does

not include “the two valleys” themselves, “the valley of Arafat, and [the
valley] from al-Muzdalifah, rather [these are] their two ifā

_
dah grounds

[mufā
_
dā-humā].”197 A number of

_
hadı̄th reports claim that the prophet

Muhammad used to speed up and rush through the valley of Mu
_
hassar

between al-Muzdalifah and Minā but rest in al-Mu
_
ha

_
s
_
sab valley.198

The ifā
_
dah starts like a race. Ibn ʿUmar explains that the “mashʿar” is

the “signal” to head to Mecca when the foot of the camel closest to the
mountain falls.199 As part of the pre-Islamic rituals associated with
the Dhū al-Majāz market, it is the “sanctuary of Quza

_
h” that is the goal

of the “ifā
_
dah” from ʿArafāt to al-Muzdalifah. The “ifā

_
dah” is a “rush”

or ritual run from the assembly point at ʿArafāt to the dwelling of the god
Quza

_
h at al-Muzdalifah, and from there to his altar at Minā.200

Note that Muslim jurisprudence does not require the pilgrim to spend
the entire day doing the second ritual standing [wuqūf] at al-Muzdalifah
as Abraham is reported to have done. Unlike the first ritual standing at
ʿArafāt, which if omitted by the pilgrim invalidates the entire Ḥajj, the
second standing, if eliminated altogether, only requires an animal sacrifice
but does not invalidate the whole H ̣ajj for the pilgrim.201 That the second
ritual standing at al-Muzdalifah was shortened and never required as part
of the Muslim “H ̣ajj” rituals could be due to its association with the pre-
Islamic practice of standing before the residence of Quza

_
h on his moun-

tain. A similar intention might be responsible for the different reports that
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the prophet Muhammad instructed people not to rush or make noise
during the ifā

_
dah from ʿArafāt to al-Muzdalifah, stating that “piety is

not exciting the horses and camels” [inna al-birr laysa bi-ı̄jaf al-khayl wa
al-ʾibl].202 Mālik b. Anas preserves a report in which ʿUrwah b. al-
Zubayr states that the prophet Muhammad went from ʿArafāt to al-
Muzdalifah at a “medium pace” but sped up whenever he had the
opportunity, finding a gap in the crowd of others making the ifā

_
dah

beside him.203 Likewise, the legal stipulation that the Muslim pilgrim
must intend only the worship of God rather than any other deity during
the ritual standing at al-Muzdalifah could reflect concern about what was
remembered, associating the location with the pagan deity Quza

_
h.

ʿAbdallāh b. ʿAbbās is attributed with performing a ritual “standing”
[wuqūf] remotely, connected in these reports with al-Ba

_
srah, to coincide

with the ritual standing of the H ̣ajj at ʿArafāt.204 He is said to have recited
the entire Surah al-Baqarah during his standing.205 Ibrāhı̄m al-Nakhaʿı̄
claims that he used to see people doing the ritual standing [yuʿarrifūna] in
the mosque in Kūfah.206 The practice is reported to have taken place in
other conquest cities [am

_
sār] such as Fus

_
tā
_
t207 and in Jerusalem.208 It is

possible that these remote standings were performed by Muslims accom-
panied by the animals they intended to sacrifice for “a

_
d
_
hā” coinciding

with the end of the H ̣ajj. A number of reports, such as that attributed to
Ibn ʿUmar, require pilgrims to perform the ritual standing at ʿArafāt with
their sacrificial animals.209 The continued practice of a ritual standing and
sacrifice on the tenth day of Dhū al-H ̣ijjah, apart from the physical
location of the Islamic H ̣ajj, might imply a link with the pre-Islamic ritual
standing before either at ʿArafāt and al-Muzdalifah.

Ritual hunts are known to have accompanied seasonal markets and
other types of celebrations held in particular locations at certain times of
the year. These activities are familiar from pre-Islamic Qa

_
sı̄dah poetry

and reports of its public performance in Mecca and throughout the
central and northern parts of Arabia. Rock art from the al-H ̣āʾil region
shows what appears to be “dancing” or some form of ritualized or
celebratory activities alongside hunts.210 Dancing, singing, and reciting
poetry accompanies annual fairs and celebrations at a number of shrines,
some linked with saints and others with deities, in the H ̣a

_
dramawt.211

W. H. Ingrams observed a ritual dance reenacting a successful ibex hunt
near Tarim, the hunters wearing the horns of their prey decorated with
bells, singing, shouting, and dancing in circles.212 Sabaean and
Qatabaean inscriptions show that a special month was designated by
name [Dhū al-Sạyd] for hunting.213 Another inscription states that the
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god Ḥalfān punished people who postponed the timing of a ritual
hunt.214 The hymn of Wādı̄ Qānı̄yah refers to the “hunting season” in
which the goddess slew 100 animals, and classical Islamic sources discuss
pre-Islamic traditions regarding seasonal hunting times.215

Many of the sources attesting to these hunts make it clear that the
purpose of the ritual was to bring prosperity and fertility, and specifically
to request rain from the mountain storm god to whom the hunt was
dedicated. In the case of offerings made at the festival dedicated to Nabı̄
Ma

_
tar, at the foot of the highest mountain in the H ̣a

_
dramawt, the

association with “rain” [ma
_
tar] is evident.216 Several Safaitic inscriptions

near hunting grounds in Jordan call upon the storm god Baʿal Shamayim
[baʿlšhamēn] to provide rain, and in Palmyra he is invoked as a provider
of rain.217 Among the Nabataeans, Baʿal Shamayim is invoked as a storm
god, god of war, and protector of commercial fairs.218 Requests for rain
seem to have been offered atop Mount AbūQubays just outside of Mecca
in pre-Islamic times, the place where the prophet Muhammad is said to
have stood when he pointed at the moon and it split into halves.

Attached to a number of mountain shrines throughout Arabia are
sacred hunting grounds belonging to the god or saint to whom supplica-
tions for rain are made. Any animal bagged in this preserve must have at
least some of its meat offered at the shrine.219 The fairs of ʿUkā

_
z,

Majannah, and Dhū al-Majāz always occurred during the same three
months but the pre-Islamic calendar was intercalated to ensure that these
months fell when the dates, hides, and other seasonal merchandise could
be brought to the markets. Azraqı̄ reports that these pre-Islamic fairs
linked with the “

_
hajj” to ʿArafāt, al-Muzdalifah, and Minā continued

into the Umayyad period and, according to Ibn Jubayr, still in the twelfth
century CE a market was held for eight days following ʿĪd al-A

_
d
_
hā “full

of gems, unguents, precious drugs, and all rare merchandise from India,
Iraq, Khurasan, and every part of the Muslim world.”220

from rain to resurrection

From the available evidence, the portrait of the “rituals” at these fairs
seem to be part festivities, part competition, and part display. Some
Muslim jurisprudence requires that the animal marked for sacrifice stand
and perform with the pilgrim the ritual standings at ʿArafāt and al-
Muzdalifah. Several

_
hadı̄th reports relate that the prophet Muhammad

marked his she-camel with blood, garlanded it with two sandals, and it
stood with him at Mount al-Baydah.221 The ritual standing at ʿArafāt is
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an essential part of the ritual, without which the entire H ̣ajj is invali-
dated.222 The animal to be offered to the deity must be shown to be
without defect, must be capable of being driven, and then stand ceremo-
nially with its captor through a two-day course of ritual requirements.
Although vestiges of hunting practices and fair-like feats, such as marking
the animal with its own blood and driving it in a kind of race between
mountains, may have eventually been reinterpreted or disappeared out of
practical concerns, the rituals of the Islamic sacrifice ending the
pilgrimage to Mecca are founded in and continue what appears to have
been the late pre-Islamic context of the Ḥijāz.

Throughout the Arabian peninsula and the wider Near East, archaeo-
logical and epigraphic as well as literary evidence indicates that animal
sacrifices were linked to celebrations of fertility. Domesticated animals
were offered to fertility goddesses at springtime in recognition of the lambs,
kids, and calves born into the flock and herd that season. Wild animals
were hunted and driven to mountain sanctuaries where they were slaugh-
tered to acknowledge the storm god’s influence over nature and enemies of
the community.223 Not unlike how camels, horses, and donkeys were
interred alongside warriors to commemorate the role of the dead in secur-
ing territory and bringing prosperity to the community, animals were
paraded to shrines and offered to deities as a type of trophy. The favor of
the gods proved in the wealth of the clan and its victory over competing
groups is shown by the qualities of the animals offered at public exhibitions
to which neighboring clans make pilgrimage: fairs and festivals, markets,
and ritual ceremonies, celebrations and competitions.224 Animals are
offered to ensure the prosperity of the present and future generations but
also to recall the status of the one making the sacrifice as a representative of
his clan.225 More so than the animal’s death, its size, color, and features,
along with the skill required in acquiring it (whether through selective
breeding, hunting, raiding, or warfare), and the distribution of it (for food,
clothing, shelter), are what is displayed in the sacrifice.

The God of the Quran is a storm god who brings fertility to his
followers, both literally through rain and fresh water, but also figuratively
through resurrection and immortality.

Q 10:24. The example of life in this world is like the water that we cause to fall
from the sky to be absorbed by the plants of the earth that people and livestock
eat, and then when the earth has been adorned and beautified its people suppose
that they are the ones with power over it, and then our word comes, night and
day, and we make it stubble [

_
ha

_
sı̄d] as if it had never even flourished before. Like

this we explain the signs for people to think about.
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God punishes by reducing to “stubble” and to “dry straw” [hu
_
tām] the

earth used by those who do not acknowledge his creation and control of
nature. He rewards by providing grain [

_
hubb], grapes and herbs [ʿinab wa

qa
_
db], olives and palms [zaytūn wa nakhl], gardens of shrubs [

_
hadāʾiq ghulb],

fruit, and grass [fākihah wa abb], and livestock [anʿām] (Q 8:24–32), and
reviving dead land [ar

_
d jurūz] (Q 32:27).226 The connection between God’s

natural bounty and performing the Ḥajj is evident from the initiating ritual of
the “day of watering” [yawm al-tarwı̄yah]. According to al-Azraqı̄, this ritual
is related to bringing rain when it was done as part of the rituals practiced
during the pre-Islamic

_
hajj and fair that took place at Dhū al-Majāz near

ʿArafāt.227 Special rituals centered on the well at Zamzam, including the ritual
run between al-Sạfā and al-Marwah, also emphasize the connection between
the Ḥajj and pre-Islamic fertility rites.228 In pre-Islamic times, the stoning of the
pillars was done to hasten autumn rains.229

The rituals of the Islamic sacrifice ending the pilgrimage to Mecca are
interpreted by classical Arabic sources as having been significant and
required adaptations of pagan practices. It appears already in the pre-
Islamic

_
hajj that older ritual hunts had themselves been further ritualized,

with domesticated camels raised or captured in raids replacing wild
hunted camels. That Arabs in pre-Islamic Arabia looked back to a time
when wild camels were hunted might have been a romanticization of a
bygone past, but an imagined past that provided an opportunity for a
group to identity as “Arabs.” ʿArafāt and al-Muzdalifah themselves are
not “real” mountains but “ritual” ones, just as the ritual run [ifā

_
dah] and

standing [wuqūf] through the “course” between them seem to replace a
“real” hunt.230 In part, the incorporation of these “sacrificial” rites with
the hunting and offering of wild animals might evince an attempt by
Muslim scholars to emphasize the “Arabian” character of the biblical
Abraham who is supposed to have initiated them. It might also be that, by
making a contrast between hunts designed to celebrate fertility and rituals
linked to biblical notions of the afterlife, Muslim scholars wanted to
highlight a transition from the pastoral and nomadic milieu of the ancient
Arabian hunt to the later more cosmopolitan milieu of classical Islam.
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_
sirı̄ Ibn
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_
sı̄dh al-

_
himyarı̄yah aw tarnı̄mat

al-shams (Sụ̄rah min al-adab al-dı̄nı̄ fı̄ al-Yaman al-qadı̄m),” Raydān 5 (1988):
81–100, esp. 92.

180 Animal Sacrifice and the Origins of Islam



37 See Schm/Marib 23; Y.85.Y/1; Iryānı̄, Fı̄ taʾrı̄kh al-Yaman, 47; Ryckmans,
Répertorie d’epigraphie Sémitique, 4177.

38 See 14 Ryckmans, Répertorie d’epigraphie Sémitique, 4336/Q183;
CSAI 2:14 cited in C. Robin and M. Bāfaqı̄h, “Naqsh A
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of these particular stones with al-Lāt in both locations. On the typology, see
Robert Wenning, “The Betyls” of Petra,” Bulletin of the American Schools of
Oriental Research 324 (2001): 79–95.

56 For an example, see Savignac and Ryckmans, “Le sanctuaire d’Allat à Iram
(suite),” plate 36, figures 9–11; M. Lindner, “Eine al-‘Uzzā-Isis-Stele und
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3:399–400.
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tāʾ, 20:890, 20:849. Also see the reference in al-Tirmidhı̄, Jāmiʿ
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105 See Ibn Mājah, Sunan, 26:3247, 3269. See also the Greek tradition of burning
the hair of the animal before it is killed. See Lambert, “Ancient Greek and Zulu
Sacrificial Ritual,” esp. 295–296; Michael Jameson, “Sacrifice and Animal
Husbandry in Ancient Greece,” in his Cults and Rites in Ancient Greece:
Essays on Religion and Society (Cambridge, 2014), 198–231.
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144 See M. J. Kister, “‘Labbayka, allāhuna, labbayka . . .’ On a Monotheistic
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Museum,” Oriens Antiquus 9 (1970): 113–139, esp. 120, 137; Jacques
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citing al-Zajjāj, s.v. “ʿ-Sh-R.”
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221 See al-Nasāʾı̄, Sunan, 24, 2774, 2791; Muslim, Sạ
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229 See Houtsma, “Het Skopelisme en het steenwerpen te Mina,” 185–217,

211–212.
230 On the similarity to other artificial environments, see David Lyon, Jesus in

Disneyland: Religion in Postmodern Times (New York, 2000); and espe-
cially Stephen Fjellman, Vinyl Leaves: Walt Disney World and America
(Boulder, CO, 1992).

Pagan Origins of Muslim H ̣ajj Sacrifice 197



4

Abraham as the Originator of the H ̣ajj Sacrifice

The church historian Salminius Hermias Sozomen was born sometime in
the late fourth or early fifth century CE, in a town near Gaza in Roman
Palestine. After studying law at the well-known school of Roman law in
Beirut he moved to Constantinople where he wrote a history of the
Christian church, in two parts, from the ascension of Christ to the reign
of Valentinius III in 425 CE.

In the second part of this work, documenting the building of churches
and the establishment of pilgrimage routes by the newly Christianized
Roman empire under Constantine, Sozomen describes a peculiar annual
religious festival that occurred near Hebron in Roman Palestine.

I consider it necessary to detail the proceedings of Constantine in relation to what
is called the oak of Mamre. This place is now called Terebinthus, and is about
fifteen stadia distant from Hebron, which lies to the south, but is two hundred and
fifty stadia distant from Jerusalem. It is recorded that here the Son of God
appeared to Abraham, with two angels, who had been sent against Sodom, and
foretold the birth of his son.

Here the inhabitants of the country and of the regions round Palestine, the
Phoenicians, and the Arabians, assemble annually during the summer season to
keep a brilliant feast; and many others, both buyers and sellers, resort thither on
account of the fair. Indeed, this feast is diligently frequented by all nations: by the
Jews, because they boast of their descent from the patriarch Abraham; by the
Pagans, because angels there appeared to men; and by Christians, because He who
for the salvation of mankind was born of a virgin, afterwards manifested Himself
there to a godly man.

This place was moreover honored fittingly with religious exercises. Here some
prayed to the God of all; some called upon the angels, poured out wine, burnt
incense, or offered an ox, or he-goat, a sheep, or a cock. Each one made some
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beautiful product of his labor, and after carefully husbanding it through the entire
year, he offered it according to promise as provision for that feast, both for himself
and his dependents.

And either from honor to the place, or from fear of Divine wrath, they all
abstained from coming near their wives, although during the feast these were
more than ordinarily studious of their beauty and adornment. Nor, if they
chanced to appear and to take part in the public processions, did they act at all
licentiously. Nor did they behave imprudently in any other respect, although the
tents were contiguous to each other, and they all lay promiscuously together.

The place is open country, and arable, and without houses, with the exception of
the buildings around Abraham’s old oak and the well he prepared. No one during
the time of the feast drew water from that well; for according to Pagan usage,
some placed burning lamps near it; some poured out wine, or cast in cakes; and
others, coins, myrrh, or incense. Hence, as I suppose, the water was rendered
useless by commixture with the things cast into it.

Once whilst these customs were being celebrated by the Pagans, after the aforesaid
manner, and as was the established usage with hilarity, the mother-in-law of
Constantine was present for prayer, and apprised the emperor of what was being
done. On receiving this information, he rebuked the bishops of Palestine in no
measured terms, because they had neglected their duty, and had permitted a holy
place to be defiled by impure libations and sacrifices; and he expressed his godly
censure in an epistle which he wrote on the subject to Macarius, bishop of
Jerusalem, to Eusebius Pamphilus, and to the bishops of Palestine.

He commanded these bishops to hold a conference on this subject with the
Phoenician bishops, and issued directions for the demolition, from the founda-
tions, of the altar formerly erected there, the destruction of the carved images by
fire, and the erection of a church worthy of so ancient and so holy a place. The
emperor finally enjoined that no libations or sacrifices should be offered on the
spot, but that it should be exclusively devoted to the worship of God according to
the law of the Church; and that if any attempt should be made to restore the
former rites, the bishops were to inform against the delinquent, in order that he
might be subjected to the greatest punishment. The governors and priests of Christ
strictly enforced the injunctions contained in the emperor’s letter.1

There are a number of details contained in this description that warrant
comparison to features of what was to become the Islamic H ̣ajj to Mecca
and its environs: a market festival taking place in the summer in open
country, pilgrims staying in tents, abstaining from sex, the sacrifice of
animals raised especially for this occasion, and the casting of votive
offerings into a sacred well. Sozomen reports that among those who
attended the annual rites were Arabs along with Jews, Christians, and
pagans. And, perhaps most significantly, these rituals near Hebron, like
those near Mecca, focused on the veneration of locations associated with
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the biblical accounts of Abraham, including a special well and tree, both
places where Abraham is said to have built altars and performed
sacrifices.2

This chapter examines the origins of the idea that Abraham is respon-
sible for establishing the rituals of what would become the Islamic H ̣ajj,
including the sacrifice that concludes the pilgrimage. By using Abraham as
the founder of Islamic practices centered on Mecca, Muslim scholars
immediately situate themselves and their religion in a “sectarian” dia-
logue with other biblical religions and their representatives (Jews and
Christians). Islam identifies Abraham as the original Muslim. An
“Arab” Abraham is linked to the origins of the Kaʿbah and the Muslim
rituals performed at it and in its vicinity. Muslim scholarship constructed
this “mythic” Abraham from pre-Islamic traditions to create an Abraham
unique to Islam, conforming to the Quran and the example of the
prophet Muhammad.

abraham and islam

It is remarkable that Islam, especially with its origins so late in antiquity
and so far removed from the central lands of Mesopotamia and the
Mediterranean, would place a biblical temple and animal sacrifice at the
center of its new or revived cult. Why would a monotheism derived from
the Bible and its exegesis by Jews and Christians, emerging from an
otherwise unknown cult center in the mountains of the central H ̣ijāz,
focus on Abraham as founder of a religion based on temple worship and
sacrifice? In neither the Judaism nor Christianity of late antiquity was
there an emphasis on Abraham as one who performed animal sacrifices,
nor was animal sacrifice any longer practiced or valorized by these reli-
gions. Indeed, with the destruction of the temple in Jerusalem, both
Judaism and Christianity specifically eschewed the continued need or
practicality of animal sacrifice.3

Abraham is an unusual choice as a founding figure in Judaism.
Abraham does not observe the Sabbath. He does not follow the “kosher”
dietary laws (see Genesis 18:7–8). He does not observe any of the major
holy days, since they were all instituted to commemorate events that
occurred after his death. Nor does Abraham “teach” anything, or insti-
tute any practice other than the circumcision that is enjoined upon him
and his male descendants and slaves in Genesis 17:9–14.4 The sacrifice
sites he establishes, and his substitution of a ram for the sacrifice of his son
are not commanded by God, nor are they repeated later as requirements
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in Mosaic law – in fact sacrifices at locations other than the temple in
Jerusalem (or the tabernacle in the wilderness) are specifically not
allowed. In Genesis 21 Abraham invokes a Canaanite deity instead of
Yahweh. In Genesis 20:12 Abraham claims to have married his half-
sister, the daughter of his father by a different mother, although this is
specifically prohibited in Leviticus 18:9 and Deuteronomy 27:22.5

That the rabbis recognized the unorthodox character of the biblical
Abraham is evident from their attempts to revalorize him as a founding
figure or exemplary Jew. Maimonides, for example, allows for marriage
between a man and his half-sister born from the same father but a different
mother, based on Abraham’s practice. The Pirqe de Rabbi Eliezer devotes
six chapters (26–31) to Abraham. The life of Abraham, perhaps in parallel
with Greek legends of Hercules, is divided into a series of ten trials.
Abraham is, like Israel, the suffering servant, who undergoes many trials,
wandering in strange lands far from home, but trusting in God to protect
him and fulfill his promises to him.6 Abraham is “our father” [avı̄-nū],
biological progenitor of the Israelites and Jews but also founder of Israelite
religion and Judaism. He is the high priest, inheriting the office from Noah
and Shem, and passing it on to Levi and his descendants thereafter.7

Abraham discovers God and becomes a monotheist on his own, and is
responsible for destroying all the idols of the Chaldaeans among whom he
was raised. The post-biblical Abraham of the rabbis knew the entire Torah
even though it would not be revealed publicly until the time of Moses.8

According to Rashi, Abraham not only observed all the regulations of the
Torah but even rulings based upon rabbinic interpretations of the text.9

The Abraham of the New Testament and early Christianity is in direct
contradistinction to what would become the Muslim emphasis on the
temple as the place of pilgrimage for the purpose of sacrifice, and this being
the central feature of Abrahamic religion. Indeed, the Christian appropri-
ation of Abraham itself seems to have developed out of a polemical attempt
to disassociate the “new” faith-based religion from that dependent on the
temple cult in Jerusalem. Although the New Testament records Jesus
instructing people to perform temple sacrifices (e.g., Matthew 5:23–24,
8:4), and James and other early followers of Jesus, including the apostle
Paul, performed temple sacrifices (e.g., Acts 3:1, 21:26, 24:11–12), the
death of Jesus is supposed to replace the need for the continued offering
of animals.10 The apostle Paul describes Jesus’ death as a “sin offering”
(e.g., Romans 8:3, 2 Corinthians 5:21) and as the sacrificed “Passover
lamb” (2 Corinthians 5:21). In Hebrews (2:17, 9:11–14), Jesus is the “high
priest” who sacrifices himself as the atonement sacrifice of Leviticus 16.
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According to Paul, Abraham was the ideal Christian. He is the “father
of all who believe” not because he followed the requirements of the law
that was later revealed to Moses, but because he trusted that God would
fulfill his promise and make him the “father of many nations.”

Romans 4: 11–12: So, then, he is the father of all who believe but have not been
circumcised, in order that righteousness might be credited to them. And he is then
also the father of the circumcised who not only are circumcised but who also
follow in the footsteps of the faith that our father Abraham had before he
was circumcised.

Paul specifically claims that Jesus cancels out the obligation for Christians
to be circumcised even though in Genesis 17:9–14God enjoins for all time
the practice on Abraham, all his male descendants, and all his male slaves.
In Galatians 5, Paul compares the Torah to the “yoke of slavery” and
declares circumcision to be the opposite of Christ.

[2] Mark my words! I, Paul, tell you that if you let yourselves be circumcised,
Christ will be of no value to you at all.[3] Again I declare to every man who lets
himself be circumcised that he is obligated to obey the whole law.[4] You who are
trying to be justified by the law have been alienated from Christ; you have fallen
away from grace.[5] For through the Spirit we eagerly await by faith the right-
eousness for which we hope.[6] For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor
uncircumcision has any value. The only thing that counts is faith expressing itself
through love.

Later, in verse 12, Paul says he wants those who say circumcision is
required to let their knives slip and castrate themselves.11 In Acts
15:9–11, Peter declares that circumcision should not be required of
gentiles, and that both gentiles and Jews are saved by “grace” not by
works. The food laws of the Torah are canceled in Acts 10:9–16, and
ritual purity is not longer to be observed according to Acts 10:28–29.
A similar erasing of ritual purity laws and circumcision is stated by Paul in
Ephesians 2:11–20.

Early Christian exegesis of Abraham’s attempted sacrifice of his son
sees the narrative as another example of Abraham’s faith in God’s grace.
Abraham’s “test” in Genesis 22 is whether or not he believes that God
would fulfill his promise that it would be through Isaac that Abraham
would be the father of many nations. Abraham passed the test because he
knew that God would not allow Isaac to be killed or remain dead.

Hebrews 11:17–19: By faith Abraham, when God tested him, offered Isaac as a
sacrifice. He who had embraced the promises was about to sacrifice his one and
only son,[18] even though God had said to him, “It is through Isaac that your
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offspring will be reckoned.”[19] Abraham reasoned that God could even raise the
dead, and so in a manner of speaking he did receive Isaac back from death.

Not only did Abraham foreshadow the death and resurrection of Jesus
with his faith in God’s ability to bring back to life his own “one and only”
son, but in John 8:56 Jesus states that Abraham did foresee his own
future coming.

Just as Jews took Abraham as their forefather who knew and followed
all the commandments of the Torah, and as Christians saw Abraham as
the ideal Christian because he believed in God, so too does the Quran
state that Abraham is the epitome of being Muslim. Q 2:124a: “When his
[Abraham’s] Lord tested him with words, he fulfilled them. He [God]
said: ‘I will make you an example for humanity.’” Islam is the “religion of
Abraham” [millah Ibrāhı̄m] (Q 3:95), Abraham is the “leader” [imām] of
people (Q 2:124), the “friend of God” and no one is “better in religion”
(Q 4:125) than those who follow his example.12

It is interesting to note that, despite modern biblical scholarship debat-
ing the historicity of the biblical account of the life of Abraham, in neither
Judaism nor Christianity is a historical Abraham as essential as it is in
Islam.13 Jesus is possible without Abraham, and although Jews (and
Christians) claim descent from Abraham,14 the beliefs and practices of
ancient Israel and later Judaism stem fromMoses. From the perspective of
Muslim exegesis, Islam requires a historical Abraham.15 To make this
claim, Muslim exegetes not only use references to Abraham in the Quran
but also appropriate biblical and extra-biblical narratives much as they do
when reinterpreting Christian references to Jesus in the Old Testament.16

For example, it has been noted that the Muslim depiction of Abraham’s
dedication of the Kaʿbah parallels Solomon’s inauguration of the temple
in Jerusalem (1 Kings 8:41–43).17

Although the stories of other prophets, such as Moses, Noah, and
Jesus, are also prominent in the Quran, it is Abraham who is credited
with establishing the religion of Islam.18 Q 3:95 instructs Muslims to
“follow the religion of Abraham [millah Ibrāhı̄m], being

_
hanı̄f, for he was

not one of the polytheists.”Q 16:120 states that Abraham was a model of
obedience to God [ummat-an qānit-an li-llah]. Q 4:125 asks “who is
better in religion” than the person who “follows Abraham,” the one
whom God took as a “friend” [khalı̄l]. Q 2:135–137 makes more explicit
the role of Abraham in establishing the religious practices and beliefs
revived and continued by the prophet Muhammad. The “religion of
Abraham” is distinct from other biblical religions such as Judaism and
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Christianity. Here, as in a number of other places in the Quran, the
example of Abraham is called “being

_
hanı̄f” [hanı̄f-an], a term that is

often used in conjunction with Islam being the “religion of Abraham”

[millah Ibrāhı̄m].19 Q 3:67 states that Abraham was “not a Jew or a
Christian but was

_
hanı̄f, Muslim, and not one of the polytheists.”

Q 3:95 and 16:123 command Muslims to follow the religion of
Abraham, being “

_
hanı̄f” because Abraham was not one of the polytheists.

Q 6:161 identifies the religion of Abraham and being
_
hanı̄f with the

“straight path” [
_
sirā

_
t mustaqı̄m] and the “correct religion” [dı̄n-an

qı̄yam-an]. Ibn Kathı̄r’s exegesis of Q 2:135 cites different explanations
for how Abraham differed from being a Jew or Christian. The most blunt
is that given on the authority of Mujāhid and al-Rabı̄ʿa b. Anas that
“being

_
hanı̄f” [

_
hanı̄f-an] is being a follower [mutabaʿ-an] of Abraham.20

In his exegesis of Q 2:135, al-Tạbarı̄ states that the intention of the verse
is that the prophet Muhammad reestablish the religion of Abraham in
place of Judaism and Christianity.21 Ibn Hishām and Ibn Saʿd gloss the
phrase “religion of Abraham” with “being

_
hanı̄f” [

_
hanifı̄yah].22

According to Abū Qallābah, following the religion of Abraham means
believing in all the prophets [rusul] from the first to the last of them,
presumably implying that Abraham believed in the prophets, including
Muhammad, who would come after him, as well as those who preceded
him.23 Abū al-ʿĀlı̄yah says a “

_
hanı̄f” is one who faces the Kaʿbah [al-

bayt] in prayer and intends to make pilgrimage to it if the means are
available to do so.24 ʿAlı̄ b. Abı̄ Tạ̄lib, on the authority of Ibn ʿAbbās,
claims that the “religion of Abraham, being

_
hanı̄f,” is one who performs

the Ḥajj [
_
hājj-an].25 Qatādah states that being like Abraham means

witnessing that “there is no god but God,” and being circumcised.26 It
is reported that Ibn Masʿūd read Q 3:19 not as “religion according to
God is Islam” but “religion according to God is being

_
hanı̄f

[
_
hanifı̄yah].”27

To Abraham were revealed scriptures [
_
su

_
huf], and all prophets after

him are from his lineage through his sons Ishmael and Isaac, and grand-
son Jacob. Q 53:36–37mentions the “scriptures of Moses and Abraham”

and 87:18–19 compares the “scriptures of Abraham and Moses” with the
“first scriptures” [al-

_
su

_
huf al-ūlā] which exegetes link to the “first scrip-

tures” mentioned in Q 20:133 and the “Psalms of the first ones” [zubur
al-awwalı̄n] from Q 26:196. Ibn Kathı̄r relates from Saʿı̄d b. Jubayr and
al-Thawrı̄ that these “revealed scriptures”mentioned in Q 56:36–37 refer
to all of the commands that were given to Moses and Abraham.28 This
could be an allusion to the rabbinic tradition that Abraham, although he
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lived before the revelation of the Torah, was aware and followed all of the
613 commandments. Citing Ibn ʿAbbās and al-Qura

_
zı̄, al-Suyū

_
tı̄ relates

that Q 53:37 refers specifically to Abraham obeying God in sacrificing his
son after he saw it in a vision.29 Another explanation, given by Ibn
Mardawayh, on the authority of Ibn ʿAbbās, is that the verse refers to
Abraham following all the tenets [sihām] of Islam without adding any-
thing, and that the verse confirms that only Abraham fulfilled all of the
tenets of Islam.30 According to A

_
hmad b. Mu

_
hammad al-Thaʿlabı̄

(d. 1035), all prophets after Abraham come from his offspring.31

According to other reports, the Quran, or at least parts of it, were
revealed to Abraham. Abū al-ʿĀlı̄yah claims, from Q 87:14–19, that the
entirety of Q 87 was contained in the “first scriptures” revealed to
Abraham.32 Tạbarı̄ thinks that it refers back only to the preceding four
verses (14–17).33 Suyū

_
tı̄ relates a portion of the long report given by Abū

Dharr in which the prophet Muhammad states that God revealed 104
books – 50 to Seth, 30 to Idris, 10 to Abraham, and 10 to Moses – before
the Torah, and he revealed the Torah, the Gospel, the Psalms, and the
Quran.34 The prophet Muhammad concludes by stating that the words
contained in Q 87:14–19 were also part of the scriptures of Moses and
Abraham. In his commentary on Q 87:18–19, al-Fa

_
dl b. al-H ̣asan al-

Tạbarsı̄ (d. 1153) relates the same report from Abū Dharr but listing the
scriptures differently: 10 to Adam, 50 to Seth, 30 to Enoch, and 10 to
Abraham, followed by the Torah, Gospel, Psalms, and Quran.35

That Abraham was the original Muslim, having first performed all the
requisite elements and founding the religion of Islam, is developed in the
exegesis of other passages such as Q 2:124. “When Abraham’s lord tested
him with words [kalimāt] and he completed them. [God] said: ‘I will make
you an example [imām] for the people!’ [Abraham] said: ‘What of my
offspring?’ [God] said: ‘My covenant does not include those who do
wrong!’” In his exegesis of this verse, Ibn Kathı̄r says that the “words”
[kalimāt] refer to the “sharı̄ʿah” promoting the idea, consistent with the
claim that Islam is the “religion of Abraham,” that Abraham had received
the tenets of Islamic law from God. Having been tested with and fulfilled
the requirements of what would later be elaborated and known as
“Islamic law” [sharı̄ʿah], Abraham is made an “example” [imām-an]
for all people to follow.36

A report given on the authority of Ibn ʿAbbās states that “when
Abraham was tested by his lord” refers to purification rituals known
from Islamic law: five on the head (trimming the mustache, rinsing the
mouth, picking the teeth, sinus flushing, and combing the hair), five on the
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body (clipping the nails, shaving the pubic area, circumcision, plucking
the armpit hairs, and washing away any traces of feces and urine with
water).37 In another report, ʿĀʾishah relates that the prophet Muhammad
said there are ten practices that constitute the basic religious character
[fi
_
trah] of people: trimming the mustache, letting the beard grow, picking

the teeth, sinus flushing, clipping the nails, washing the knuckles,
plucking the armpit hairs, shaving the pubic area, and cleaning excretions
with water.38 According to different versions of a statement attributed to
al-H ̣asan al-Ba

_
srı̄, the “words” by which God tested Abraham refers to all

the episodes in the life of Abraham: his discovery of monotheism by
observing astral phenomena, surviving the fire into which he was cast
by Nimrod, his migration to the Holy Land, circumcision, and the sacri-
fice of his son.39

A frequently cited explanation of the “words” by which God tested
Abraham, attributed to Ibn ʿAbbās, is that this phrase refers specifically to
the rituals of the Ḥajj [al-manāsik]. According to Mujāhid, the test
mentioned in the first part of Q 2:124 is detailed in the rest of verse,
including the passages through the end of verse 128: becoming an
example for people to follow, making the Kaʿbah a refuge for people,
establishing the Muslim community through his lineage, and providing
sustenance and safety for its members.40 Similar statements concerning
why Abraham was called the “friend” [al-khalı̄l] of God and what
Abraham “fulfilled” [fa-atamma-hunna] are attributed to the prophet
Muhammad by Sahl b. Muʿādh b. Anas and Abū Umāmah.41 The proph-
ecy found in verse Q 2:129 is understood by exegetes as making the
prophet Muhammad a kind of “second Abraham,” the final messenger
who is sent to remind all humanity to follow the original religion estab-
lished by the example of Abraham.42 In Q 2:125 God instructs Abraham
and his son Ishmael to build the first Kaʿbah in Mecca for future followers
of his religion to make circumambulations, practice ritual seclusion
[ʿākifı̄n], and perform the bowings and prostrations that are integral to
Muslim worship.43

arab abraham

Because of this prominence of Abraham in the Quran and early Muslim
exegesis, some modern western scholars have argued that in and around
pre-Islamic Mecca a kind of Abraham cult was practiced with which the
prophet Muhammad was familiar. In part, these conclusions, consistent
with the claims of Muslim scholars who maintain that the prophet
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Muhammad revived the original religion of Abraham, are based on
the identification of the Arabic term “

_
hanı̄f” with a kind of proto-

Abrahamic monotheism.44 Yet there is no known attestation of the term
“
_
hanı̄f” being associated with Abraham before Islam.45 Indeed, the term

does not appear to have been linked to an Abrahamic monotheism before
the Quran. In both Jewish and Christian Aramaic, the root “

_
h-n-f”

is linked with heretics and pagans.46 Christian writers of the eighth
century CE drew attention to the irony of Muslims applying to them-
selves and their religion a word meaning “pagans” [

_
hanpē].47 Even later

Muslim Arabic texts apply the plural “
_
hunafāʾ” to the Sạ̄biʾan pagans of

Ḥarrān, and use the term to denote worshippers of stars in biblical
times.48

Christians living during the lifetime of the prophet Muhammad and
encountering Muslims firsthand through the early conquests, seem to
have known already of the connection between the new religion and the
biblical Abraham. Among the evidence adduced for a pre-Islamic
Abrahamic cult is a short passage from the so-called Khuzistan
Chronicle. Sometimes attributed to Elias of Marw,49 this Syriac chronicle
covers events from 580 to 650 CE, and is preserved in four manuscripts,
the earliest dating to the fourteenth century. Near the end of the chronicle,
after attributing to divine intervention the successful conquests of Iran
and Rome by the Arabs, the chronicle provides a brief description of some
of the major cities of the Arabian peninsula, their link to the Bible, and to
Abraham in particular. Sections 54–55 contain the following on some-
thing called the “dome of Abraham” [qwbth d-ʾbrhm].

The victory of the Ishmaelites who overcame and subjugated these two kingdoms
[Sasanians and Romans] was from God. Indeed, the victory is his. But God has not
yet handed Constantinople over to them.

Concerning the dome of Abraham, we could not find anything except for this:
Because the blessed Abraham had become rich in property and also wanted to be
far from the Canaanites’ envy, he chose to dwell in the vast and distant parts of the
desert. As a tent-dweller, he built that place for the worship of God and the
offering of sacrifices. Because the memory of the place had been preserved by
the clan’s descendants, it took its current name from what it had been. It is not
new for the Arabs to worship there. Rather, from their beginning, from long ago,
paying honor to the forefather of their people.50

It is possible that this “dome” associated with Abraham refers to the Kaʿbah
inMecca, but there are reasons to doubt this identification. The author of the
chronicle may have mistaken a Syriac transliteration of “Kaʿbah” for the
Syriac term for “dome” [qūbatah] although the spelling is quite different.
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The so-called Kaʿbah of Najrān, built by H ̣ārith b. Kaʿb in the second
half of the sixth century CE, is described by Yāqūt as being a dome
[qubbah].51 According to Ibn al-Kalbı̄, the Najrān Kaʿbah had a dome
made out of animal hides, suggesting that it was covered like a tent.52

This has led some to identify the location of the Najrān Kaʿbah at the site
of the Martyrdom of Arethas, part of the Church of the Glorious Martyrs
and the Glorious Arethas, one of three well-known churches which, along
with the Church of the Ascension of Christ and the Church of the Holy
Mother of God, is mentioned in the Vita Sancti Gregentii.53 If the Kaʿbah
of Najrān is to be identified with the Martyrdom of Arethas, or con-
structed according to its plan, then it may have resembled other Ethiopian
domed churches.54 That the Kaʿbah in Mecca was also built on the model
of a church, and thus may have been, at one time, domed, is suggested by
several factors.55

A number of other “kaʿbah”-like structures are known from Petra and
Madā’in Sạ̄li

_
h,56 both of which, like other sites in the Arabian peninsula

such as ʿAin Jawān, Thāj, al-Kharj, and Aflāq, were known as necrop-
olises.57 Indeed, the archaeological record appears to show that all the
major late antique cult centers of the peninsula and the deserts of Iraq
and Syria were tied to funerary rites, and one obvious explanation of the
“dome of Abraham” is that it marked the spot where he was believed to
have been buried. Ibn al-Kalbı̄ and others mention that people visited
Kaʿbahs at other locations in the H ̣ijāz and elsewhere within the
Arabian peninsula.58 The temple of the Yād was called “dhū al-kaʿbāt”
according to Abū ʿUbayd al-Bakrı̄ (d. 1094),59 the ʿUkā

_
z sanctuary

[
_
harām] is supposed to have had something called a Kaʿbah,60 and Ibn
al-Kalbı̄ records that the ʿIyyā

_
d had a structure called the “Kaʿbah of

Sindad” in the region between Kūfah and Ba
_
srah.61 So-called Jinn

blocks in Petra and Madāʾin Sạ̄li
_
h appear to be solid cubical Kaʿbah-

like structures, and the Nabataean Dhū Sharā may have been wor-
shipped at a “kaʿbah” stele or structure.62 Other kaʿbah-like tombs
are known from Jewish and Arab burial sites throughout the Fertile
Crescent and Arabian Peninsula.63

Regardless of whether the Syriac “dome tent” [qūbatah] can be identi-
fied with the Kaʿbah in Mecca or elsewhere, the reference indicates that
among the Arabs there were cult practices, including sacrifice, associated
with the biblical Abraham. The Khuzistan Chronicle itself does not
specify the location of this “dome of Abraham” it mentions, and there
are reports of rituals linked with Abraham in places other than Mecca,
such as Hebron. Especially given its extant redaction in manuscripts no
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earlier than the fourteenth century, and given the fact that later Syriac
histories often expand on narratives written by earlier authors, it is
possible that the Khuzistan Chronicle is repeating later post-Islamic rather
than pre-Islamic ideas about a cult site associated with Abraham.

Note, however, that the Syriac word translated as “dome” here is
almost identical with the Arabic word used in early Islamic reports about
the “domed tents” [qubbah] or a special “red” tent [khubbāʾ] used by the
prophet Muhammad, his followers, and others for ritual retreats near the
Kaʿbah during Rama

_
dān but also retreats in the mountains and near

game preserves throughout the H ̣ijāz. The Kaʿbah in Mecca is also
referred to as a “tent” [qubbah] in the time of both Adam and
Abraham. Ibn al-Kalbı̄ says that the dome of the Kaʿbah of Najrān was
constructed out of hides, a description that would coincide with the use of
the term “qubbah” as a reference to the types of tents used in ritual
retreats.64 Inscriptions and images from Palmyra and other desert oasis
cities show the use of portable tent shrines, and the prophet Muhammad’s
use of a “tent” [qubbah] made of palm branches recalls the biblical
“tabernacle” tent shrine used by the Israelites to house Yahweh in the
desert. In ancient Iraq, gods were moved around with portable shrines
throughout the countryside so that people could make animal sacrifices
without visiting the central temple or sanctuary.

Of course, later Muslim sources want to demonstrate the antiquity of
the connection between the biblical Abraham and Arabia. The biblical
“Paran” (Gen 21:21) is identified by a number of Muslim geographers as
being a place in Arabia. Mu

_
hammad b. A

_
hmad al-Muqaddası̄ (d. 991)

says “Faran” is a place at the edges of the H ̣ijāz where the Red Sea forks
into two bodies of water.65 Yāqūt claims that “Fārān” is an Arabicized
Hebrew word that is “one of the names of Mecca mentioned in the
Bible.”66 In his geographical description of the Arabian peninsula, al-
H ̣asan b. A

_
hmad al-Hamadānı̄ (d. 945) identifies “Faran” as the name of

the mountains around Mecca, called after Faran b. Amalik, and Wahb
b. Munabbih is credited with reporting the tradition that the “hill of
Faran” [tal faran] refers to a place just outside Mecca where Hagar and
Ishmael were found by the Jurhum who inhabited Mecca at that time.67

Muslim exegetes interpret “Mount Paran” [har pāran] in Deut. 33:2 as a
reference to Mecca, perhaps based upon earlier Jewish exegesis of the
passage.68

Muslim exegetes construct an “Arab Abraham” in competition and
dialogue with the biblical Abraham of Christian and Jewish exegesis – in
ways that agree with the image being constructed simultaneously of the
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prophet Muhammad, both his life and mission as the reviver of
Abrahamic monotheism, and as an Arab king. This enterprise might not
best be construed as the result of an unwitting transmission of a garbled
Judeo-Christian tradition, but rather as what seems to reflect a conscious
attempt to reimagine the biblical Abraham as a means to remember
Mecca on the eve of Islam.

Muslim exegesis on Q 6:74–87 and 41:37 explains that Abraham, like
the prophet Muhammad, was a pre-Torah, pre-Mosaic monotheist,
having discovered the one true God not through revelation of the law
but by rational induction through observing nature.69 The story of his
birth and life before emigrating to the holy land is detailed by Muslim
exegesis on Q 19:41–50, 21:51–70, 37:83–99, 29:16–27, perhaps in
conversation with the post-biblical accounts in Jubilees, the Babylonian
Talmud, and rabbinic midrash.70 This parallels the story of the prophet
Muhammad being an orphan, finding the true religion in opposition to
the people of Mecca who drive him out for his rejection of idolatry. The
more “Arab” nature of Abraham described in the biblical narrative,
accords well with the character of Muhammad. Abraham wanders
around the desert sojourning in tents, climbing mountains to perform
acts of worship and establishing standing places and sacrifice sites.
Whether or not they are of biblical or Abrahamic origin, the ritualistic
practices associated with “ta

_
hannuf” including the ritual retreat [iʿtikāf],

circumambulation of the Kaʿbah, mountain retreats, and of course animal
sacrifice, are all consistent with the biblical and post-biblical image of
Abraham. Muslim sources emphasize that Abraham sacrifices a wild
animal in place of his son, as is also evident from Abraham’s act of
volition in sacrificing a wild ram in Genesis 22:13. Note also that these
pre-Islamic “desert” practices accord well with the pastoral Meccan
milieu imagined by the exegetes working in the urban setting of
medieval cities.

Like the prophet Muhammad, Abraham interacts with and calls to the
worship of the one true God the great powers of his time. In Genesis
14:1–16 Abraham avenges the defeat of the five kings at the battle of
Siddı̄m. With only 318 men from his household, Abraham defeats the
Elamite king Chedorlaomer along with Tidal king of Goyim, Amraphel
king of Shinar, and Arioch king of Ellasar. He rescues Lot, takes back all
the goods that were pillaged, and frees all the captive people. Abraham
(Gen 14:21–24) returns all the people he freed and the goods to the king
of Sodom refusing any payment for his service. Muslim sources describe
and preserve copies of the letters sent by the prophet Muhammad calling
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to Islam the various kings of the great powers around Arabia before
sending out his followers against them.71 The stories of both Abraham
and Muhammad open with the defeat of a great king – Nimrod, in his
failed attempt to burn Abraham for his rejection of idolatry, and Abraha’s
failed attempt to destroy the Kaʿbah in the same year that Muhammad
is born.

Abraham then (Gen 14:18–20) receives tribute of bread and wine from
Melchizedek, the king of Salem and priest of the “High God” [kōhen l-el
ʿelı̄yōn]. Melchizedek, who according to rabbinic exegesis and post-
biblical pseudepigrapha was Shem the son of Noah, blesses Abraham,
confirming the divine origins of his victory, and Abraham offers a tithe.72

The Negus of Ethiopia is said to have confirmed the truth of Islam, not
unlike how Melchizedek recognized Abraham.73 Based in part upon the
association of king David as “a priest forever after the manner of
Melchizedek” in Psalm 110:4, rabbinic commentaries identify the
“Salem” of Gen 14:18 as Jerusalem and interpret Melchizedek as a kind
of proto-priest in the future Jerusalem temple.74 In Joshua 10:1–3 the king
of Jerusalem is called Adoni-Sẹdeq.75 The apocalyptic nature of the
temple and priesthood is presented in the so-called Melchizedek
Document (11Q13);76 and Melchizedek is said to have passed on to
Abraham the priestly robes worn originally by Adam so that he might
pass them on to later generations.77 Muslim scholars relate Abraham to
the Kaʿbah as the first temple on earth, originally established by Adam
and passed into the custodianship of the prophet Muhammad, and link
the prophet Muhammad directly to Abraham as the reviver of
his religion.

By linking Abraham to the future temple in Jerusalem and the original
temple of the Kaʿbah in Mecca, Muslim scholars develop a mythology of
Abraham as a founder of religion. The invocation made by Abraham in
Q 2:126–129 parallels Solomon’s inauguration of the temple in Jerusalem
in 1 Kings 8:41–43.78 God’s command for Abraham and Ishmael to
“purify” [

_
ta
_
h
_
hirā] his house in Q 2:125 recalls the common ritual of

temple cleansing attested in southern Arabia and throughout the ancient
Near East. The Abrahamic and eventually Adamic origins of Mecca and
the Kaʿbah displace the pagan tradition of Qu

_
sayy b. Kilāb credited with

refounding the pilgrimage to Mecca five generations before the prophet
Muhammad (fl. fifth century CE).79 Qu

_
sayy b. Kilāb b. Murra b. Kaʿb,

the great-grandfather of the prophet Muhammad’s great-grandfather
ʿAbd al-Mu

_
t
_
talib, seems to be modeled after other civilization-founding

figures such as Romulus, Theseus, and Heracles.80 According to accounts

Abraham as the Originator of the H ̣ajj Sacrifice 211



taken from Ibn al-Kalbı̄ in Ibn Saʿd and Ibn al-Jurayj, Qu
_
sayy’s name

(from the root q-
_
s-y, meaning “to go far away”) was because he grew up

in Syria far removed from his native home. Upon returning to Mecca,
Qu

_
sayy unites the tribes into the Quraysh federation (q-r-y-sh meaning

“to combine tribes”), becomes leader of Mecca, and is given the key to the
Kaʿbah.81

Qu
_
sayy is linked specifically with reestablishing the pilgrimage to

Mecca. He rebuilds and expands the Kaʿbah by tripling the height of its
walls and providing a ceiling, and adds its covering [kiswā]. He sets up
markers demarcating the boundaries of the sanctuary [

_
haram], digs wells

including Zamzam, and establishes offices to provide food and water to
pilgrims visiting Mecca.82 Like Abraham and later the prophet
Muhammad, Qu

_
sayy replaces the worship of the three deities al-ʿUzzā,

Manāf, and Manāt with a cult of the single deity Hubal.83 The deities
were preserved in the names of his sons ʿAbd al-Manāf, ʿAbd Allāh, and
ʿAbd al-ʿUzzā. Qu

_
sayy is also credited with establishing or reestablishing

the rituals at ʿArafāt, al-Muzdalifah, and Minā, including the ritual hunt.
The “shaʿāʾir allāh” is said to have been a fire Qu

_
sayy had kindled at al-

Muzdalifah where people did a ritual standing with the animals they had
driven through the night.84 Perhaps the association of Qu

_
sayy with

hunting was related to his fame as a warrior. Yāqūt reports that al-
Muzdalifah was given the name “Wādı̄ al-Nār” because of the fire that
was lit there during the rituals, but was also associated with the storm god
Quza

_
h.85

In his commentary on Q 2:158, al-Tạbarı̄ claims that it was Abraham
who first instituted the rituals of the Islamic pilgrimage that included the
circumambulation of the Kaʿbah and the running between al-Sạfā and al-
Marwah.86 Muslim exegesis of Q 2:125–128 more broadly details the
Abrahamic etiology for each of the stations and rites [manāsik] that
would later constitute the full Islamic H ̣ajj, including the course from
ʿArafāt to al-Muzdalifah andMinā.87The biblical Abraham builds “slaugh-
ter sites” or altars to mark the boundaries of the land his descendants
would inherit and to call the local inhabitants of the place to the worship
of the one true God. In Genesis 12:7 Abraham builds a “slaughter site to
Yahweh” at the “terebinth of Moreh” [elōn mōreh] in Shechem. In
Genesis 12:8 he pitches his tent and builds a slaughter site in the moun-
tains east of Bethel, from where he was supposed to be able to see the
boundaries of his land. In Genesis 13:18 he builds a slaughter site at the
terebinths of Mamrē [elōnē mamrē] near Hebron, the place of a reported
Abraham cult in late antiquity. That such a model was consistent with the
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erection of sacrifice sites and temples is evident from practices found more
widely in the ancient Near East.88 Rabbinic interpretation of these pas-
sages claim that Abraham foresaw the future significance of the sites he
marked with slaughter sites, and was taking possession of the land piece
by piece.89

An exegetical report, given on the authority in Ibn ʿAbbās, explains the
Abrahamic origins of the three pillars that mark the place of ritual
lapidation near Minā on the final day of the Islamic H ̣ajj.90

The ram came out of the garden [al-jinnah] where it had been grazing for forty
seasons, and Abraham sent his son to follow the ram. He drove it out to the first
pillar [al-jamrah al-ūlā] by throwing seven stones but it escaped from him. He then
came to the middle pillar [al-jamrah al-wus

_
tā] and threw seven stones at it but it

escaped from him. He then arrived at the big pillar [al-jamrah al-kubrā] and threw
seven stones at it but it escaped from him. Then he took it and went to the place of
the sacrifice [al-man

_
har] at Minā. The head of the ram was attached by its horns at

the waterspout [mı̄zāb] of the Kaʿbah and they were dried.91

Other Muslim exegesis of Q 37:107 links the etiology the three pillars and
their ritual stoning by later Muslims with the story, familiar from mid-
rashic treatments of Genesis 22, of Abraham using stones to drive away
Satan.92 Abraham’s use of the slaughter sites he builds as territorial
markers, as well as God’s command for Abraham to “walk the length
and width of the land” in Genesis 13:17, parallel the tradition that it was
Abraham who walked and marked with standing stones the boundaries
of the Meccan sanctuary [

_
haram].93 According to traditions reported on

the authority of Ibn ʿAbbās and Mujāhid, often cited in connection with
Q 22:26–33, Abraham called all the earth to make pilgrimage to the
Kaʿbah from one or more of the mountains in and around Mecca: Abū
Qubays, Thabı̄r, al-Sạfā, or between two of the largest mountains
of Mecca.94 Yāqūt preserves traditions that the three mountains of
Mecca – H ̣irāʾ, Thawr, and Thabı̄r – and the three mountains of
Medina – U

_
hud, Wariqān, and Raʿwā – were all splintered off from one

mountain on the “day of Moses.”95

The animal said to have been sacrificed by Abraham in place of his
son is also used to provide a biblical context for the sacrifice itself and
for the act taking place near Mecca. Muslim exegesis of Q 37:107 states
that the “wild goat” or “wild mountain goat” sacrificed by Abraham
came down from the herd of she goats that were on Mount Thabı̄r.96

These reports, given on the authority of Ibn ʿAbbās and al-H ̣asan, are
repeated in al-Tạbarı̄, al-Thaʿlabı̄, al-Tạbarsı̄, Ibn al-Athı̄r, Ibn Kathı̄r
and others.97 Some reports identifying the animal with the biblical
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“ram” [kabash] still claim that it came down from mount Thabı̄r to
Abraham at Minā.98 That the sacrificial victim would be identified as a
“mountain goat” coming down from the wilds of mount Thabı̄r rather
than a ram from heaven might indicate an attempt to link Abraham’s
sacrifice with the “scapegoat” of Leviticus 16 sent into the wild bearing
the sins of the Israelites. Consistent with this tradition but distinguish-
ing Abraham’s sacrifice from that of the Israelites, ʿAlı̄ b. H ̣amzah al-
Kisāʾı̄ (d. 804) reports that Abraham preferred his victim to the sacrifice
of a fat bull, the sacrifice for Aaron (Leviticus 16:6, 11, 27) and the
victim associated with Israelite sacrifice in Q 2:67–73.99 A report cited
by al-Tạbarı̄ and given on the authority of Mujāhid claims that
Abraham’s sacrifice was a lamb, suggesting a link between the
Christian symbolism of Jesus as substitute redemptive victim and the
animal sent down to Abraham.100 Islamic law, based on the exegesis of
the “guided” animal [hady] mentioned in Q 2:196, 5:2, 95–96, and
48:25,101 establishes a hierarchy of sacrificial victims based on Q 6:143,
indicating that the goat is to substitute for the sheep as the sheep for the
bovine and the bovine for the camel.102

Other Muslim exegesis accords more closely with Jewish and Christian
interpretations of the ram [ayl] from Genesis 22:13. In his Qi

_
sa
_
s al-

anbiyāʾ, al-Thaʿlabı̄ cites Saʿı̄d b. Jubayr and others transmitting a story
from Ibn ʿAbbās. The ram came to Abraham from the garden of Eden
[jinnah] where it had been kept by God for “forty seasons.” It was the
ram that Abel the son of Adam had sacrificed, received by God as an
offering from him and then sent to redeem Abraham’s son. The head of
the ram was hung by its horns at the Kaʿbah in Mecca.103 Ibn Saʿd repeats
that the ram offered by Abraham in place of his son was the one sacrificed
by Abel and kept by God in heaven for “forty seasons” until it redeemed
Abraham’s son.104 Ibn Kathı̄r, in his exegesis of Q 5:27, relates a similar
tradition from al-Tạbarı̄ given on the authority of Ismāʿı̄l b. Rāfiʿ al-
Qāʿı̄.105 Muslim exegesis is consonant with rabbinic tradition in which it
is claimed that this special ram is created in the first days of creation before
the first Sabbath as one of ten things designed for a specific purpose in the
world.106 That this took place on the mountains near Mecca
is demonstrated by a report cited by Ibn Kathı̄r on the authority of
Ibn ʿAbbās.

The rock which was at Minā was the root of Mount Thabı̄r. It was the rock on
which Abraham sacrificed and redeemed his son. The ram came down from
Thabı̄r white-eyed and horned. The ram he sacrificed was the one that Adam’s
son had offered. It had been stored [makhzān-an] until it redeemed Isaac.107
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Another version of the story, given on the authority of Saʿı̄d b. Jubayr,
states that the ram had grazed in heaven until Mount Thabı̄r split open
revealing the animal to Abraham.108 A report related by Sufyān al-
Thawrı̄ on the authority of ʿAlı̄ b. Abı̄ Tạ̄lib and another on the authority
of Abū al-Tụfayl state that the ram had been tied to a Samrah tree on
Mount Thabı̄r.109

Some Muslim exegetes interpret Q 5:29 to mean that Abel is to bear
the sins of Cain, that his death could function to redeem Abel just as the
special ram sacrificed by Abel redeemed Abraham’s son.110 In his com-
mentary on Q 37:107, Mu

_
hammad H ̣usayn al-Tạba

_
tabāʾı̄ says that the

reason Abraham’s sacrifice is called “great” [dhib
_
h-in ʿa

_
zı̄m-in] is because

it was through Abel’s sacrifice that Abraham’s son and thus his descend-
ants were redeemed. Not unlike the Christian interpretation of Abel as
prefiguring Christ, Muslim exegesis links the prophet Muhammad’s
camel sacrifice with that of Abel through Abraham. Abel, like Christ, is
a “seed in the earth that will be raised.”111 Ibn Kathı̄r further emphasizes
the expiatory value of the ram sacrificed by Abraham, making an explicit
association between the substitute animal as redemption of the son and
the intercession of prophets on the day of judgment at the end of time.112

He supplies a long discussion of how the ram redeems the son just as each
of the prophets intercedes on behalf of their communities following his
citation of the

_
hadı̄th report, given on the authority of Abū Hurayrah.113

Muslim exegesis of Q 5:28, aligned with rabbinic commentaries on the
story, emphasize that Abel, although stronger than Cain, did not resist,
and that his death would redeem future generations.114 The connection
between the prophet Muhammad and Abraham is strengthened again by
a report given on the authority of Mujāhid linking the sacrificial victim of
Q 37:107 to the claim in Q 3:95 that Islam is the religion of Abraham.115

The events of the story of Cain and Abel, narrated by Muslim exegetes
from Q 5:27–31, are said to have taken place in the mountains outside
Mecca.116 A report given on the authority of al-D ̣a

_
h
_
hāk states that when

Cain killed Abel, Adam was nearby in Mecca, watering the trees, tending
to the fruit, and tilling the earth. Thaʿlabı̄ adds that, despite knowing the
biblical tradition that it was the “land of Nōd” where Cain was banished,
some Muslim exegetes claim that the killing took place at the foot of
Mount Hirāʾ near Mecca.117 Tạbarı̄, in his history, reports the same
thing, that Cain killed Abel on the mountain slope of Hirāʾ before fleeing
to Yemen with his sister Qalı̄mah.118 Christian sources similarly narrate
how the descendants of Cain indulged in a hedonistic lifestyle at the foot
of a mountain on which dwelt the righteous descendants of Seth near
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Eden.119 Other Muslim sources refer to the mountain as the origin of fire,
perhaps alluding to the fire of Quza

_
h on the mountain near al-

Muzdalifah.120

It is important to note the context in which Muslim sources claim that
the verses about Cain, and their exegetical linkage of them to the religion
of Abraham, were revealed to the prophet Muhammad. In his commen-
tary on Q 5:27, al-Tạbarı̄ preserves reports that God told the prophet
Muhammad to remind his Jewish opponents of the story of Cain and
Abel. The story was meant to warn them of how God punishes the
wicked. According to Muqātil b. Sulaymān (d. 767), it was the Quraysh
who opposed Islam against whom the verses were directed, indicating the
tension between the pagan character of the Kaʿbah and access to it by
monotheist worshippers, such as the

_
hanı̄fs, who practiced ritual seclu-

sion on the mountains outside the city. Abū al-Qāsim Ma
_
hmūd b. ʿUmar

al-Zamakhsharı̄ (d. 1143) cites traditions that the story was intended to
compare Cain to the pagans of Mecca and the People of the Book [ahl al-
kitāb] who denied Muhammad’s claims to be a prophet.121 ʿAbd al-H ̣aqq
b. Ghālib Ibn ʿA

_
tı̄yah (d. 1075) says Q 5:27 was revealed as proof of the

prophethood of Muhammad to the scholars of the “first book” who
questioned his authority. Like Q 3:65–68 and 2:130–140, the revelation
of Q 5:27–32 challenges Jews and Christians to recognize Islam as the
religion of Abraham.122

abraham as pastoral culture hero

Muslim exegesis emphasizes that God’s choice to accept Abel’s offering
and give it back to Abraham to sacrifice in place of his son indicates divine
favor for a pastoral culture over the settled agrarian economy of Cain and
his descendants. In their Rasāʾil, the Ikhwān al-Sạfāʾ explain that cats and
dogs were domesticated when Abel was murdered by Cain. The two sets
of descendants of Cain and of Abel fought against one another, Cain’s
descendants killing all the livestock of Abel’s descendants (sheep, cattle,
camels, horses). The descendants of Cain ate the meat of these animals
and the pile of carcasses attracted wild dogs and cats, which, having
remained close to humans for so long, became domesticated.123

According to a report given on the authority of Wahb b. Munabbih,
Adam taught his son Abel, before he was killed by Cain, about how to
domesticate and care for camels, secrets of pastoral culture that were only
revealed to Eve after the death of Abel.124 Adam’s tending of the plants in
Mecca was meant to maintain the natural reserves of the sanctuary, not to
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promote an agrarian existence. Arab lexicographers preserve a tradition
that the name “Cain” [Hābı̄l] is derived from the root H-B-L, meaning “to
domesticate camels.”125 That the pastoralism of Abel rather than the
settled, agricultural culture of Cain was favored by God is indicated also
by the transmission of these secrets to Seth and the destruction of the line
of Abel in the flood at the time of Noah. Thaʿlabı̄ says that the descendants
of Cain drank wine, practiced sexual immorality, and worshipped fire and
idols until God drowned them all, leaving only the line of Seth.126 A report
given on the authority of Ismāʿı̄l b. Rāfiʿ states that Abel offered, along
with the ram, yoghurt and milk from his herd animals, and that the fire of
God consumed it all but left the agricultural produce offered by Cain.127

Abraham is portrayed as a pastoral culture hero.128 Like Cain,
Abraham is born and raised in unusual circumstances. The Pirqe de
Rabbi Eliezer claims that it was because Eve saw that Cain was divine
when she gave birth to him that she said: “I have gotten a man from
Yahweh” (Gen 4:1).129 She had been impregnated by the devil Samael,
and his offspring which, according to al-Kisāʾı̄, was the giant Og [ʿŪj].130

Genesis 4:15 states that God gave Cain a special “sign” [ʾōt], which many
exegetes interpret as being a horn, that marked him as a divine being.131

The Syriac exegete Philoxenos of Mabbug (d. 523) states that the sign
kept him from being drowned, harmed, or killed by any animal.132 The
offspring of Abraham are all the prophets, culminating in Muhammad.
Muslim sources, referring to Q 6:74–87 and 41:37, describe the miracu-
lous birth of Abraham. In terms closely parallel to the descriptions of the
birth of Jesus and Moses, a tradition attributed to Ibn Is

_
hāq claims that

Abraham escaped being killed by Nimrod, who had ordered the death of
all baby boys after being told by his astrologers that a baby would be
born to overthrow his religion. Abraham’s mother hid him in a cave
where he grew to the age of reason in just fifteen months, sucking
sustenance from his thumb.133

Both Cain and Abraham engage in the mythical practice of cattle
raiding and wife stealing. But the results for each are different. Cain
competes with his brother Abel over livestock and women. According to
al-Suyū

_
tı̄, the sacrifice each brother brought was a contest over which

sister each brother would marry. Cain took his brother’s wife, and stole
all the herd animals from his brother’s family. Cain was no longer able to
grow crops or farm, so he had to resort to hunting. He established a
religion based on fire and idol worship, and eventually was killed by one
of his descendants on orders from his blind father, and Cain is responsible
for reptiles and wild beasts created to punish him and other unjust
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people.134 In his exegesis of Q 5:27, Abū al-Faraj ʿAbd al-Ra
_
hmān Ibn al-

Jawzı̄ (d. 1201) claims that Cain was the first to institutionalize killing.135

Cain builds the first cities in the world.136 According to Josephus, Cain
was the first to invent measures and weights, fortifications and property
boundaries, and to employ robbery and violence to obtain wealth. The
three sons of his descendent Lamech invented the various arts of civiliza-
tion: weapons and war, music and wild orgies, shiny metals along with
idolatry and temples. All of his descendants (with the exception of his son
Og who is only killed later by Moses) are drowned in the great Flood at
the time of Noah.137

The story of Abraham is also linked to the stealing of wives and cattle
raiding. Abraham’s wife is taken from him twice. First in Genesis
12:10–20 by the pharoah in Egypt, and again by Abimelech in Genesis
20:1–17. Muslim exegetes acknowledge that Abraham lied only three
times: once when denying his role in destroying the idols of his people,
and when claiming his wife was his sister two separate times to two
different kings.138 With God’s help, Abraham rescues his wife from the
two kings. In Genesis 12:16 Abraham acquires sheep and oxen, asses,
slaves, and camels from Pharaoh, and Genesis 13:2 states that he had
become heavily laden with cattle, silver, and gold. He returns to his land
with his wife and animals, ending the famine. In Genesis 20:14, the
Philistine king Abimelech gives Abraham sheep, oxen, and slaves, and
returns his wife, who herself receives 1,000 pieces of silver. Abimelech
and his wife, and all their female slaves, give birth upon Abraham’s
departure, and in Genesis 21:1–3 Sarah gives birth to Isaac after being
barren for her whole life. Both accounts display the mythic cycle of stolen
and retrieved fertility.139

Both Abraham and Cain are associated with hunting. Cain is the first
hunter, forced to become one after raiding all the livestock of his brother’s
family.140 Cain himself is hunted. He fears that the wild animals will hunt
him, and is killed by one of his ancestors when he is mistaken for a wild
animal because of the very horn that was meant to protect him from
becoming the quarry of wild animals. Abraham substitutes a wild ram for
the sacrifice of his son. His grandson Jacob performs a ritual hunt for his
father Isaac, and to cheat his brother Esau out of his father’s blessing. The
story of his great-grandson Joseph likewise revolves around his sup-
posedly being killed by a wolf, ironically the blood of which is faked by
killing a lamb. In these stories of Abraham and his line, wild animals seem
to serve as a substitute for people, whereas in the story of Cain, it is Cain
himself who substitutes for the wild animal.141
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Note that in both of the accounts of Abraham’s losing his wife, his
acquisition of livestock and slaves is portrayed as a kind of tithe from the
king to the God whom Abraham represents. Ritualized cattle raiding and
wife stealing among Indo-European peoples was intended not to steal but
to “recover” what was unjustly taken from the community, as the
warrior-hero in the myth rescues fertility from the tyrannical monster.142

The myth is a kind of charter legitimating the future raiding of cattle and
stealing of wives, but Cain has unjustly stolen and wantonly consumed his
brother’s livestock after God causes his farming not to produce food.
Among the Dinka and other peoples of south Sudan, the practice of cattle
raiding is an initiatory rite by which a boy proves he is capable of
recovering his tribe’s fertility by bringing back cattle with which to
purchase women.143 The steer, a symbol of fertility, wealth, bride-price,
masculinity and divinity, is for the Dinka people what the camel was for
the pastoral Arab culture of early Islamic Arabia.144

Muslim sources, alluding to Abraham as a pastoral culture hero,
further portray the prophet Muhammad’s raids in terms not unlike those
of the more widespread cattle-raiding and wife-stealing myths.145 The
prophet Muhammad, and his followers under his authority, are said to
have engaged in almost a hundred raids over a period of ten years,
beginning with the expedition of H ̣amza b. ʿAbd al-Mu

_
t
_
talib within the

first year after the Hijrah to Medina.146 That the Muslim accounts of
these raids was, at least in part, influenced by a conception of Muhammad
as a type of pastoral culture hero consonant with biblical and other pre-
Islamic legendary models, is evident from the reported results of the
raids.147 In the aftermath of the battles at H ̣unayn and al-Tạ̄ʾif, for
example, Ibn Is

_
hāq reports that the prophet Muhammad held “6,000

women and children prisoner,” and “had captured more sheep and
camels than could be counted.”148

Paralleling themes from the stories of Abraham, the excursions of the
prophet Muhammad and his followers recover both livestock (camels and
sheep) and people, silver and other precious goods, and spread true
religion while destroying idolatry. Many of the raids resulted in the
acquisition of camels and sheep that were then distributed among the
Muslim community. In the expedition against the Gha

_
tafān at Dhū

Qara
_
d, for example, the prophet Muhammad and his followers recover

twenty milk-camels and the wife of their shepherd that had been abducted
from Medina, and the prophet Muhammad sacrifices one of the camels at
the location of the victory.149 Exegesis of Q 59:66–67 explains how, after
the surrender of the Jews at Fadak, the prophet Muhammad distributed
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their belongings to orphans, to support the marriages of poor men, to
support his own family, and to buy weapons and armor for the Muslim
community.150 According to Ibn Saʿd, the expedition of Mu

_
hammad

b. Maslamah against al-Qurā
_
tah resulted in the Muslims obtaining

150 camels and 3,000 goats.151 Tạbarı̄ records that 30 Muslims led by
ʿUkāshah b. Mu

_
h
_
san routed the Banı̄ Asad and returned 200 camels to

Medina. The attack led by ʿAlı̄ b. Abı̄ Tạ̄lib against the Banū Saʿd b. Bakr
at Fadak captured 500 camels and 2,000 goats.152 During the raid on a
Quraysh caravan at Qarādah, the Muslims captured 100,000 dirhems-
worth of silver and other goods.153

The capture of people, as ransom, as slaves, and as wives, is also an
important feature used to characterize the raids. According to Ibn Saʿd,
the prophet Muhammad is reported to have ransomed Ukaydir, after he
had been captured and brought to Medina from Dūmat al-Jandal by
Khālid b. al-Walı̄d, for 2,000 camels, 800 sheep, 400 suits of armor,
and 400 lances.154 During the raid at the well of al-Muraysı̄ʿ the
Muslims captured 200 families, 200 camels, and 5,000 sheep as well as
other valuables.155 Muslim exegesis on Q 5:11 and 4:101 explains that
the prophet Muhammad instituted the “fear prayer” because he was
afraid that the Gha

_
tafān would attack to recover their women which they

had left behind when they fled from the Muslims.156 After the Battle of the
Trench, the prophet Muhammad is said to have taken one of the Jewish
women, Rayhana, as part of his booty. Some sources claim that he freed
her by marrying her, while others claim that she remained his slave, or
that she originally remained his slave but later converted, was thus freed,
and married Muhammad.157 In another case, the prophet Muhammad
ordered one of his followers to marry and bring back to Medina the
daughter of the Christian tribal chief al-Asbagh who had agreed to submit
to pay the poll tax [jizya] to the Muslims.158

The acquisition of wives and concubines by the prophet Muhammad,
for himself and his followers, was often the result of his raids.159

Juwayrı̄yah bt. al-H ̣ārith al-Mu
_
s
_
taliq was captured along with others

from the Banū al-Mu
_
s
_
taliq, including her father al-H ̣ārith b. Abı̄ Dirār,

at the well of al-Muraysı̄ʿ. She had been enslaved to Thābit b. Qays after
the raid, but was then married to Muhammad and in exchange at their
wedding he released 100 of her tribe.160 After receiving a delegation from
the prophet Muhammad, Muqawqis, the Christian governor of
Alexandria under the Sasanians, sent two women as slaves to
Muhammad along with a mule, a donkey, a eunuch, and clothing.
Muhammad had a son with one of the two slave girls, Māriyah bt.
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Shamʿūn, also known as “al-Qib
_
tı̄yah,” whom he either kept as a concu-

bine or married. Sạfı̄yah bt. Ḥuyayy was captured, at the age of seventeen,
during the raid on the Jewish tribe of al-Na

_
dı̄r at Khaybar. The prophet

Muhammad is reported to have claimed her as his slave after redeeming
her from Di

_
hya b. Khalı̄fah al-Kalbı̄, to whom she was originally assigned

as spoil for seven cows, condemned Kināna her former husband to death
when he refused to relinquish the Banū al-Na

_
dı̄r spoils, and then married

her before returning to Medina. Ray
_
hāna bt. Zayd, also of the al-Na

_
dı̄r

tribe, was captured, enslaved, and assigned to the prophet Muhammad.
He either kept her as a slave or married her after she converted to
Islam.161 Another slave acquired by Muhammad from the defeated
Banū Quray

_
za was Tukanah al-Quray

_
zı̄yah.162 Khawlah bt. Hudhayl

and Sharāf bt. Khalı̄fah were supposed to be married by Muhammad to
seal an alliance between him and the Christian Banū Taghlib but Khawlah
died before she reached Medina and Sharāf either died or Muhammad
refused to marry her.163 Mulaykah bt. Kaʿb was given to Muhammad as
a wife to appease him for having resisted his conquest of Mecca, but she
divorced him after discovering that he had killed her father.

Other wives were widows of Muhammad’s followers who had died
before the conquest of Mecca or were killed in battle. H ̣af

_
sa bt. ʿUmar

b. al-Kha
_
t
_
tāb was married to Muhammad after her husband Khumays

b. H ̣udhāfah was killed during the battle at Badr. Zaynab bt. al-
Khuzayma was also married to Muhammad after her second husband,
ʿUbaydah b. al-H ̣ārith, was killed at Badr. Umm Salama bt. al-Mughı̄rah
was married to the prophet Muhammad after her husband Abū Salama
died from a wound he received at the battle of U

_
hud leading the raid

against the Banū Asad b. Khuzaymah tribe at Qatan. Ibn ʿAbbās is
reported to have said that Sawdah bt. Zamʿah, when she was still married
to her first husband al-Sakrān b. ʿAmr, had several dreams which were he
interpreted to mean that he would die and she would be married to the
prophet Muhammad.164 Ramlah Umm Ḥabı̄bah bt. Abı̄ Sufyān was
likewise married to Muhammad after her husband, ʿUbaydallāh
b. Ja

_
hsh, died in Ethiopia; he emigrated there with his wife and other

Muslims but then converted to Christianity and stayed until his death.
Her father, Abū Sufyān, was one of the chief leaders of the resistance to
Muhammad at Mecca.

Like the biblical Abraham, the prophet Muhammad is also credited
with threatening and engaging in battle to spread the true religion of
Islam and destroy idolatry. In a number of cases, Muslim sources claim
that the prophet Muhammad released captives who converted to Islam.
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For example, during the second raid on the Banū Thaʿlabah, a man was
captured and enslaved but was freed by the prophet Muhammad when he
became a Muslim.165 A woman from the tribe of Muzaynah who had
been captured by the Muslims was set free when she helped the Muslims
engage the Banū Salı̄m at al-Jumūm. The rest of the Banū Muzaynah
converted to Islam and contributed fighters to a number of expeditions,
including Badr, U

_
hud, H ̣udaybı̄yah, Khaybar, and H ̣unayn.166 Bilāl

b. Rabā
_
h was ransomed by the prophet Muhammad from his Meccan

owner Umayyah b. Khalāf, and later served as treasurer of the Muslim
community at Medina and fought in the battle of Badr.167 The prophet
Muhammad dispatched special expeditions to destroy idols and their
sanctuaries, among them al-ʿUzzā at Nakhlah, Manāt at al-Mashallal,
Yaghūth at Dhū al-Kafayn, al-Lāt at al-Tạ̄ʾif, Wadd at Dūmat al-Jandal,
and Dhū al-Khala

_
sah, also known as the Kaʿbah of Yemen [al-kaʿbah al-

Yamanı̄yah] at Tabālah in the ʿAsı̄r.168 Enemies who accepted Islam, or
agreed to pay the poll tax [jizyāʾ] were spared.

conclusions

According to al-Ḥalabı̄, when the prophet Muhammad performed the
camel sacrifice at the conclusion of his Ḥajj he designated “all of Minā”
and the “passes of Mecca” as a “place of sacrifice” [man

_
har].169 The word

for “place of sacrifice” is a “noun of place” [ism al-makān] and parallels
the Hebrew word usually translated as “altar” in the Bible [mazbēa

_
h].170

Variants of the prophet Muhammad’s designation of the place of sacrifice
are preserved by Ibn Mājah and Abū Dāʾūd on the authority of Jābir
b. ʿAbdallāh and AbūHurayrah.171 Mālik b. Anas reports that the prophet
Muhammad designated all of Minā and the passes of Mecca as a place of
sacrifice for the Ḥajj, and Marwah as a “place of sacrifice” when he
performed the ʿUmrah in Mecca.172 The prophet Muhammad’s statement
is usually taken as a practical guide for accommodating the large number of
simultaneous slaughterings of animals by multiple butchers in the vicinity
of Minā at the conclusion of the annual Ḥajj.173

Marking a particular location for sacrifice is commonly tied to the
setting up of altars and establishing temples in the ancient Near East but
also in the ancient world more broadly.174 The depositing of carcasses
alongside other items such as figurines, nails, and weapons in the founda-
tions of temples indicates that animal sacrifice was performed in dedica-
tion or purification rituals.175 Wild animals, perhaps hunted by the king
responsible for their sacrifice and the erection of the temple, are not
uncommon but domesticated herd animals such as cattle and sheep are
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also found.176 Excavations of the White Temple at Uruk revealed a
special compartment in the lowest course of brickwork in the eastern
corner of the foundations containing the remains of a leopard and young
lion.177 An inscription refers to the placing of a young lion and young
leopard in a temple.178 A gazelle was found buried under the same temple,
and an inscription at the Palace of Nimrod refers to “two gazelles to
consecrate the house, for Annabu, daughter of the king.”179 At Çatal
Hüyük animal parts, especially cattle horns but also sheep horns and
skulls as well as jawbones of carnivores are incorporated into the foun-
dations and structure of buildings.180

The use of animal parts – including the disposal of the unused portions of
the carcasses such as bones, ashes, certain limbs, and offal – to designate
sanctuaries as places of sacrifice is widespread.181The altar itself symbolized
an animal, its top horned, and the spilled blood tossed or sprinkled at its
“feet” (the base) during the sacrifice.182 Cain and Abel’s bodies also share in
this symbolism – the blood of Abel being splattered on rocks and drunk by
the earth, his body first left in the fields, then being carried around on Cain’s
back, and finally buried, with the result that Cain’s head becomes horned.
Sergeant reports seeing horns attached to pillars in southern Arabia; these
are used on buildings, especially temples, throughout Arabia and the Near
East, and Muslim sources claim that the horns from the wild ram sacrificed
by Abraham at Minā were hung on the Kaʿbah into early Islamic times.183

Horns symbolized divinity, and as such were incorporated into Mycenaean
iconography to represent altars, especially those dedicated to the sacrifice of
hunted animals.184

In modern times, the annual H ̣ajj results in more than a million
carcasses of sheep and 10,000 cows and camels requiring the use of
approximately 40,000 workers, including more than 16,000 butchers,
hundreds of veterinarians and “religious experts,” and cargo jets to fly the
frozen meat to more than two dozen countries. The blood from the sheep
alone, estimated at roughly six million liters in modern times, as well as
the inedible portions of the animals besides the skins, which can be
tanned, are buried or recycled into fertilizer. In premodern times, thou-
sands of carcasses and tens of thousands of liters of blood had to be
buried at the location. Passages such as Leviticus 17 prescribe specific
rituals for the disposal of animals remains, including their blood, that
were not burnt as an offering to Yahweh.185 Excavations from Kheshiya
in southern Arabia show examples of 40–50 cattle skulls, perhaps pro-
duced by sacrifices, being used to form circular shrines, and among the
Nuer cattle bones were made into “walls” to protect the community from
external enemies.186 Mongol horse sacrifices involved impaling the
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animal over a human tomb. The skin of the horse, with its head still
attached, was raised on a pole to mark the grave of a dead warrior.187

In addition to his erection of altars at Hebron, Shechem, and the
mountain east of Bethel, Abraham is credited with laying the foundations
for the future temple of Solomon in Jerusalem with the sacrifice of the ram in
place of his son. Jewish and Christian tradition regards the “place” [maqōm]
mentioned in Genesis 22:4 as being a site in Jerusalem, usually identified
with the rock housed under the Dome of the Rock. Muslim tradition, of
course, claims that Abraham performed the sacrifice at Minā in conjunction
with establishing the Kaʿbah and instituting the Ḥajj. Although it was later
taken to be a specific location just to the south of the Kaʿbah, Muslim
exegesis on Q 2:125 preserves early traditions that the “place of
Abraham” [maqām Ibrāhı̄m] refers to the Ḥajj as a whole, including all
the stations of the pilgrimage and the entire area of the sanctuary [

_
haram]

itself.188 The prophet Muhammad is reported to have taken the “maqām
Ibrāhı̄m” as his direction of prayer [qiblah].189 The text of Jubilees 22:24
refers to Solomon’s temple in Jerusalem as the “house of Abraham,” but
Muslim exegesis on the “great sacrifice” in Q 37:107 citesMujāhid as saying
that the “house of Abraham” refers to Mecca, the place of Abraham’s
sacrifice for the founding of the Kaʿbah and calling the Ḥajj.190

As a follower, successor, and imitator of Abraham, the prophet
Muhammad is portrayed by Muslim sources as the ideal Near Eastern
king.191 Kings conquer territory and build cities, engaging in war and
displaying their martial prowess in ritual hunts. But they also demarcate
and protect the boundaries of the land,192 over which they are a custodian
for God.193 Kings build temples,194 and are responsible for distributing
God’s bounty to his people from the altar at the entrance to his house. The
king’s acquisition of resources illustrates the fertility of the land he
administers for God and demonstrates the pleasure of God with the king’s
administration. Indeed, the king is the instrument of God. He is the land,
and ultimately it is his body itself that feeds and sustains God’s people.
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Geographische Wörterbuch des Abu ʿObeid ʿAbdallāh, ed. F. Wüstenfeld
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_
hı̄
_
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ed. ʿAbd al-Wā
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_
hı̄
_
h, 4:1830.
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Jawzı̄, Zād al-maʿād fı̄ ʿilm al-tafsı̄r, 1:114.
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172 See Mālik b. Anas, al-Muwa
_
t
_
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189 See al-Tạbarı̄, Jāmiʿ al-bayān fı̄ taʾwı̄l al-Qurʾān, on Q 2:125; al-Suyū
_
tı̄, al-

Durr al-manthūr fı̄ al-tafsı̄r al-maʾthūr, on Q 2:125; Muqātil b. Sulaymān,
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5

Distribution of the Body of the Prophet Muhammad

In 1967 the famed Romanian historian of religion Mircea Eliade pub-
lished an article ridiculing as a “cultural fashion” the persistent scholarly
reference to the St. Nilus camel sacrifice used by Robertson Smith.1 After
a brief critique of Freud’s “totemic banquet” as a “horror story presented
as historical fact,” Eliade scoffs at the idea that the sacrifice, as described,
ever took place. Eliade derides, in particular, the suggestion that the entire
camel, “bones and skin included,” would have been consumed by the
Arabs who sacrificed it.2

A wide array of evidence shows that almost no part of a camel is left
unused or uneaten. For example, camel hides are boiled and eaten for
food, and they are also used for a variety of functions such as roofing
houses, making ropes, drums, seats, shoes, prayer mats, containers for
liquids, whips, and saddles.3 The outer coarse fur of a camel, called the
“guard hair,” having thermostatic properties and also being highly resist-
ant to water, is used to produce outer garments, including tents, clothing,
and any type of covering needed to protect against heat or cold. The
undercoat of camel hair or camel hair “wool,” is prized for its relative
fineness (only 5–40 microns), longer length (1.5–5 inches), lustrous
appearance, and because it dyes better than sheep wool.4 Camel bone is
also eaten, and is commonly used to make various items such as jewelry
and jewelry boxes, eating utensils, and knife handles. Camel bone is used
to produce a medicinal broth, to produce gelatin for cooking, and bone
meal is an agricultural fertilizer.5

The dispensing and use of the produce from slaughtering animals
culminates the performance of the Islamic “sacrifice” – made possible
by the acquisition of the animal through hunting or tribal raids, driving
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the animal including in the night run [ifā
_
dah] between and ritual standing

[wuqūf] at ʿArafāt and al-Muzdalifah, and slaughtering the animal at
Minā.6 Even the disposal of the unused parts of the camel is done in a
fashion consistent with the precepts that inform the ritual use of the other
parts of the animal and its accouterments.7 Islamic law stipulates certain
procedures for the disposal of animal carcasses, and the prohibition
against the pre-Islamic practice of competing in the slaughtering of camels
[ʿaqr] seems to have been aimed not at ending camel slaughter but at
stopping sacrifices in which the entirety of the animal was not consumed
but had to be discarded as waste.8 The animal carcasses left on the
ground, not unlike the human corpses left on the field of battle, are
tangible evidence of the sacrifice having taken place.9 In the account of
his pilgrimage to Mecca in 1853, Richard Burton notes the sight and smell
of the “dead animals” that “dotted the ground” at Minā.10 The carcasses
literally demarcate the extent of the “altar” or slaughtering place
[man

_
har, madhba

_
h], illustrating the well-known statement of the prophet

Muhammad at the conclusion of his sacrifice that “all of Minā is a place
of slaughtering.”11

The Islamic example suggests that the “distribution” of all the animal’s
parts cannot be separated easily from the larger unit of practice that is
designated as the ritual “sacrifice” of the Ḥajj. Apart from the dramatic
retelling of the event, both in Robertson Smith and in the account attrib-
uted to St. Nilus, it might not be all that far-fetched to conclude that an
Arab camel sacrifice in late antiquity would have resulted in the entire
animal being consumed. In critiquing Robertson Smith and in his own
synthetic definition of “sacrifice,” Eliade might be focusing too narrowly
on the act of killing to the exclusion of how the selection and acquisition
of a specific animal is tied, through ritual, to its communal use.12

According to Levitical law in the Bible, to take one example, it is precisely
the way the carcass is distributed that gives the sacrificed animal its
expiatory character.13 Indeed, as Robertson Smith points out, the killing
of the animal is a regrettable if necessary side effect of the totemic meal in
which the symbolism of the living camel informs its consumption. For
Durkheim and Freud likewise it is the communal meal, the act of eating
and the dispensing of the victim, that gives the victim its symbolic
significance.

This chapter argues that Muslim sources portray the prophet
Muhammad’s sacrifice of 100 camels and distribution of his body parts
in terms familiar from other ancient Near Eastern and Indo-European
creation myths in which a primordial being is dismembered to create the
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world. Muslim jurists explain that offering an animal is a redemption
[fidyah] or substitute for the body of the pilgrim for a violation against the
sanctity of the Ḥajj. The purpose of the H ̣ajj itself is to fulfill a ritual
requirement, which, the jurists agree, entailed a piacular offering of a
substitute animal and of the pilgrim’s own body. Muslim traditions
demonstrate the link between the special character of Muhammad’s dead
body and the foundations of the Muslim community from among his
closest followers. In addition to distributing pieces of his own physical
body (his hair and nails), the prophet Muhammad offers to his followers
the proceeds of the 100 camels which represent his body and his life. The
sacrifice is the origin of the Islamic world.

gift of the body

Muslim jurists collect and synthesize a number of different references to
animal sacrifices from the Quran, the life of the prophet Muhammad, and
from his followers. According to the jurists there are five reasons to make
a sacrifice at the conclusion of the H ̣ajj, each defined by a number of
substitutions linking the bodies of animals and of pilgrims to the sanctu-
ary of Mecca.

The first reason for offering a sacrifice is slaughtering a domesticated
animal as a substitute for a wild animal. Starting with Q 5:95, Muslim
jurists stipulate that a domesticated animal of a certain type must be
offered by a person who kills a wild animal within the area of the
sanctuary [

_
harām] at Mecca, if a pilgrim in a sacralized state [i

_
hrām] kills

or eats a wild animal whether within or outside the area of the sanctuary,
or if others whether in a sacralized state or not participate in the hunting
of a wild animal with the result that it is killed within the area of the
sanctuary. Ibn Rushd explains that the jurists disagree on various points,
including whether the penalty is assigned because the wild animal is
killed, its meat eaten, or both. He concludes that there are two basic
violations occurring in the case of wild animals that require a sacrifice: the
violation of the sanctuary itself (by a pilgrim or non-pilgrim), and pil-
grims’ violation of their sacralized state (whether within or outside of the
sanctuary).14

That the issue is both the sanctuary and the individual is indicated by
the ruling of some jurists that if a person or group of people participate in
killing a wild animal in the sanctuary – such as pointing to the animal in a
way that helps someone else kill it – then that person or group of people is
also liable to offer a domesticated animal. Some jurists refer to the
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practice of the earliest followers of the prophet Muhammad to argue that,
although technically two domesticated animals should be offered – one
for the violation of the pilgrim’s sacralized state and one for the infringe-
ment on the boundaries of the sanctuary – only one sacrifice is required.

Some jurists maintain that particular domesticated animals are to be
offered in return for the killing or eating of specific wild animals based on
what appears to be the type of animals involved. For example, if a person
kills an ostrich then a she-camel is to be offered, for a gazelle a goat, for a
hyena a ram, and for a wild buffalo a domesticated cow. Some authorities
say a goat for a pigeon, a young goat for a rabbit or jerboa, and a small
goat or a date for a locust. Although jurists claim that the meat of the
domesticated animal is meant to replace the meat of the wild animal, the
definition of the substitution indicates that it is symbolic. Most jurists
prefer to rely on the equivalences between specific wild and domesticated
animals made by the earliest followers of the prophet Muhammad as a
fixed list rather than the relative market values determined at the time of
the killing. The substitution effectively inverts the pre-Islamic practice of
hunting a wild animal to offer in place of offering a domesticated flock
animal as a “firstling” sacrifice known from the ʿatı̄rah and other ritual
hunts among Arabs before Islam.15

Ḥanafı̄ jurists state that a sacrifice is incumbent even when the wild
animal killed was tame, such as in the case of a tame gazelle or trained
pigeons of certain types, because the original nature of the animal is wild.
According to Abū ʿAbdallāh Mu

_
hammad b. Idrı̄s al-Shāfiʿı̄ (d. 820), a cow

is to be sacrificed if a tall tree is killed, and a goat for a smaller plant. Others
maintain that the market value of the wild animal be determined by two
trustworthy and impartial people, as stipulated in Q 5:95, and that this
value be used to identify a comparable domesticated animal to be offered.
Still others hold that the two trustworthy and impartial people mentioned
in Q 5:95 are to determine which domesticated animal is to be sacrificed for
the particular wild animal that was killed and/or eaten. In all of these cases,
the blood of the domesticated animal is, in effect, a penalty for violating the
sanctuary whether by diminishing its protected contents or by transgressing
the sacred state required to enter the sanctuary as a pilgrim.

The second reason for requiring a sacrifice is when a pilgrim, in the
sacralized state [i

_
hrām], makes certain ritual mistakes. The requirement is

based on substituting the slaughter of an animal, as a ransom or redemp-
tion [fidyah] for the life of the pilgrim.16 Muslim jurists list and discuss a
number of violations or “crimes” [jināyāt] that require a pilgrim to offer
an animal sacrifice. These include applying perfume, wearing a sewn
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garment or head covering, shaving the head, cutting fingernails and
toenails, sex, kissing and fondling, performing circumambulations of the
Kaʿbah in a state of ritual impurity, and omitting certain rites such as
circumambulation of the Kaʿbah and running between al-Sạfā and al-
Marwah. Some jurists require the offering of an animal for missing or
shortening the rites associated with ʿArafāt, al-Muzdalifah, and Minā,
such as the ritual standing [wuqūf] and stoning the pillars.

Muslim sources often associate these restrictions with practices
attached to Arab sanctuaries, including Mecca, in pre-Islamic times.
Prohibitions against hunting wild animals and harvesting noncultivated
plants from reserves in al-Tạ̄ʾif, Medina, Wādı̄ Wajj, Dhū al-H ̣ulayfah,
and Wādı̄ Qudayd are mentioned in Muslim sources,17 and sanctuaries
protecting wild animals and plants are attested in inscriptions from
southern Arabia.18 Muslim exegesis on verses such as Q 2:196–200,
22:36–37, 7:31–32 explains how many of the restrictions of the Islamic
H ̣ajj were designed to counter pagan practices that had corrupted the
rituals in the pre-Islamic period. When he led the Ḥajj in the year before
the prophet Muhammad made his farewell H ̣ajj, the caliph Abū Bakr is
reported to have made the rule that no pagan [mushrik] and no naked
person [ʿuryān] would be allowed to circumambulate the Kaʿbah, ending
these pre-Islamic practices.19

Violations of these sanctuaries resulted in penalties involving the loss
of property, the loss of body parts, and even death. The amputation of
hands for the theft of animals, both real and votive, dedicated to the
sanctuary is reported by Muslim sources and in pre-Islamic inscriptions.20

Ibn al-Kalbı̄ repeats a story that Isāf and Nāʾilah were a man and woman
in pre-Islamic times who were turned to stone for having sex near the
Kaʿbah,21 and the prophet Muhammad is reported to have cursed anyone
who violated the sanctity of Mecca or Medina. Inscriptions from across
the Arabian deserts invoke curses on anyone who might efface the writing
or disturb a nearby tomb. The sanctuary [

_
himā] of Wajj near al-Tạ̄ʾif was

reportedly violated by someone cutting down its trees, the penalty for
which was the offender forfeiting his clothing and his axe.22 The so-called
“war of Basūs” was started when Kulayb b. Rabı̄ʿa shot with an arrow
and killed a camel that strayed into his protected area, the boundaries of
which were demarcated by the barking of his dog.23 Among modern
Bedouin, if a visitor violates a “protected area” [

_
haw

_
tah] then reparations

must be made to the tribe and the family in charge of the area. If the
individual visitor does not pay, then the whole tribe in charge of the
protected area takes action against him. If a visitor kills another person
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within the protected area, the tribe of the visitor must kill one of its own
members, although not necessarily the person who committed the
murder.24 In his survey of shrines in Palestine, Tawfik Canaan records
that a man was beaten to death for cutting down a tree at the shrine of a
Palestinian saint, and Thesiger records a sanctuary [

_
haw

_
tah] near Zufār

with restrictions on cutting trees and hunting rabbits.25

Muslim jurists do not take into consideration whether or not these
ritual violations during the H ̣ajj were made knowingly or inadvertently.
If, for example, a pilgrim “forgets” the prohibition and kisses or has sex
during his Ḥajj, an animal sacrifice must still be performed. The penalty is
not lessened because the pilgrim did not intend to break the rule, as is the
case in the assigning of penalties for fasting during the month of Rama

_
dān

and inadvertent ritual mistakes made during the obligatory prayers. Some
jurists distinguish the type or size of animal based on the relative severity of
the transgression – e.g., according to al-Shāfiʿı̄, if the pilgrim only cuts one
fingernail then he must feed one person, two fingernails then two people,
and more than two fingernails requires the animal sacrifice.26 The same
holds for plucking one hair, two hairs, or more. Ibn Rushd also explains
that most jurists do not allow any dispensation for pilgrims breaking one of
the rules of their sacralized state out of necessity. Even in the case that a
pilgrim has to shave his head because of a disease or a head injury, the
animal sacrifice is still required for violating his sacralized state.27

It is possible that the substitution at work here is the blood of the
animal for the blood of the pilgrim making the mistake. Islamic law does
stipulate that a pilgrim cannot deliberately plan to offer a sacrifice in lieu
of not performing a specific required aspect of the Ḥajj, suggesting that
the sacrifice is meant to remedy a mistake which was unintentional and
for which the pilgrim was remorseful. The prophet Muhammad is
reported to have performed a number of piacular sacrifices in which the
animal’s death seems to redeem specific individuals or his followers as a
whole, including his sacrifice of a special ram fitting the description of that
said to have been slaughtered by Abraham instead of his son. It is also
possible that the penalty is being levied against a violation of the Meccan
sanctuary, or against both the sanctuary and the pilgrim’s sacralized state,
as is the case with the prohibitions governing the killing and eating of wild
animals. In either case, the jurists agree on the principle that it is the body
of the pilgrim, and in particular its purity or impurity, that affects the
sacrality of the space and the efficacy of the rituals performed.28

Note also that pilgrims cannot eat the meat of animals they were
required to sacrifice for violating their sacralized state or the killing and
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eating of a wild animal, but only from the meat of animals offered when
performing a conjoined pilgrimage or offered for charity. Another distinc-
tion made by the jurists is that the killing of a wild animal directly affects
both the sanctuary and the sacralized state of the pilgrim whereas a ritual
mistake directly affects only the pilgrim. According to Mālik b. Anas,
pilgrims may slaughter an animal at any location for violating their
sacralized state but must perform in Mecca the slaughter of an animal
as a penalty for killing wild prey because the meat of the domesticated
animal is meant to replace the meat of the wild animal.29 Other jurists
likewise allow for the optional fasting or donating money to feed the poor
to take place outside of Mecca but insist that the sacrifice for killing a wild
animal be performed for the benefit of the people in the sanctuary.

The third reason a sacrifice is required is when a person enters the
sacred state of being a pilgrim [i

_
hrām] but is prevented [i

_
h
_
sār] from

completing the H ̣ajj. The requirement is based upon the first phrase of
Q 2:196, and Muslim exegetes explain that being prevented means
becoming sick or injured but can also entail anything, including fear, that
keeps the pilgrim from completing the Ḥajj rituals. Muslim jurists also
refer to the prophet Muhammad sacrificing his camels at al-H ̣udaybı̄yah
when he was kept by the Meccans from completing his Ḥajj after he had
already marked the animals and entered the sacralized state [i

_
hrām] of

being a pilgrim. Some jurists claim that the animal is required as a penalty
for not being able to complete the H ̣ajj, but some insist that the once-in-a-
lifetime obligation to perform the H ̣ajj is satisfied when the animal is
slaughtered, suggesting that the main purpose of the Ḥajj was to offer an
animal sacrifice near the Kaʿbah. Under some circumstances, it is possible
for pilgrims prevented from completing the full H ̣ajj to convert their Ḥajj
into an ʿUmrah but the animal sacrifice is still required to desacralize from
the state of being a pilgrim.30 All the jurists agree that pilgrims must make
the sacrifice before shaving their heads and cutting their nails to exit their
sacralized state, although some also require a circumambulation of the
Kaʿbah for pilgrims who cannot finish the H ̣ajj due to illness. Unlike the
violations requiring a sacrifice for the killing and eating of wild animals
and for ritual mistakes, the violation caused by not being able to complete
the H ̣ajj does not affect the sanctity of the sanctuary but only the sacred
state of the pilgrim.

An animal sacrifice is also required if a person combines the perform-
ance of the ʿUmrah with the complete H ̣ajj. Some jurists hold that the
sacrifice is required as a penalty for pilgrims only desacralizing one time,
at the end of the complete H ̣ajj and not twice – once at the end of their
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ʿUmrah and once at the end of their H ̣ajj. The sacrifice is not required for
the residents of Mecca because they would not leave the sanctuary
between the two sets of rites, unlike nonresidents, who would otherwise
perform a desacralization when leaving Mecca after the ʿUmrah then
reenter a sacralized state when arriving in Mecca for the Ḥajj. But an
animal sacrifice is also required if a pilgrim performs the ʿUmrah during
the months of Shawwāl, Dhū al-Qaʿdah, or the first ten days of Dhū al-
H ̣ijjah, desacralizes, then resacralizes and performs the full H ̣ajj. In this
case the jurists claim that the animal sacrifice is required because the
pilgrim “enjoyed” not having to abide by the restrictions of the pilgrim’s
sacralized state [i

_
hrām] for the period between performance of the

ʿUmrah and commencing the H ̣ajj. Other jurists maintain that the sacri-
fice is required as a penalty when converting a H ̣ajj into an ʿUmrah –

being sacralized with the intention of performing the complete H ̣ajj but
then only finishing the ʿUmrah and exiting the state of sacralization.

The requirement to offer a sacrifice in these cases of conjoined
pilgrimage is similar to that in the other cases of animal sacrifice being
assessed as a penalty for not being able to complete the H ̣ajj. The
slaughter of the animal is required before pilgrims can desacralize by
cutting their nails and shaving their heads. Some jurists claim that in
pre-Islamic times pilgrims were not allowed to exit their sacralized state
when conjoining the ʿUmrah and the H ̣ajj, and others point out that the
term used for the conjoined pilgrimages actually means to “separate” or
distinguish [qirān] between the two sets of rites. Muslim sources claim
that in pre-Islamic times the ʿUmrah took place in the early springtime
month of Rajab,31 and the sacrifices offered [rajabı̄yah], including the
ʿatı̄rah and the faraʿ, were firstling or first-fruit sacrifices centered on the
Kaʿbah.32 In this case the Islamic sacrifice for performing a conjoined
pilgrimage is not really a penalty offering but a type of tithe, perhaps a
recognition of the primacy of Mecca over ʿArafāt and al-Muzdalifah, and
a link between the first-fruits sacrifices of Rajab and the sacrifice per-
formed by the prophet Muhammad initiating the new age of Islam.33 The
prophet Muhammad is said to have conjoined the rites for the ʿUmrah
and the H ̣ajj when performing his farewell pilgrimage, and most jurists
state that the performance of a conjoined pilgrimage is better than just the
H ̣ajj alone [ifrā

_
d]. According to the jurists, it is only the H ̣ajj performed

by itself [
_
hajj al-ifrā

_
d] that does not involve an obligatory animal sacrifice.

Drawing on Q 2:196 and Q 22:33–37 and a number of
_
hadı̄th reports,

Muslim jurists indicate that the original purpose of the journey to Mecca
to perform the Ḥajj was to make an animal sacrifice. The reports
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concerning the prophet Muhammad offering sacrifices on behalf of his
followers who did not bring a garlanded animal from Medina to sacrifice
on the H ̣ajj, and were thus compelled to do only an ʿUmrah, demonstrate
that an animal sacrifice was a required component of the full H ̣ajj. Ibn
ʿUmar is reported to have related that the prophet Muhammad, when he
was asked “which H ̣ajj is best?” replied: “Raised voices and the flow of
blood” [al-ʿajj wa al-thajj].34 In a longer version, the prophet Muhammad
says: “Shouting the H ̣ajj invocation” [wakı̄ʿ yaʿnı̄ bi-l-ʿajj al-ʿajı̄j bi-l-
talbı̄yah] and “slaughtering the sacrificial animal” [al-thājj na

_
hr al-

budn].35 That animal sacrifice would be integral to the Islamic Ḥajj is to
be expected from reports of pre-Islamic practices and the reported
example of the prophet Muhammad, and is consistent with what is
known from the practice of seasonal pilgrimages to temples in pre-
Islamic Arabia and the wider ancient Near East.36 Muslim jurists cite a
variety of specific details emphasizing that the “farewell pilgrimage” of
the prophet Muhammad was intended to epitomize for later Muslims
how to perform the H ̣ajj, including his concluding sacrifice and desacra-
lization by shaving and cutting his nails. The scope of his camel sacrifice,
and the distribution of his hair, may have been unique but the acts
themselves were understood to establish a legal precedent for future
Muslim practice.

Muslim jurists agree that the prophet Muhammad did not violate his
sacralized pilgrim state [i

_
hrām] or violate the Meccan sanctuary during

his one performance of the H ̣ajj. Some jurists claim that his pilgrimage
conjoined an ʿUmrah with the H ̣ajj, and as such required the sacrifice of
an animal before desacralizing at the end of the rituals. Most jurists
consider the prophet Muhammad’s sacrifice as constituting a type of
sacrifice that is not required but performed by the pilgrim as a gift to
the Muslim community. The prophet Muhammad is reported to have
performed sacrifices on behalf of his family and his followers. A number
of reports relate that the prophet Muhammad slaughtered cows for his
wives who were unable to complete the H ̣ajj because they were menstru-
ating,37 and for his followers who intended to do the Ḥajj but did not
bring garlanded animals for sacrifice with them from Medina.38 Abū
Dāʾūd preserves a

_
hadı̄th report in which Jābir b. ʿAbdallāh observes

the prophet Muhammad slaughter a ram on behalf of those from his
community [ummah] who did not perform a sacrifice.39 Both ʿĀʾishah
and Abū Hurayrah report that when the prophet Muhammad wanted to
offer a sacrifice he would purchase two rams, sacrificing one on behalf of
his community [ummat-hu] – meaning those who testified to the oneness
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of God [taw
_
hı̄d] and to the message conveyed by Muhammad – and one

on his and his family’s behalf.40 In another report, Jābir b. ʿAbdallāh
relates that the prophet Muhammad performed the sacrifice of the two
rams as he was “commanded to do” by God “following the religion of
Abraham” [millah Ibrāhı̄m].41

H ̣adı̄th reports, most of them transmitted on the authority of Abū
Hurayrah from the prophet Muhammad, state that performance of the
H ̣ajj results in a remission of the pilgrim’s sins.42

If a person performs the H ̣ajj, without having sex or doing anything wrong, then
his sins that came before are forgiven.43

If a person performs the H ̣ajj for the sake of God, uttering no bad word or doing
no bad action, then he will remain as free from sin as the day his mother gave birth
to him.44

In other accounts, the prophet Muhammad states that “paradise” [jan-
nah] is the reward for doing a pilgrimage [al-

_
hajj al-mabrūr].45 The

person who dies while on their way to perform the H ̣ajj or while perform-
ing it is compared to the person who is martyred while performing
Jihād.46 Abū Mūsā relates that the prophet Muhammad said the person
who performed the H ̣ajj [

_
hājjı̄] will intercede on behalf of 400 families or

400 people from his family, and when he returns from the H ̣ajj he will be
as sinless as the day his mother gave birth to him.47 The prophet
Muhammad himself promises to intercede on the day of judgment on
behalf of anyone who has performed the Ḥajj,48 and is reported to have
said that the end of the world will not arrive until no one is left perform-
ing the Ḥajj and ʿUmrah.49

The character of the prophet Muhammad’s camel sacrifice at the
conclusion of his farewell H ̣ajj is understood in terms of its distribution
of sustenance, primarily for food but also for other essential items such as
clothing and shelter from the rest of the animal remains. This type of
nonobligatory “gift” sacrifice follows the example of Abraham, whose
establishment of a sanctuary where he distributed food and drink to
guests converted them to Islam.50 Muslim jurists agree that, for all the
sacrifices offered for various reasons by pilgrims during the Ḥajj, the legal
principle [a

_
sl] generating the substitution of an animal for the violation of

the sanctuary or the sacred state of the pilgrim is the feeding and provid-
ing of sustenance to the Muslim community. This is illustrated by the
options available for pilgrims instead of offering an animal sacrifice – the
person upon whom a sacrifice is incumbent can fast for a certain number
of days or donate a certain amount of money to be used to feed the poor.
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There is disagreement among the jurists regarding the details of substitut-
ing fasting or feeding for sacrifice. For example, some jurists hold that the
option of fasting or donating money to feed the poor in place of offering a
domesticated animal is a decision made by the two impartial and trust-
worthy people mentioned in Q 5:95. Many authorities, except for Mālik
b. Anas, who allows both to take place anywhere, maintain that while the
fasting can be done in any location because it is aimed at the person
fasting, whereas donating money to feed the poor must be done in Mecca
because the food is meant to compensate for the killing and eating of the
wild animals living around Mecca.

But unlike other sacrificial systems of the ancient Near East, the Islamic
sacrifice does not “feed” the gods, nor does it substitute the blood of the
animal for the blood of the pilgrim who “sinned” by making a ritual
mistake. Instead, the pilgrim feeds the community of Muslims, and does
so in a manner that inverts the hierarchy expected from the ancient
world – there is no priest, no altar, and no fire. In a number of

_
hadı̄th

reports, the prophet Muhammad states that it is better for the pilgrim to
slaughter the animal himself.51 In the case that a butcher is paid to
slaughter the animal, the butcher does not get any of the meat beyond
his wages for the slaughtering, unlike priests in the ancient world, who
often received a special portion or even all of the meat.52 Similarly, the
Muslim pilgrim distributes the produce of the sacrifice first and foremost
to the poor, leveling and erasing social class distinctions, whereas in
ancient Greece and elsewhere the meat of the sacrifice was specifically
apportioned to display social hierarchy based on property rights, skin
color, language, and other factors which the H ̣ajj as a whole is meant
to efface.

Note also that Muslim pilgrims give up their own bodies along with
that of the domesticated animal they sacrifice. The gift of the body of the
pilgrim is symbolic of sacrificing one’s own body for the community: its
establishment, its security, its spread, and eventual conquest of all
territory. The body of the animal remains in Mecca along with the
removable parts of the pilgrim’s body (hair, nails) as a kind of testament
or proof on the day of judgment of the sin-remitting ritual having been
performed. Similar to traditions found in India and throughout Asia,
ethnographic reports from the Middle East attest to the idea that blood
and buried animal carcasses “feed” the land.53 In several versions of a

_
hadı̄th report transmitted on the authority of Ibn ʿAbbās, the prophet
Muhammad instructs his followers how to bury the body of a pilgrim
who dies performing the H ̣ajj. The body is prepared like that of a martyr,
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and the person is to be resurrected reciting the invocation of the H ̣ajj
[talbı̄yah] still in a sacralized state as a pilgrim.54 Pilgrims are also
required to cut their hair or shave their head, and cut their nails in order
to desacralize from their pilgrim state of sacralization. Islamic law does
not stipulate how these particular bodily remains are to be disposed, but
Muslim jurists do prefer, and some require, that any body part be
buried.55 In addition, pilgrims’ blood from the common occurrence of
nicks and cuts made while shaving the head is left behind, and the unused
remains of the sacrificed animals are buried in place.56

special body of prophet muhammad

The preservation and distribution of the hair and nails of the prophet
Muhammad, presumably originating from the ritual shaving and paring
he performed after his sacrifice of the 100 camels at the conclusion of his
farewell pilgrimage, might be related to the many reports of miracles
performed by the prophet Muhammad, especially those associated with
the unusual nature of his body.57 Ibn Kathı̄r preserves a report in which
Anas b. Mālik comments on the skin of the prophet Muhammad. “Anas
b. Mālik said: I have never touched silk brocade or silk finer than the hand
of the Apostle of God. I have never smelled anything more pleasant than
the odor of the Apostle of God.”58

Other reports are collected in the Dalāʾil al-nubūwah of Abū Bakr
A
_
hmad b. al-H ̣usayn al-Bayhaqı̄ (d. 1066), a work that details descrip-

tions of Muhammad’s special body, including his head, his hair, and his
odor.59 “Yay

_
hā b. ʿA

_
tāʾ said: I heard Jābir b. Yazı̄d b. al-Aswād report

that his father said: I came to the Apostle of God while his was at Minā
and I said to him: Apostle of God, give me your hand. It was whiter than
snow and more pleasant smelling than musk.”60 The water used by the
prophet Muhammad to wash his hands was used by his followers as
medicine, he used his spit to heal a person, and the Sufi master ʿAbd al-
Qādir Jilānı̄ is said to have had a vision in which the prophet Muhammad
put spit on his tongue, allowing him to preach.61 Numerous sources
report that the hairs of the Prophet were kept by his followers and passed
down to later generations, and ʿAbd al-Ghanı̄ b. Ismāʿı̄l al-Nābulsı̄
(d. 1731) repeats a claim that, in India, the hairs of the Prophet grow
and increase on their own.62

Many of the reports regarding the special nature of the prophet
Muhammad’s body are directly linked to his performance of sacrifices.
The comment, by the father of Jābir b. Yazı̄d b. al-Aswād, concerning
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Muhammad’s white pleasant-smelling hand, was made when
Muhammad was at Minā at the time of his camel sacrifice. There are
reports that, when the prophet Muhammad performed the special camel
sacrifice at al-H ̣udaybı̄yah, his body produced water for his followers to
drink and perform their ritual purifications.

Jābir b. ʿAbdallāh said that on the day of al-H ̣udaybı̄yah the people were thirsty
and the Apostle of God had a water vessel from which he performed the ablution.
The people came to him and said they had no water to perform ablution or drink
except what was in that vessel. So the Prophet put his hand into the vessel and
water poured from between his fingers like springs. Jābir said they drank and
performed ablutions, and when he was asked how many people there were he
replied that if they had been a hundred thousand the water would have been
sufficient for them, adding that there were fifteen hundred.

al-Barāʾ b. ʿĀzib said: On the day of al-H ̣udaybı̄yah we were with the Apostle of
God, about fourteen hundred of us. At al-H ̣udaybı̄yah was a well which we used
up not leaving a drop in it. When the Prophet heard this he came to it and sat
down beside it. He called for a vessel of water and performed his ablutions, rinsed
his mouth, and made supplication. Then he poured the water into the well and
told them to leave it for a while. Later, they drew water sufficient for themselves
and their animals until the time when they left.63

Ibn Saʿd preserves a report in which the hair cut from the prophet
Muhammad and his followers after their sacrifice at al-H ̣udaybı̄yah was
blown by a special wind all the way up to the sanctuary at Mecca.64 The
hair, along with the meat of the camels, made it way to the Kaʿbah, and
completed the pilgrimage that Muhammad and his followers were not
able to make with the rest of their own bodies.

There are numerous reports that the prophet Muhammad’s sweat was
collected and preserved by his followers after his death.65 It is remarkable
that all of these reports seem to be focused on Umm Sulaym, the wife of
Abū Tạl

_
hah, who is reported to have received a portion of the prophet

Muhammad’s hair at the farewell pilgrimage.

Anas b. Mālik: The Prophet came to us and talked to us, and he used to sweat.
My mother [Umm Sulaym] brought a long-necked bottle [qārūrah] and put in it
the sweat. The Prophet woke up and said: “Umm Sulaym what is this you are
doing?” She said: “This is sweat we keep it for our perfume.” It was the best of
perfume.66

Anas b. Mālik related, on the authority of Umm Sulaym, that the Prophet used to
come and take a nap with her. She would spread out a leather mat and he would
nap on it. There was a lot of sweat, so she used to collect his sweat and use it as
perfume and qawārı̄r. The Prophet said: “Umm Sulaym, what is this?” She said:
“Your sweat. I mix it with my perfume.”67
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Ibn Ḥajar mentions reports in which Umm Sulaym mixes Muhammad’s
hair with his sweat, and claims that these confuse the role of Umm Sulaym
in the distribution of the hair at the time of the farewell pilgrimage with
her collection of Muhammad’s sweat.68 Ibn H ̣ajar also cites another
report in which the prophet Muhammad took a nap and sweated not
on a leather mat but in the bed of Umm Sulaym.69 Ibn Saʿd cites a report,
given on the authority of al-Barāʾ b. Zayd from Anas b. Mālik, in which
Umm Sulaym wipes the spit or “backwash” [suʾr] of the prophet
Muhammad onto her body.

These reports evince that Umm Sulaym had an unusual relationship
with the prophet Muhammad, especially with his physical body. In add-
ition to being the recipient of the prophet Muhammad’s hair, collecting
his sweat, and wiping his spit on her body, Umm Sulaym is said to have
participated with him in the special production of food for his followers.
Both al-Bukhārı̄ and Muslim preserve reports in which Umm Sulaym and
the prophet Muhammad produce food for eighty people from a single loaf
of bread.70 According to al-Tạbarı̄, the prophet Muhammad lodged with
Umm Sulaym two women who had been sent to him by the Christian
Patriarch of Alexandria.

In this year [year 7] H ̣ā
_
tib b. Abū Baltaʿah came back from al-Muqawqis bringing

Māriyah and her sister Sı̄rı̄n, his female mule Duldul, his donkey Yaʿfūr, and sets
of garments. With the two women al-Muqawqis had sent a eunuch, and the latter
stayed with them. H ̣ā

_
tib had invited them to become Muslims before he arrived

with them, and Māriyah and her sister did so. The messenger of God lodged them
with Umm Sulaym bt. Mil

_
hān. Māriyah was beautiful. The Prophet sent her sister

Sı̄rı̄n to H ̣assān b. Thābit, and she bore him ʿAbd al-Ra
_
hmān b. H ̣assān.71

It was Umm Sulaym who dedicated her son Anas b. Mālik, when he was
ten years old, to be the servant of the prophet Muhammad. Anas b. Mālik
was the son of Umm Sulaym’s first husband, Mālik b. al-Na

_
dr, who left

her when she made an oath to follow and fight beside the prophet
Muhammad at Ubar.72 She was responsible for convincing Abū Tạl

_
hah,

who is said to have been the richest man in Medina, to follow and donate
his wealth to the cause of the prophet Muhammad.73 The night following
the death of her first son with Abū Tal

_
hah, Umm Sulaym visited the

prophet Muhammad and was told that she would give birth to a special
son to whom the Prophet later gave the name ʿAbdallāh.74

Some parallels between the depiction of Umm Sulaym and the charac-
terization of Mary Magdalene in Christian sources highlight the role
played by Umm Sulaym vis-à-vis the body of the prophet Muhammad.
Not unlike Umm Sulaym, Mary Magdalene seems to have had a unique
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relationship with Jesus as one of the small group of named female dis-
ciples.75 She supported Jesus with her wealth (Luke 8:3), was one of three
disciples to receive special instructions from Jesus,76 and is often conflated
with other female figures linked to the body of Jesus, such as the woman
who kisses and washes the feet of Jesus with her hair in Luke 7:36–50.77

Mary Magdalene is said to be the most beloved of Jesus’ disciples, the one
whom Jesus kissed on the lips.78 She is portrayed as the bride of Jesus in
the allegorical exegesis of the Song of Songs by Hippolytus, and is said, by
certain groups considered to be heretical, to have had sex with Jesus and
consumed his bodily emissions.79 Mary Magdalene is specifically linked
with the dead and resurrected body of Jesus. She is present at the
Crucifixion, leads a group of women to anoint the corpse of Jesus,80

touches Jesus’ body out of love rather than disbelief (Matt 28:9), and is
the main disciple who speaks in the post-resurrection dialogues
with Jesus.

Umm Sulaym, and other members of her family, are also associated
with the detached or “dead” body of the prophet Muhammad through
his saliva, sweat, and hair.81 According to Anas b. Mālik, only Abū
Tạl

_
hah was able to descend into the tomb of the Prophet’s daughter

Umm Kulthūm, and Ibn Hishām reports that Abū Tạl
_
hah was the one

in charge of digging the tomb for the prophet Muhammad.82 Ibn Saʿd
reports that Mu

_
hammad b. Sı̄rı̄n had sweat collected from the prophet

Muhammad by Umm Sulaym, who was the mother of his patron and
former slave-master Anas b. Mālik.

Mu
_
hammad b. Sı̄rı̄n reported that Umm Sulaym said: “The Apostle of God used

to take a nap in my house. I would spread out for him a leather mat and he
would nap on it. He would sweat and I would take sukk and knead it with his
sweat.” Mu

_
hammad said: This sukk was requested from Umm Sulaym, and she

gave me some of it. Ayyūb said: I requested some of this sukk from Muhammad
and he gave me some of it, and I have it now. When Muhammad died he was
embalmed with this sukk. He used to knead it so that his corpse could be
embalmed with it.83

According to a report mentioned in al-Bukhārı̄, Anas b. Mālik was also
said to have been embalmed in sukk made from the sweat and hair of the
prophet Muhammad.

Anas reported that Umm Sulaym used to spread out a leather mat for the Prophet
and he would take a nap at her place on that mat. He said that when the Prophet
was sleeping she would take his sweat and hair and collect it in a bottle and knead
it with sukk. When Anas b. Mālik was about to die he requested that he should be
embalmed in that sukk, so he was embalmed in it.84
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Burial with the hair and nails of the prophet Muhammad is attested
for other people as well, such as the first Umayyad Caliph Muʿāwiyah
buried in Damascus and Sidı̄ Sạ̄

_
hib Abū Zamʿah al-Balawı̄ buried in

Qairouan.85

It is perhaps significant that the sweat from the prophet Muhammad
was collected while he was asleep, just as during his farewell pilgrimage
he was in a sacralized state removed from regular life.

ʿAbdallāh b. Jaʿfar reported from ʿUbaydallāh b. ʿAmr from ʿAbd al-Karı̄m from
al-Barı̄ʾ b. Zayd that the Prophet took a nap in the house of Umm Sulaym on a
mat and he sweated. The Apostle of God woke up and Umm Sulaym was wiping
his sweat. He said: “Umm Sulaym what are you doing?” She said: “I am taking
this barakah which is coming from you.”

The sweat of the prophet Muhammad is described as a “blessing” [bar-
akah], the term also used to designate the hairs distributed from the
Prophet at the end of his farewell pilgrimage.86 That the sacralized state
of the pilgrim [i

_
hram] represents and is linked with death is evident from

the restrictions placed on the pilgrim and the rituals performed during the
visit to the Meccan sanctuary, which is itself considered a graveyard. The
body of the pilgrim is not to be tended, so that the hair and nails grow,
and the specific clothes worn by the pilgrim not only resemble but are
used as a burial shroud.87 The body of the prophet Muhammad is
described as being white as snow and smelling of musk, as a dead body
anointed for burial, when he is at Minā, the place of sacrifice. When
entering into the sacralized state required for the pilgrimage, the pilgrim is
literally “made sacred” or “sacrificed” so that the body is effectively dead
until the desacralization [i

_
hlāl], when the burial shroud and the hair and

nails are removed, and a domesticated animal is slaughtered as a
substitute for the life of the pilgrim. Only when the domesticated animal
is sacrificed does the body of the pilgrim return to its normal, living state.
In this sense, the hair and nails distributed at the farewell pilgrimage could
be understood as being removed from a body of the prophet Muhammad
that has been redeemed by his sacrifice of the camels.

substitution

That the 100 camels sacrificed by the prophet Muhammad at the conclu-
sion of his farewell pilgrimage were understood to be a substitute for his
own physical body is evident from a number of early Islamic traditions.
Muslim exegesis of “we redeemed him with a great sacrifice” [wa
fadaynā-hu bi-dhib

_
h-in ʿa

_
zı̄m-in] in Q 37:107, understood as referring
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to the animal that Abraham slaughtered instead of his son, relates a legal
opinion of Ibn ʿAbbās regarding the number and type of animals required
to redeem a human being from being sacrificed. Tạbarı̄ relates, on the
authority of ʿIkrimah, that Ibn ʿAbbās used to tell people who made a
vow to sacrifice themselves that they were required to slaughter
100 camels in order to release themselves from the vow. After he learned
about Q 37:107, Ibn ʿAbbās would tell people that it was sufficient to
slaughter a ram.88 Ibn Kathı̄r cites the same report, as does al-Suyū

_
tı̄, as

well as another version, found in al-Tạbarsı̄’s exegesis of Q 37:107, that
Ibn ʿAbbās told a man to slaughter a ram instead of his son that he had
vowed to sacrifice.89

Such a legal opinion does not take into account the variety of animals
that exegetes report were substituted for Abraham’s son (wild goat, ibex,
ram), and the unique character of the animal offered by Abraham (e.g.,
that it was the same animal offered by Abel, sent down by God to
Abraham after spending forty seasons pasturing in the garden of Eden).
The substitution of a ram for a person does tie Q 37:107 with Genesis
22:13, and it may indicate an attempt to abrogate an earlier tradition of
requiring 100 camels for the life of a person. Muslim exegesis on
Q 37:107 cites a report given on the authority of the first Umayyad caliph
Muʿāwiyah b. Abı̄ Sufyān that the prophet Muhammad was addressed by
the epithet “son of the two sacrificed ones” by a man who came to ask
him about a vow he made to himself. When asked about the epithet,
Muhammad replied that it referred to his lineage from Abraham’s son
Ishmael and from ʿAbd al-Mu

_
t
_
talib’s son ʿAbdallāh (the father of

Muhammad) who was redeemed by the slaughter of 100 camels.90

Slaughtering certain animals to redeem children from being sacrificed is
known from the Bible and the ancient Near East, as is the requirement to
sacrifice children (Leviticus 26:29 and Ezekiel 20:26) as a punishment for
the sins of the parents.91

Muslim jurists agree that the standard wergild [dı̄yah] for taking the
life of a free Muslim man is 100 camels, and the standard dowry [mahr]
for a wife is determined according to a certain number of camels. A

_
hadı̄th

report transmitted on the authority of Ibn ʿUmar relates how the prophet
Muhammad stood on the steps of the Kaʿbah on the day of the conquest
of Mecca and stated that the wergild for a person killed is 100 camels “of
which forty should be pregnant with their young in their bellies.”92 In
another report, the prophet Muhammad states that the wergild of
100 camels is equal to 200 cows or 1,000 sheep.93 Both al-Tạbarı̄ and
al-Thaʿlabı̄ claim that the pre-Islamic kings of Yemen demanded
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100 camels as blood money for a murdered man,94 a Li
_
hyanite inscription

from al-ʿUlā refers to the paying of wergild [dy nfs], 95 and the rabbis
specify the slaughtering of specific animals as penalties for certain trans-
gressions.96 Muslim jurists stipulate that any monetary fine for killing
must be based on the market value of 100 camels.97 Even in modern
times, a monetary fine to be paid in compensation for killing another
person, whether intentionally or not, is still set according to the cost of
camels on the open market.98

In his Kitāb al-
_
hayāt al-

_
hayawān, al-Damı̄rı̄ cites a

_
hadı̄th report in

which the prophet Muhammad says not to “revile the camel for it is the
stopping of blood [ruqāʾ al-damm] and the noble dower.”99 Reports
transmitted on the authority of Anas b. Mālik relate that the prophet
Muhammad considered the manumission of a slave as a proper dower
[mahr],100 and that Abū Tạl

_
hah’s conversion to Islam was accepted by

Umm Sulaym as a dower.101 A number of
_
hadı̄th reports state that Ḥakı̄m

b. H ̣izām donated 100 camels when he converted to Islam,102 and a
report transmitted on the authority of Ghālib b. al-Qa

_
t
_
tān relates that a

group of people offered 100 camels when they submitted to the prophet
Muhammad and became Muslims.103 Several

_
hadı̄th reports compare the

companions of the prophet Muhammad with the value of 100 camels,104

and the sacrifice of 100 camels is regarded as an act of great merit.105

After the battle of H ̣unayn and in other cases, the prophet Muhammad is
said to have distributed 100 camels to certain individuals as reward for
their victories.106

The substitution of an animal for the life of a human being is also a
part of the ʿAqı̄qah sacrifice practiced by the prophet Muhammad. This
sacrificial ritual links the slaughter of an animal with hair removal and
offering, and the gift of one’s body to provide sustenance to society
through the birth of male and female heirs. In a number of reports, the
prophet Muhammad states that it is required to slaughter two sheep for a
boy and one for a girl, indicating that the emphasis was on patrilineal
kinship ties.107 Later Muslims sometimes restrict the sacrifice only to the
birth of boys.108 Including many elements from the sacrifice performed by
pilgrims at the conclusion of the Islamic H ̣ajj, the ʿAqı̄qah includes
shaving the newborn’s head, sacrificing a domesticated animal, and giving
the weight of the hair in silver or gold to buy food for the poor.109 The
prophet Muhammad is reported to have practiced other rituals associated
with the birth of his and other’s children, such as placing a chewed date in
the mouth of the infant.110 Reports of other practices, including burial of
the hair in the ground, offering hair to deities, and evidence of the practice

256 Animal Sacrifice and the Origins of Islam



among Muslims and Christians, suggests that, like the Ḥajj sacrifice, the
ʿAqı̄qah and associated rituals were a continuation of pre-Islamic sacri-
fices.111 Given the nature of the ritual, it may be that the ʿAqı̄qah is
related to biblical and other Near Eastern rituals offering firstlings,
including the substitution of wild for domesticated animals, and domesti-
cated animals for first-born children.112

According to Islamic law and traditional practice, the ʿAqı̄qah sacrifice
redeems both the child and its father. Muslim jurists relate that the
prophet Muhammad allowed people to continue the pre-Islamic custom
of wetting the head of the child with the blood of the sacrifice, and that
using saffron as a substitute for the blood is allowed.113 The prophet
Muhammad is said to have performed an ʿAqı̄qah sacrifice for the two
sons of his daughter Fā

_
timah for the purpose of removing their sins. “It is

established practice [sunnah] that this [viz, the ʿAqı̄qah sacrificial ritual]
be performed on the seventh day because the prophet Muhammad did
this for al-H ̣asan and al-H ̣usayn on the seventh day, then he named them
and ordered that the wrongs [al-adhı̄] be removed from their heads.”114

In another report the prophet Muhammad is said to have rubbed a
chewed date on the palate of the newborn son of Asmāʾ bt. Abı̄ Bakr,
and the people were pleased because they had been told that the Jews had
used sorcery to make the couple barren.115 ʿĀʾishah reports that the
prophet Muhammad came to her son, rubbed his palate, and washed
him after he urinated on him.116 In the Egyptian town of Ismailiyah
ʿAqı̄qah, sacrifices were seen being made to the local saint who was
bound to protect and redeem the child.117

The slaughtering of the domesticated animal and the hair cutting is to
be accompanied by a prayer uttered by the father or the child’s guardian
representing the father. Egyptian Muslims are recorded as saying a sup-
plicatory prayer that includes the father’s statement that the domesticated
animal is intended to redeem his son. “God, this ʿAqı̄qah is a ransom for
my son – its blood for his blood, its flesh for his flesh, its bone for his
bone, its skin for his skin, its hair for his hair. God, make it a ransom for
my son from hell fire.”118 A supplicatory prayer for an ʿAqı̄qah sacrifice
performed in India offers the life and body of a goat in the place of the
newborn son. “Almighty God, I offer in the stead of my own offspring,
life for life, blood for blood, head for head, bone for bone, hair for hair,
skin for skin, in the name of God do I sacrifice this he-goat.”119

These liturgical articulations of the ʿAqı̄qah ritual propose a homology
between the body of the slaughtered domesticated animal and that of the
human child.120 And the correspondence between the animal and the son
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is also the basis for the substitution of the child for the father. Ibn Man
_
zūr

preserves a
_
hadı̄th report in which the prophet Muhammad says that

cutting the child’s hair and sacrificing the sheep is required to make the
son of intercessory value for the life of the father.121 The practice of a man
vowing to “sacrifice an animal so as not to be deprived of his old age” is
attested from a village in Jordan.122

The ʿAqı̄qah sacrifice redeems both the father and the son, as the
prophet Muhammad’s sacrifice of camels substituted for his own body
and for the corporate body of his community. Substituting the son for the
father, and a domesticated animal for the son, is a prominent theme in
pre-Islamic and Islamic Arabia. In his poetry, Jarwal b. Aws al-H ̣u

_
tayʾah

(d. ca. 650–668) tells of a son who offers his body as food to a traveling
stranger to save his empty-handed father from shame.123 The son is
redeemed by a fattened onager but the offering of his body fulfills the
obligation to offer that which is most valuable to the guest.124 It is
evident, in some cases, that the sacrifice of the child is a requirement for
the father, based on a vow he has made or as expiation.125 The exegesis of
Q 37:101–107 relates that Abraham’s son instructed his father to take
precautions when preparing to kill him so that he would not allow his
compassion for him as his son to cause him to fail in fulfilling his obliga-
tion.126 In pre-Islamic Arabia, as in other contexts, the sacrifice of a
domesticated bull was understood as redeeming the heads of families to
ensure the continued fertility of the region on which the community was
dependent.127 It is evident from the pre-sacrificial treatment of the animal
that the bull represents both the community and the fertility of the land,
allowing the sacrifice to serve as a symbolic commemoration of the
agricultural accomplishments of the society.128

distribution of body parts

When he performed the 100 camel sacrifice at Minā at the conclusion of
his farewell pilgrimage, the prophet Muhammad distributed all the meat
but also the non-meat parts of the camels, along with his own hair and
nails, to his followers.129 Ibn Sayyid al-Nās and Ibn Kathı̄r explain that
the distribution included not only the meat and hides of the camels but
also the coverings, saddles, and tack.130 Several different

_
hadı̄th reports,

transmitted on the authority of Ibn Abı̄ Laylā, relate ʿAlı̄ b. Abı̄ Tạ̄lib’s
statement that after the prophet Muhammad slaughtered 100 camels he
instructed ʿAlı̄ to distribute the meat, the coverings of the camels [jilāli-
hā], and their skins [julūdi-hā].131 In another version, the prophet
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Muhammad orders ʿAlı̄ to distribute the skins and coverings of the camels
that he had slaughtered.132

In his commentary on the
_
hadı̄th collections of al-Bukhārı̄ and Muslim,

Abū ʿAbdallāh Mu
_
hammad b. ʿAbdallāh al-H ̣ākim (d. 1345) remarks on

several reports regarding the distribution of hair at the conclusion of the
prophet Muhammad’s farewell pilgrimage.

Mu
_
hammad b. ʿAbdallāh b. Zayd reported that his father witnessed the Prophet

at the place of sacrifice, he and a man from the An
_
sār. The Apostle of God shaved

his head into his cloth and gave it, apportioning it to the men. And he cut his nails
and gave them to his companion.

They [the people transmitting this report] said: It [the hair] is with us now dyed
with henna and katam.133

H ̣ākim also cites another report given on the authority of Anas b. Mālik
that identifies the companion of the prophet Muhammad as being Abū
Tạl

_
hah and explains that the hair was shaved one side at a time, but the

report does not mention the nails being cut and distributed.134 Other
reports and the comments on them appear to deflect attention from the
unusual act of the prophet Muhammad distributing his hair and nails by
focusing on the details of the different accounts.

In his commentary on the reports in the Sạ
_
hı̄
_
h of Muslim, al-Nawawı̄

does mention that it is allowed for people to consider the hairs of the
Prophet as a blessing [barakah], but also states that the report he cites
establishes the preferred practice of pilgrims starting with the right side
when shaving their heads at the conclusion of the pilgrimage rituals.135

Both al-Nawawı̄ and Abū al-ʿAbbās A
_
hmad b. Mu

_
hammad Qas

_
tallānı̄

(d. 1517) comment on the disagreement over the name of the barber.136 In
his commentary on the reports in the collection of al-Bukhārı̄, Ibn Ḥajar
discusses the disagreement over which side of the prophet Muhammad’s
head was shaved and to whom it was given, including Abū Tạl

_
hah, his

wife Umm Sulaym and the other followers of the prophet Muhammad
present at the time of the farewell pilgrimage.137

The hair distributed by the prophet Muhammad was subsequently
passed on to other Muslims, and was often used to mark the spread of
Islam outside the area of Mecca and Medina in succeeding generations.
A
_
hmad b. ʿAbdallāh AbūNuʿaym (d. 1038) reports that the caliph Khālid

b. al-Walı̄d had hairs from the prophet Muhammad incorporated into his
helmet, and would take the hairs into battle to ensure his victory.138 ʿAbd
al-Ra

_
hmān b. al-Thumālı̄ said: the Apostle of God used to change his

beard with lotus water, and he ordered the changing of his hair to
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differentiate it from the non-Arabs [ʿājam]. A number of other reports
relate that preserved hairs from the prophet Muhammad were all dyed
yellow (with henna, sukka, katam, or

_
tayyib), and that people used to

wash the hairs in a special gold ball and remove those that were not
dyed.139 Ibn Jurayj notes that Ibn ʿUmar is said to have dyed his beard
(with khalūq) in imitation of the prophet Muhammad. Qays b. ʿĀ

_
sim

reports that the prophet Muhammad instructed him to wash his body
with lotus water after his conversion to Islam.140 Water infused with lotus
leaves is also used to prepare for burial the body of an anonymous man
who fell off his camel mount near ʿArafāt while performing the Islamic
H ̣ajj rituals.141 Hairs shaved from the prophet Muhammad’s head at the
conclusion of his H ̣ajj are also preserved in many mosques and are
commonly displayed in a ritual parade to commemorate the night on
which the Quran was revealed [laylat al-qadr] during Rama

_
dān.142

It is important to note that Muslim jurists agree that the shaving of
the head is a required separate ritual of the H ̣ajj and not just an act
that is part of the larger ritual of desacralization.143 Jurists cite a

_
hadı̄th

report, transmitted on the authority of Ibn ʿUmar, in which the prophet
Muhammad says that shaving the head is better than just cutting some
hairs, and explains that the cutting of hair and nails after the sacrifice is
intended to mark the pilgrim’s transition from a sacralized to nonsa-
cralized state.144 That the shaving of the head and paring of the nails is
specifically tied to the sacrifice is evident in the obligation to send a
sacrifice to Mecca before desacralization in the case of being prevented
from visiting the Kaʿbah, and in the strict prohibition against shaving
before performing the sacrifice.145 Muslim sources claim that in pre-
Islamic times pagan Arabs used to shave their heads in a special
ritual at the shrine of their deity after a long journey, and Jewish law
allows shaving after a long journey when it is otherwise normally
prohibited, such as during Pesa

_
h or Sukkōt.146 Christian pilgrims to

Mount Sinai are reported to have shaved their heads at the close of the
pilgrimage.147

Among Arabs and other Semites in different areas hair was shaved or
cut and offered (sometimes along with nails) at the cult centers of certain
local deities.148 The people of al-Tạ̄ʾif used to shave their heads at the
sanctuary of Allāt.149 Abū Sufyān is reported to have shaved his head near
the idols of Isāf and al-Nāʾilah at Mecca, and to have sacrificed animals,
the blood of which he smeared on the heads of the idols.150 Herodotus
claims that the Arabs cut their hair and shaved their temples in devotion
to the goddess Alilat.151 Lucian of Samosata reports that pilgrims arriving
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at Hierapolis in northern Syria would shave their heads, slaughter and eat
a sheep, then place the feet and head of the animal on their own heads
while praying to the goddess for their safety.152 The high priest [flamen
dialis] in ancient Rome, as part of his ritual purifications, was required to
bury his hair and nails under a certain tree.153 Yāqūt cites Ibn Hishām’s
description of a pilgrimage [

_
hajj] to al-Uqay

_
sir where the pilgrims would

shave their heads and mix the hair into bread offerings that they would
then eat.154 Hair is reported to have been offered to Atargatis in
Hieropolis, as part of the prostitution cult in Mylitta, and to patron
deities in Rome.155 Hair is also used in divination rites.156 According to
al-Wāqidı̄, the prophet Muhammad refrained from cutting his nails or
shaving his head until he performed his sacrifice [

_
dā

_
hı̄yah] in Medina on

the day the sacrifice was taking place in Minā.157

Some jurists interpret the completion of the H ̣ajj as being equivalent to
fulfilling a vow since the ritual is considered obligatory for most Muslims.
In some cases, the offering of hair is seen as a rite of passage, such as the
cutting of girls’ hair before marriage, or at the conclusion of fulfilling a
vow, as in the case of the biblical Nazirite.158 The biblical Nazirite was
supposed to let his hair grow while under the vow and then to shave it
afterward (Numbers 6:5 and Acts 18:18 and 21:23).159 Josephus
describes a type of ritual vow to God in which people would stay in
Jerusalem, abstaining from wine for thirty days, offer a sacrifice, and
shave their heads.160 According to Ibn Ḥanbal, it is recommended that
converts to Islam shave their heads, a freed slave has a haircut, and the
Khawārij are reported to have shaved their heads to distinguish them-
selves from other Muslims.161 Just as the people of al-Tạ̄ʾif shaved their
heads after returning safely from travel, Egyptian travelers did not cut
their hair until they completed their journeys.162 Achilles is said not to
have cut his hair because his father Peleus promised it to the river
Spercheius if his son should come home safely from war in foreign
lands,163 and both Greeks and Hebrews are reported to have offered hair
to rivers upon reaching adulthood.164 Lucian says that the hair of boys
and girls was only cut and offered to the goddess when they reached
adolescence and became eligible to be married.165 At the festival for
Adonis at Byblus, the Phoenicians required women to cut and sacrifice
their hair or serve as cult prostitutes.166 Hair shaving and nail cutting as a
rite of passage is also attested among Sufi practices and Bedouin
customs.167

That hair removed from a person’s body, by cutting or shaving, would
continue to be considered an extension of the body from which it was
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removed is evident from a number of ancient traditions. Zabı̄dı̄, in his Tāj
al-ʿarūs lexicon, claims that in pre-Islamic times women used to wrap their
shaved head in a special cloth [siqāb] stained with their own blood.168 In
numerous cultures the hair is thought to be the “seat of life.”169 Samson
loses his strength when his hair is cut (Judges 16:17).170 Hair offerings to
the Syrian goddess at Hierapolis were placed in gold and silver containers
inscribed with the offerer’s name and were nailed to the wall of the
temple.171 The cutting of hair is used to cure sickness in Greek and
Roman contexts.172Among theMahūbı̄ Arabs, Doughty reports the custom
of warriors shaving their heads before a difficult battle as a way to devote
themselves to their impending deaths,173 and Ibn Hishām says that dream-
ing of a shaved head is an omen of death.174 The Greek ritual of “theseis”
seems to have been a rite of initiation in which boys entering manhood
would cut their hair or shave the front part of their heads as Theseus is said
to have done in preparation for battle.175 In European folklore traditions
hair is considered an integral part of the human body which needs to be
present with its original body on the Day of Judgment.176

Certain practices from the ancient world indicate that the cutting of
hair or shaving of the head replaced earlier hair and animal sacrifices.
Like the body of the sacrificial animal, hair cut from the bodies of
worshippers was seen as an extension of and substitute for their full
bodies.177 During the annual pilgrimage to the shrine of Shaykh Sạ̄li

_
h in

the Sinai, the removal of hair and the drawing of blood by scratching the
surface of the skin of the forehead from where the hair was removed
precedes the slaughter of fifty or sixty lambs. Recalling aspects of the
Islamic H ̣ajj and other pre-Islamic festivals, the pilgrimage to the shrine of
Shaykh Sạ̄li

_
h is accompanied by camel races, communal meals, and a

ritual dance.178 In his exegesis of Q 2:187, ʿAlı̄ b. Mu
_
hammad al-Harrāsı̄

(d. 1110) cites a report that ʿĀʾishah, instead of having sex with him, cut
the hair of the prophet Muhammad but did not touch his body.179

Likewise, clothing and other personal items such as weapons are con-
sidered an extension of and are offered as a substitute for the worship-
per’s body. Pieces of cloth along with strips of flesh from slaughtered
animals are hung in special trees as offerings in fulfillment of a type of
vow when a supplication is answered.180 Arabs in pre-Islamic times are
reported to have hung their weapons and clothing on sacred trees along-
side animal sacrifices to goddesses.181 Pagan Meccans are said to have
slaughtered the first offspring of a camel and hung its skin on trees.182

Any object or substance, including animal carcasses, clothing, and blood,
placed at the shrine of a saint or prophet is no longer the possession of the
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offerer, and cannot be taken by anyone else, but is the “property” of the
sanctuary.183

The ritual cutting of hair and nails is tied, in particular, to funerary
rites and mourning for the dead. After the death of Khālid b. al-Walı̄d, the
women of the Banū Mughı̄rah are reported to have shaved their heads
and put the hair on his tomb.184 ʿAbd al-Mālik is said to have cut his and
his children’s hair when he heard about the death of ʿAbdallāh b. al-
Zubayr.185 Abū Bakr Mu

_
hammad b. al-H ̣asan Ibn Durayd (d. 933)

reports that the Khawārij shaved their heads at the grave of their leader
ʿAlı̄ b. al-Musarri

_
h, and ethnographic reports from Jordan document the

practice among Bedouin women.186 A pre-Islamic inscription near
Sakakah recording the plucking out of hair might be related to visitation
of a nearby burial.187 As in the Bible, some Muslim sources place prohib-
itions on hair removal as a mourning ritual to distance Islamic practices
from pre-Islamic pagan rites. This included forbidding the hiring of
professional mourners, a limit of three days of mourning except for a
husband, wearing makeup and dyed clothing, and excessive wailing.188

The Sạ
_
hı̄
_
h of Muslim preserves a

_
hadı̄th report in which Abū Mūsā says

he, like the prophet Muhammad, is “free from” [bariʾa min] the woman
who cries loudly [al-

_
sāliqah], shaves her head [al-

_
hāliqah], and tears (her

clothes) [al-shāqah].189

The removal of hair for the dead is attested in the Bible (e.g., Jeremiah
7:29, Ezra 9:3, Micah 1:16), and the association of hair offerings with
visitation of the dead appears to have been widespread in the ancient
world.190 Herodotus (9:24) mentions that the Persians shaved their heads
and cut the hair of their horses after the death of Masistius, and Orestes is
said to have offered hair at the tomb of his father.191 Deut 21:12–13
specifies that captive women to be taken as wives by the Israelites are to
have their heads shaved and nails cut while mourning for their parents for
a month before marriage.192 Numbers 6:9–12 stipulates that the Nazirite
is to shave his head after coming into contact with a corpse, and some
modern scholars speculate that the Islamic rite of shaving at the conclu-
sion of the Ḥajj originates from a funerary ritual.193 In pre-Islamic Syria,
both men and women are reported to have practiced the cutting of their
hair and placing it in caskets inside temples, and pilgrims to the festivals at
Byblus and Bamyce deposited their cut hair for sacrifice at the altars
there.194 The ritual mourning for Baʿal-Hadad mentioned in Zechariah
12:11, and known from Ugaritic texts (KTV 5, 6) seems to have involved
piercing the skin, wearing sackcloth, tearing hair from the head and
beard, and placing ashes on the head.195
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conclusions

The Old Church Slavonic 2 Enoch 30:8 contains a passage in which
Adam, the first man, is created from elements representing all of the
world.

And on the sixth day I commanded my wisdom to create man out of the seven
components: his flesh from earth, his blood from the sun, his eyes from the
bottomless sea, his bones from stone, his reason from the mobility of angels and
from clouds, his veins and hair from grass of the earth, his spirit from my spirit
and from wind.196

Not unrelated to other Indo-European traditions in which the world is
created from the dismembering of a primal being, here Adam, whose
descendants are responsible for the construction of civilization, is a type
of microcosm of the earth.197 Homologies comparing human bodies to
the world context into which they are created produce conceptions of the
individual as a small version of the larger whole, but also “macro-anthro-
pic” images of the whole as a bigger version of the individual person.198

In his Futū
_
hāt al-Makkı̄yah, the famous mystic Mu

_
hammad b. ʿAlı̄ Ibn al-

ʿArabı̄ (d. 1240) says that from the clay left over after creating Adam God
created the “palm tree” [nakhlah], and from the bit of clay remaining, the
size of a sesame seed, he created the rest of the universe.199 Muslim
exegesis on Q 2:30 explains that Adam is the first man and first “caliph”
[khalı̄fah] placed on the earth, meaning that he, and the prophets who
would succeed him, were to be custodians of the rest of creation.200

That the association of a primordial body with the world might be
more “socio-gonic” than cosmogonic in character is more explicit in
certain versions of the myth, such as that found in Rg Veda 10:90.

11 When they divided Puru
_
sa how many portions did they make? What do they

call his mouth, his arms? What do they call his thighs and feet? 12 The Brahman
was his mouth, of both his arms was the Rājanya made. His thighs became the
Vaiśya, from his feet the �Sūdra was produced 13 The Moon was engendered from
his mind, and from his eye the Sun had birth; Indra and Agni from his mouth were
born, and Vāyu from his breath. 14 Forth from his navel came mid-air, the sky
was fashioned from his head, Earth from his feet, and from his car the regions.
Thus they formed the worlds.

It is important to note that the Indo-European myths are about the origins
of the three main social classes, providing an etiology and justification for
the authority of the priests over the warriors and the dependence of both
on the producers (farmers, craftspeople).201 The Islamic myth is remark-
ably different. Muhammad is both the warrior king and the priest, and
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the produce of his sacrifice is distributed equally to all of his followers
with no distinctions based on class, gender, or national origins. The
numerous reports forbidding giving the butcher any portion of the meat
from the slaughtered animal might reflect a conscious rejection of the
priestly portion or even other practices in which certain parts of the
animal are reserved for particular classes of people.202 In this sense the
Muslim H ̣ajj sacrifice might not be unlike a representation of an older,
original monotheism without the overlay of the clerical hierarchy of
ancient Israel or the Church.

The hundred camels substitute for the prophet Muhammad’s body,
given out alongside his actual body, but also epitomize the pastoral desert
society of the Arabs. Just as the bull serves as a substitute for and symbol
of the community as a whole in ancient south Arabia, Israel, and
Mesopotamia because of its central place in the economy of these
agrarian societies, so the camel can be used by Muslim scholars to
represent the idealized pastoralism of Arabia. Camels, like horse and
donkeys elsewhere, were slaughtered and buried alongside warriors,
interred with their weapons, to memorialize their military prowess in
providing and protecting the fertility of the community. The camel is
emblematic of Arab hospitality and generosity, martial prowess, and the
ability to thrive in the harsh environment of the desert. In imitation of
Abraham’s model, the life of the prophet Muhammad embodies this
idealized pastoralism as the king is meant to constitute the state and the
people it represents. The ritual dismemberment and distribution of the
camel and of the prophet Muhammad’s body is a participatory display of
the character of the new community that is supposed to be established in
the new age heralded by the Prophet-king’s sacrifice.
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tāʾ, 20:187 (886).

12 See Eliade, “Sacrifice,” in The Encyclopedia of Religion, s.v.
13 See Exod 29:12, 14; Lev 4:5–7, 11–12, 16–18, 21;6; 8:15, 17; 9:9, 11;

16:18–19, 27; Ezek 43:20–21; cf. Num 19:4–5, 9 cited in JoAnn Scurlock,
“The Techniques of the Sacrifice of Animals in Ancient Israel and Ancient
Mesopotamia: New Insights through Comparison,” Andrews University
Seminary Studies 44 (2006): 13–49, esp. 28; F. Blome, Die Opfermaterie in
Babylonien und Israel (Rome, 1934); Theodor Gaster, “Sacrifices,” in The
Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible, ed. George Buttrick (Nashville, TN,
1962), 152.

14 For the following paragraphs, see Ibn Rushd, Bidāyah al-mujtāhid wa nihāyat
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hā

_
h

al-ʿarabı̄yah, s.v. ʿatı̄rah; Ibn Man
_
zūr, Lisān al-ʿarab, s.v. ʿatı̄rah; Ibn Fāris,
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Proverbia, ed. G. W. Freytag (Bonnae, 1838–1843), 1:683–687; Yāqūt,
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Nasāʾi, Sunan, 41:2, 4230 (9), 41:2, 4231 (10), 41:2, 4229 (8); Ibn Mājah,
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min al-jāmiʻāt (Medina, 2013); Ra
_
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wa masāʼil, wa
_
hikam, wa a

_
hkām (Riyadh, 2009); Mu

_
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46 See al-Nasāʾı̄, Sunan, 25:17 (46), 24:2857; al-Bukhārı̄, Sạ
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hmad al-Tạbarānı̄, al-Muʿjam al-awsa

_
t, ed.

Ma
_
hmud Tạ
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Maʿālim al-aymān fı̄ maʿrifat ahl al-Qayrawān (Cairo, 1968), no. 609, 1:97.
For biographical information on Balawı̄, see Ibn H ̣ajar, al-Isābah fı̄ tamyı̄z
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Muʿāwiyah, see Jaʿfar al-H ̣asanı̄, “Qabr Muʿāwiya b. Abʿ Sufyān,” Majallat
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tāʾ, 43:1555.
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_
hı̄
_
h, 44:60 (328) and compare al-Tirmidhı̄, Jāmiʿ al-
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105 See Ibn Mājah, Sunan, 33:56 (155).
106 See al-Bukhārı̄, Sạ
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_
hı̄
_
h, 77:276 (5921); Muslim, Sạ

_
hı̄
_
h, 37:13 (2120).

110 See Ibn H ̣ajar, Fat
_
h al-bārı̄, 9:484, on al-Bukhārı̄, Sạ
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_
sa
_
hı̄
_
h, 22:10; al-Nasāʾı̄, Sunan,
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6

Martyred Bodies and the Demarcation of Territory

On September 11, 2001, the martyred bodies of nineteen Muslim hijack-
ers were permanently entombed in American territory along with the
wreckage of airplanes, buildings, and more than 3,000 other people.

The hijackers left behind a “letter” detailing an elaborate set of rituals
that would frame and give significance to their martyrdom.1 This letter
was recovered in three locations: the wreckage of United Airlines flight 93
that crashed near Somerset in Pennsylvania, among the contents of a
suitcase checked by Mu

_
hammad ʿA

_
t
_
tā in Portland that did not get trans-

ferred to American Airlines flight 11, which he piloted into the north
tower of the World Trade Center in New York City, and inside a car
registered to Nawāf al-H ̣āzimı̄ parked at the Washington Dulles Airport,
where he boarded American Airlines flight 77 which crashed into the
Pentagon in Washington, DC. The US Federal Bureau of Investigation
released images of these three letter copies on their website – four pages of
handwritten Arabic.

Among the actions prescribed in this letter are affirming the intention
[nı̄yah] to perform a ritual, shaving excess hair from the body, washing,
and applying perfume – all of which typically precede obligatory rituals in
Muslim jurisprudence. Sūrah al-Anfāl (Q 8) and al-Tawbah (Q 9) are
cited. The revelation of both these sūrahs – typically read back to back as
a single sūrah since al-Tawbah is the only sūrah in the Quran that does
not begin with the tasmı̄yah – are tied by Muslim exegetes to the exped-
ition to Tābūk at which the prophet Muhammad intended to confront the
Christian Romans. A prayer of supplication [duʿāʾ] is prescribed for the
morning, evening, entering a city, arriving at a place, entering a car, and
before engaging the enemy in battle. The martyrs are to recite the first part
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of the Shahādah [lā ilāha illā allāh] a thousand times, a popular form
ritual recitation [dhikr].2

In imitation of the earliest exemplary followers of the prophet
Muhammad [nahaj al-salaf al-

_
sāli

_
h] who did this before going into battle,

the letter instructs the martyrs to fasten their clothes tightly, and tighten
their shoes over their socks. They are to recite the Quran into their cupped
hands, and, using the respiratory droplets left on the palm of their hands,
wipe down their clothes, luggage, passport and IDs, and other papers.
The knife that they would use to perform the slaughter of prisoners on the
airplanes, as they would slit the throat of sacrificial animals, is also to be
wiped with spit from reciting the Quran. They are instructed to take
prisoners, kill them, and to take booty from them, even if it is just a cup
of water to drink, all in imitation of the behavior modeled by the
prophet Muhammad.

The practice of using one’s dismembered body to mark territory,
especially to signify the spread of Islam, is not unprecedented. Using
bodies and body parts to demarcate the territorial boundaries of pro-
tected spaces, including the entire realm of the “abode of Islam” [dār
al-Islām], informs both the classical and modern conception of
martyrdom in Islam. The prophet Muhammad himself modeled this
practice when he distributed the pieces of his body along with the
camel, meat, skin, and coverings as a substitute for his own body –

an act heralded as an end to the old order and the eschaton of Islam.
With their prescribed rituals, the hijackers reenacted the example of
the prophet Muhammad to lay claim to the financial, military, and
political heart of the West by making their bodies (and the bodies of
the “animals” they sacrificed on the aircraft) a permanent incorpor-
ation into enemy territory.

This chapter explores the Muslim concept and practice of using
dead bodies and body parts to mark territory. Muslim tradition
regarded Mecca as a graveyard, a field of bodies ready for the day of
resurrection. The close association of human and animal burials with
sanctuaries and places of sacrifice is widespread throughout the
Arabian peninsula and the ancient world in general. Muslims under-
stood and used martyrdom as a means to deposit bodies and body
parts at greater and more disparate distances from Mecca. Similar to
how the prophet Muhammad distributed his hair and the camels
substituting for his body to establish his community at the conclusion
of his farewell H ̣ajj, Muslim martyrs distribute their bodies to defend
and to spread Islam.
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tombs of prophets

In his Bulūgh al-marām min adillah al-a
_
hkām, Ibn H ̣ajar mentions a

striking
_
hadı̄th report concerning the tombs of the prophets of the Jews.

“Abu Hurayrah said: The Apostle of God said: ‘God is a fighter of the Jew
[qātala Allāh al-yahūd]. They take the tombs of their prophets as places of
prayer.’”3 The

_
hadı̄th report is included in the Sạ

_
hı̄
_
h of al-Bukhārı̄ on the

authority of Abū Hurayrah.4 The Sạ
_
hı̄
_
h of Muslim and Abū Dāʾūd

include a similar
_
hadı̄th report with the first line reading “God curses

the Jew and Christian [laʿana Allāh al-yahūd wa al-na
_
sārı̄].”5 Mālik

b. Anas relates the same saying with the additional comment by ʿUmar
b. ʿAbd al-ʿAzı̄z that this statement was “one of the last things said” by
the prophet Muhammad.6 In a report related on the authority of ʿĀʾishah
and Ibn ʿAbbās, the prophet Muhammad is said to have given this
statement with his final breath before dying.7

Grammatically, without a conjunctive pronoun [ism al-mawsūl] such as
“alādhı̄” or “aladhı̄na” following the definite noun “Jews” [al-yahūd], it is
possible to read the second half of the prophet Muhammad’s statement
not as a relative clause [

_
sillah] but as a command [amr]. So instead of

“God curses the Jew and the Christian [because] they take the tombs of
their prophets as place of prayer,” the saying might be read as “God curses
the Jew and the Christian [so therefore] take the tombs of their prophets as
mosques!” A similar phrasing is used in Q 2:125 in which God instructs
Muslims to “take the place of Abraham as a place of prayer!” [itakhadhū
min maqām Ibrāhı̄mmu

_
sall-an]. It is also found in a number of pre-Islamic

inscriptions from the Arabian peninsula.8 The grammar of the two sen-
tences in the first

_
hadı̄th report cited on the authority of Abū Hurayrah

does not work well either, with the singular noun “Jew” and the plural
pronoun “their” attached to the word “prophets.”Mu

_
hammad b. ʿAlı̄ Ibn

Bābawayh (d. 991), on the authority of Abū Jaʿfar, solves this problem by
removing the singular noun altogether.

Abū Jaʿfar: I said to him to pray between the tombs. Pray between them and do
not take any of them as the direction of prayer for the Apostle of God prohibited
this when he said: “Do not take my tomb as the direction of prayer nor for a place
of prayer. God curses those who take the tombs of their prophets as places of
prayer.”9

A relative clause modifying an indefinite noun [
_
siffah] does not require the

ism al-mawsūl, although it is permitted for the indefinite relative clause to
follow a definite noun without the ism al-mawsūl when the definite noun
is used to indicate a generic category.
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The reports attributed to ʿĀʾishah and Ibn ʿAbbās add the comment
that the statement of the prophet Muhammad was intended to warn his
followers against the practice, making it clear that he did not approve of
the Jews (and Christians) taking the tombs of their prophets as places of
prayer. From the Sạ

_
hı̄
_
h of al-Bukhārı̄ and the Sạ

_
hı̄
_
h of Muslim, Ibn H ̣ajar

cites another
_
hadı̄th report on the authority of ʿĀʾishah alone concerning

the prophet Muhammad’s comments about a church and the images it
contained seen by his wives Umm Salamah and Umm Ḥabı̄bah in
Ethiopia.10 “When an upright man from among them died they used to
build over his tomb a mosque and then they made those images in it. They
are the wicked ones of creation” [shirār al-khalq].11 It is reported that the
wife of al-H ̣asan b. al-H ̣asan b. ʿAlı̄ b. Abı̄ Tạ̄lib built a dome [qubbah]
over his tomb for a year before it was removed on the occasion of
apparently supernatural intervention.12 Commenting on this report, al-
Qas

_
tallānı̄ acknowledges that the supernatural intervention constituted

revelation but cannot be considered a source for Islamic law after the
death of the prophet Muhammad.13 Ibn H ̣ajar lists these

_
hadı̄th reports as

part of a larger section devoted to mosques and places of prayer. Other
reports in the section include references to decorating mosques, unruly
behavior in mosques (spitting, playing, singing), tying horses to mosque
pillars, pitching tents in mosques, and a number of reports exemplifying
the general principle of mosques as public spaces not subject to private
ownership or commercial gain.14 Ibn H ̣ajar states outright that the

_
hadı̄th

report he cites from AbūHurayrah is to be understood as a condemnation
of the practice of establishing mosques over tomb sites. The issue is the
danger of having the direction of prayer [qiblah] facing the tomb and the
worshipper thereby confusing Mecca and the tomb as the proper direc-
tion of prayer.15 Commenting on a longer

_
hadı̄th report given on the

authority of Jundab, set five days before the prophet Muhammad’s
death,16 al-Nawawı̄ also states that the prophet Muhammad clearly
prohibited the taking of tombs as mosques.17

In his Nayl al-aw
_
tār, Mu

_
hammad b. ʿAlı̄ al-Shawkānı̄ (d. 1250) cites

the
_
hadı̄th report of Abū Hurayrah mentioned by Ibn H ̣ajar along with

another report given on the authority of Ibn ʿAbbās in a section on the
prohibition against making mosques and taking lamps in a cemetery. “Ibn
ʿAbbās said: ‘The Apostle of God cursed visiting tombs and those who
take mosques and lamps upon them.’”18 In general, Muslim jurists place
restrictions on praying in cemeteries and bathrooms, and prohibit certain
other types of activities in these locations, such as sitting on tombs or
praying toward them.19 Ibn Qudāmah cites a

_
hadı̄th report given in Abū
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Dāʾūd in which the prophet Muhammad says that “all of the earth is a
mosque except for the bathroom [

_
hammām] and the cemetery.”20 He also

cites the
_
hadı̄th report attributed to Ibn ʿAbbās given by al-Shawkānı̄ but

adds another report given on the authority of Qatādah that Anas b. Mālik
allowed but found reprehensible using the area between the tombs in a
cemetery for a place of prayer.21 The Shāfiʿı̄ school allows prayer over a
tomb when people bury a corpse without praying over it before the
burial.22 A similar prohibition is made against prayer in the grass
[
_
hushsh], the resting place of camels near a water hole [aʿ

_
tān al-ibil], a

roof [sa
_
t
_
h], and a depression [khasf], because these are places where

physical impurities [najas, anjās] are found.23

From the commentaries on these
_
hadı̄th reports and from more general

Muslim jurisprudence, it is evident that the prophet Muhammad’s state-
ments about the tombs of the prophets of the Jews and Christians were
understood to be general prohibitions against the building of mosques
and praying at the location of tombs. This is not unexpected given the
emphasis in other Muslim legal texts against associating certain religious
practices with the visiting of tombs.24 Strict guidelines are placed on the
ornamentation of tombs, just as are placed on the decoration of mosques
and other places of prayer. H ̣anbalı̄ scholars, such as Abū al-Wafāʾ ʿAlı̄
Ibn ʿAqı̄l (d. 1119), cite

_
hadı̄th reports that condemn the visitation of

tombs, and are particularly critical of tomb sites that include a mosque.25

The famed Abū H ̣āmid Mu
_
hammad b. Mu

_
hammad al-Ghazālı̄ (d. 1111)

reports that A
_
hmad b. Ḥanbal at one time forbade even recitation of the

Quran at tombs.26 A
_
hmad b. ʿAbd al-H ̣alı̄m Ibn Taymı̄yah (d. 1328) and

Ibn Qayyim al-Jawzı̄yah (d. 1350) both forbid the visitation of tombs in
the case that worshippers are expecting their prayers to be answered
because of their vicinity to the person buried at the location.27

Although the bulk of Muslim tradition, especially later legal commen-
taries on these

_
hadı̄th reports, interpret the prophet Muhammad’s state-

ment as a warning against Muslims praying at the tombs of prophets (and
saints), many Muslims did continue to worship at such sites, building
mosques and other types of structures to accommodate ritual activities.
The Christian church of St. John was taken over by the Umayyad mosque
under the caliphate of al-Walı̄d II (r. 743–744), the chapel over the crypt
of John the Baptist demolished, and the tomb, said to contain only the
head of the prophet, was incorporated into the mosque.28 In the pre-
Islamic sanctuary city of Hebron, the Masjid Ibrāhı̄m was constructed
over the tombs of a number of prophets including Abraham, Isaac, and
Jacob, replacing earlier Hellenistic and late antique structures.29 The
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Masjid al-Nabawı̄ in Medina houses the tomb of the prophet Muhammad
along with those of Abū Bakr and ʿUmar b. al-Kha

_
t
_
tāb, and both Jerusalem

and Mecca are considered to contain the graves of many prophets.

mecca as a graveyard

That Mecca itself was considered to be a graveyard, at least in early
Islamic and perhaps pre-Islamic times, is attested by the traditions
regarding burials there and the rituals performed as part of the cult.
There are reports that corpses were carried around the Kaʿbah in pre-
Islamic times, and it is a widely attested practice among Arabs and others
for mourners to walk circuits around a corpse or carry it around a tomb
marker or shrine.30 At the death of the father of ʿAntarah b. Shaddād,
captive women and girls from Khaybar were made to circumambulate his
tomb seven times.31 Islamic law specifically allows for Muslims to per-
form circumambulations, and the entire set of Ḥajj rituals, for
dead people.

Almost all of the ʿUmrah and H ̣ajj rituals have parallels in mourning
rituals including invocations and wailing, prostration and standing, light-
ing of fires, letting hair and nails grow, shaving, kissing the corpse or the
grave, wearing certain types of clothing, and fasting or not eating certain
types of food. Of course, the slaughtering of animals and communal
meals are also an integral part of both the Ḥajj and funerary rites. Some
scholars have speculated that the Arabic root used for the type of ritual
gait used during part of the H ̣ajj [f-s-ḫ] is related to the Hebrew word for
Passover [pesa

_
h], and that the circumambulation of the Kaʿbah and

sacrifices made during the spring month of Rajab are related.32 As late
as the nineteenth century CE, bedouin practice included slaughtering on
ʿĪd al-a

_
d
_
hā a number of camels equal to the number of family members

who had died during the preceding year.33

Special clothing is an integral part both of certain mourning and
funerary rituals and of rituals involving circumambulation of the
Kaʿbah in Mecca. The prophet Muhammad gave special instructions to
his followers for shrouding corpses, including that the cloths used be
white and without coloration,34 and that only two pieces be used.35 If a
man dies while in a sacralized state [i

_
hrām] performing the ʿUmrah or

H ̣ajj, he is to be buried in the two white cloths with which he is clothed as
a pilgrim.36 Mourning rituals often require partial nakedness and bare
feet. Pilgrims visiting Mecca must bare their right shoulder and arm, and
not wear shoes with heels. Like the “ephod” [ʾephōd] of the Israelite
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priest, which had no sleeves, did not cover the shoulders, and was pat-
terned after funerary wrappings, the dress of the Muslim pilgrim is often
kept to be used as a future burial shroud.37 Muslim pilgrims are reported
to have practiced bodily mutilation as part of the circumambulation of the
Kaʿbah.38 Bodily mutilation, along with the removal of hair and the
destruction or removal of clothing, are forms of ritual mourning well-
known from the Bible and a host of other contexts.

Although in Islamic times the Kaʿbah is understood to be a temple
[bayt allāh], both a pivot around which to perform circumambulations
and the direction of ritual prayer, the structure seems to have been
considered a tomb or tomb marker in pre-Islamic times and in the early
Islamic period. The classical Arabic term for “temple” [bayt] is used to
designate a “tomb” in the archaicizing Arabic of certain Umayyad
poets.39 For example, in the Diwān of Zayd al-Khayl, the term “bayt”
is used to refer to a tomb.40 The tomb of H ̣ātim al-Tạ̄ʾı̄ and that of ʿAmir
b. al-Tụfayl are called “bayt,” and are described, as is the Meccan
sanctuary, as being bounded by standing stones [ansāb] forming a reserve
[
_
himā].41 In his description of ʿĀʾishah’s visit to the tomb of her son, Jarı̄r
uses the term “bayt” instead of “qabr” to refer to the tomb.42 The tomb
of Tạyytes chief Qays al-Dārimı̄ is called a “bayt,”43 and the tomb of a
companion of the prophet Muhammad who died before he could com-
plete his mission of establishing a mosque is called a “bayt.”44 The term
used for the ceremonial covering draped over the top of the Kaʿbah both
in pre-Islamic and Islamic times [kiswā] is the same term used for a
covering placed over a tomb, and many of the Kaʿbah-like “djinn-block”
tombs found in Petra feature carved “kiswā” coverings draped over the
top of each one.45

Certain features of the Kaʿbah and its immediate surroundings in
Mecca also seem to have been associated with burials and tombs.
Before its destruction by the followers of Ibn ʿAbd al-Wahhāb, the tomb
of Eve in Jeddah featured a black stone like the one set into the eastern
corner of the Kaʿbah in Mecca.46 Several

_
hadı̄th reports attempt to

detract from the special significance of the black stone by explaining that
it is just a “rock” and any custom of venerating it is only in imitation of
the prophet Muhammad’s example.47 ʿUmar b. al-Kha

_
t
_
tab is reported to

have said the same thing about the black stone and added that the special
practice of speeding up the first three circumambulations of the Kaʿbah
[ramlah] was only to impress the pagans in Mecca.48 In other reports, the
prophet Muhammad touches the black stone with a stick or “clings to it”
[iltazama-hu] in addition to kissing it,49 and Ibn ʿAbbās claims that he
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used to kiss the black stone and prostrate himself on it.50 The prophet
Muhammad is reported to have performed special rituals at specific
locations inside the Kaʿbah, including near pillars which may have had
cultic significance in pre-Islamic times along with the other non-Muslim
icons and images housed there.51

Muslim sources attach special significance to each “corner” [rukn] of
the Kaʿbah, to a specific “corner” [al-rukn], and the area between the
“rukn” and a location identified as the “place of standing” [al-maqām].
These different terms are identified with various particular architectural
and geographical features linked with the Kaʿbah and surrounding sanc-
tuary in later Islamic sources but the earliest sources do not show evidence
of definitive or fixed locations. In a report given on the authority of
H ̣ibbah b. Jūwayn, ʿAlı̄ b. Abı̄ Tạ̄lib says that a person who dies between
the “rukn” and the “maqām” will get special consideration on the day of
resurrection.52 According to ʿAbdallāh b. ʿAmr, the prophet Muhammad
said that the “rukn” and the “maqām” are “two gems from paradise”
[yāqūtān min yāqūt al-jannah].53 Jābir relates that the prophet
Muhammad met with people praying for the dead between the “rukn”
and “maqām,”54 and in another report, given on the authority of Umm
Salamah, the prophet Muhammad foretells how eschatological armies
will gather in the area between those two points.55 ʿUsāmah b. Zayd is
said to have entered the Kaʿbah with the prophet Muhammad and
observed him perform special rituals between the pillars, at the back wall,
and at each corner [rukn].56 Muslim sources refer to more than one
“rukn” by name, such as the “rukn of the Banū Goma

_
h” and the “rukn

of the Yemenites,” perhaps suggesting that these were not “corners” of
the Kaʿbah but cult markers attached to certain tribes and tribal groups.57

Families, clans, and tribes were known to pass between generations and
among members portable cult objects and custodianship over the location
of fixed cult objects.58 In his history of Mecca, al-Azraqı̄ tells the story of
ʿAmr b. La

_
hay al-Khuzāʿı̄ erecting standing stones and instructing people

to worship them because they represent their forefathers.59

The relationship between the cult site where sacrifices are to be per-
formed and the visitation of the dead is widespread. In the Sinai and
elsewhere cairns and tombs in rock shelters are adjacent to special areas
marked off with standing stones.60 According to Abū al-Faraj al-I

_
sfahānı̄

(d. 967), the tomb of ʿĀmir b. al-Tụfayl was regarded as a sanctuary
marked by the erection of standing stones [an

_
sāb] in a one-mile circum-

ference.61 Ibn Hishām reports that the Daws tribe had a special preserve
[
_
himā] dedicated to Dhū al-Sharā, and there are accounts in the early
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Islamic period of people setting up tents and seeking refuge at grave
sites.62 Cult centers at al-Dur, Hatra, Petra, and Madā’in Sạ̄li

_
h appear

to have been tied to funerary rites, and the rituals performed when visiting
the sites closely parallel death and mourning rituals.63 The most obvious
example is the circumambulation of the tomb, both by the corpse pre-
pared for burial and by people coming to visit the deceased at the tomb.64

Of the plants growing in the pre-Islamic Arabian sanctuaries, only those
used for the purification of temples or the building of tombs were allowed
to be cut.65 Placing rocks and tree branches on tombs is a widespread
practice which parallels certain aspects of the rituals associated with the
Kaʿbah and the larger Meccan sanctuary.66 Many of the terms used for
“tomb”may also be used to refer to cult objects, sanctuaries, and temples.
The prophet Muhammad is reported to have turned the tomb of one of
his followers into a mosque, and a number of mosques are built on the site
of tombs of prophets or famous Muslims.67

Given Islamic legal restrictions on prayer near graves, it is remarkable
that a number of different Muslim sources preserve traditions claiming
that the tombs of prophets are located in the sanctuary around the Kaʿbah
in Mecca. Whether or not Mecca did exist and was a popular pilgrimage
site in pre-Islamic times, the idea that the sacred status of the place was
associated with it being a burial site for certain people is consistent with
the conception of other ancient Arab sanctuaries and pilgrimage sites.
According to a report given on the authority of Ibn Jurayj recorded by
ʿAbd al-Razzāq al-Sạnʿanı̄ (d. 827), Kaʿb al-A

_
hbār said that: “Ishmael is

[buried] between Zamzam, the Rukn, and the Maqām.”68 Both ʿAlı̄ b. al-
H ̣ussayn al-Masʿūdı̄ (d. 956) and Taqı̄ al-Dı̄n Mu

_
hammad b. A

_
hmad al-

Fāsı̄ (d. 1429) relate that the tomb of Ishmael is next to the Kaʿbah by the
black rock.69 Azraqı̄ and Mu

_
hammad b. Yūsuf al-Sạlı̄

_
hı̄ al-Shāmı̄

(d. 1535) record that the tomb is located in the H ̣ijr opposite the north-
west wall of the Kaʿbah.70 Ibn Saʿd preserves an account from Ḥudhayfah
b. Ghānim that Ishmael was buried inside the H ̣ijr next to his mother
Hagar. In another report Ibn Saʿd cites Is

_
hāq b. ʿAbdallāh b. Abı̄ Farwah

as claiming that the tomb of Ishmael is “under the Mı̄zān between the
Rukn and the House.”71 ʿAbdallāh b. al-Zubayr claims that Ishmael’s
daughters [banāt] were also buried near the Rukn in an elevated place
[ma

_
hdūdab].72

In his commentary on Q 17:1, Muqātil b. Sulaymān states that seventy
prophets are buried in the Mecca sanctuary, including Hūd, Sạ̄li

_
h, and

Ishmael.73 Mālik b. Anas mentions a special tree near Mecca under which
are the umbilical cords of seventy prophets.74 That seventy prophets were
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buried in Mecca is repeated in other reports, some mentioning Hūd, Sạ̄li
_
h,

and Ishmael, and others just Ishmael by name. In his history of Mecca, al-
Azraqı̄ claims that Moses said seventy prophets prayed in Mecca before
he did, and that he and 70,000 Israelites performed the pilgrimage to
Mecca.75 Azraqı̄ also mentions that seventy prophets prayed in the
Masjid al-Khayf near Minā.76 Mu

_
hammad b. A

_
hmad b. Mu

_
hammad

Ibn al-D ̣ı̄yāʾ (d. 854), in the treatise on the rituals of the H ̣ajj he sup-
posedly wrote while he was the Qā

_
dı̄ of Mecca, preserves a report given

on the authority of ʿA
_
tāf b. Khālid that Jesus went on Ḥajj with 70,000

pilgrims from the people of al-Kahf.77 The number seventy mentioned in
these reports and traditions probably corresponds to what was thought to
be or symbolic of the total number of nations and languages in the ancient
world.78 As such, these traditions express the idea that buried in Mecca
around the Kaʿbah are all the prophets sent to earth before Muhammad.

Other reports give higher numbers, perhaps to express the idea that
Mecca was home to large numbers of prophet tombs, representing many
or all peoples throughout history. ʿAbdallāh b. Ḍamrah al-Sulūlı̄ claims to
have been with the prophet Muhammad near the Kaʿbah and heard
Muhammad say that the tomb of Ishmael was between the Rukn and
the Maqām, and that “something like 90 or 70 prophets were buried
there.”79 According to al-H ̣alabı̄, the prophet Muhammad said
300 prophets were buried around the Kaʿbah in Mecca,80 and Ibn al-
D ̣ı̄yāʾ cites ʿAbdallāh b. al-Zubayr as saying that 1,000 Israelite prophets
made pilgrimage to Mecca.81 Other reports attributed to Ibn D ̣amrah al-
Sulūlı̄ relate that he claims that the prophet Muhammad explained that
there are ninety-nine prophets buried around the Kaʿbah because they
performed the pilgrimage to Mecca, on foot, and were then buried
there.82 In a variant of this, Mu

_
hammad b. Sābi

_
t relates that the prophet

Muhammad said all the prophets used to move to Mecca and were buried
there after their unbelieving communities perished.83 A more detailed
version mentioning only the Arab prophets Sạ̄li

_
h, Hūd, and Shuʿayb is

attributed to Wahb b. Munabbih.

Between the Dār al-Nadwah and the Bāb Banı̄ Sahm, meaning the bāb of the
Masjid al-H ̣arām known as the Bab al-ʿUmrah are the tombs of the people of Sạ̄li

_
h

who believed with him and came with him to Mecca and established residence
there until they died. This is likewise the case what Hūd and those who believed
with him, and with Shuʿayb and those who believed with him.84

In another version, Ibn D ̣amrah al-Sulūlı̄ says the prophets were buried in
the “cave of the Kaʿbah” [ghawr al-kaʿbah], mentioned in other sources
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as the place where ancient kings deposited votive offerings such as
swords, armor, and golden gazelles.85

The high numbers of prophets said to be buried around the Kaʿbah in
Mecca might also be related to a comparison of the Arabian sanctuary
with Jerusalem. Muqātil b. Sulaymān preserves a report stating that
among the ninety prophets buried between Zamzam and the Rukn are
Hūd, Sạ̄li

_
h, and Ishmael, whereas the tombs of Adam, Abraham, Isaac,

and Joseph are in Jerusalem [bayt al-maqdis].86 Ibn al-D ̣ı̄yāʾ cites a report
given on the authority of Saʿı̄d b. Man

_
sūr and AbūDharr that both Moses

and Jonah made pilgrimage to Mecca, and a report attributed to Ibn
ʿAbbās states that Jesus and Moses came to Mecca.87 The disagreement
in Muslim sources about the burial place of Adam might reflect this
competition between Mecca and Jerusalem. Muqātil b. Sulaymān’s
placing of Adam’s burial in Jerusalem agrees with Christian tradition,
but other Muslim scholars claim that he is buried alongside his wife Eve
on Abū Qubays overlooking the Kaʿbah in Mecca.88 The name of the
cave in which they are supposed to be buried, the “Cave of Treasures”
[maghārah al-kunūz], could also refer to a special cave known from
Christian sources, also called the “Cave of Treasures,” in which Adam
and Eve lived adjacent to the garden of Eden after their expulsion.89

Muslim sources stress the virtues of being buried in Mecca. The
prophet Muhammad is reported to have blessed several special named
cemeteries in and around Mecca, and a number of his well-known fol-
lowers are said to be buried there. In one instance, according to a report
transmitted on the authority of Ibn ʿAbbās, the prophet Muhammad said
“bless [naʿm] this graveyard, the graveyard of the people of Mecca.”90

Various cemeteries in and around Mecca are assigned special qualities,
and visiting them is recommended for all Muslims, especially those
coming to Mecca to perform the rites of pilgrimage.91 The tomb of
Khadı̄jah bt. Khuwaylid was marked by a pillar and later by a domed
mausoleum before it was destroyed by Ibn Saʿūd in 1925 in the Jannah al-
Muʿallah cemetery to the north of the Kaʿbah. ʿAbdallāh b. ʿUmar b. al-
Kha

_
t
_
tāb died in Mecca and his tomb was reportedly visited by Muslim

pilgrims coming to Mecca, as were the tombs of other early Muslims.92

The virtues of being buried in Mecca parallel those associated with
burial in Jerusalem, both being linked with the day of resurrection at the
end of time. ʿAbdallāh b. ʿUmar b. al-Kha

_
t
_
tāb reports that the prophet

Muhammad said: “If a person dies in Mecca then it is like he has died in
the earthly heavens [samāʾ al-dunyā].93 The same statement is related
in the Risālah of Ḥasan al-Ba

_
srı̄ (d. 728),94 and is said also about dying in
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Jerusalem.95 Like those who die on the H ̣ajj or are buried in Mecca, those
buried in Jerusalem are granted the “straight path” [

_
sirā

_
t] directly to

Paradise,96 and people buried in the “tombs of Jerusalem” are “without
punishment” before the Day of Judgment.97 In his commentary on the

_
hadı̄th reports collected by al-Bukhārı̄ on “burial in the holy land,” Ibn
H ̣ajar explains that people want to be “buried in Jerusalem because they
want to be close to the place of the Ingathering on the Day of
Resurrection.”98 Further in the same commentary, Ibn H ̣ajar compares
burial in Jerusalem with burial in Mecca and Medina, and explains that it
is allowed and even recommended to transfer dead bodies to be interred
in Jerusalem, as were the bodies of Aaron and Moses who died before
entering the holy land.99 The transfer and reburial of Muslim corpses,
especially martyrs and famous scholars, in Mecca and Jerusalem is dis-
cussed by the nineteenth-century Indian scholar Mu

_
hammad Shams al-

H ̣aqq (d. 1911) in his commentary on the
_
hadı̄th collection of Abū

Dāʾūd.100

Special virtues, not unlike those attributed to the death of a pilgrim on
the H ̣ajj or the death of a martyr, are associated with Muslims buried in
and around Mecca. A report attributed to ʿAbdallāh b. Sạyfı̄ states that
“whoever is buried in this cemetery will be raised a believer on the day of
resurrection, meaning the cemetery of Mecca.”101 In his comments on
several variants of a

_
hadı̄th report that refers to the resurrection of

“seventy thousand their faces like the moon on the night of Badr,” Ibn
H ̣ajar says that these people will be gathered from a graveyard near
Mecca.102 Mu

_
hammad b. A

_
hmad al-Fāsı̄ cites the “virtues of Mecca”

[fa
_
dāʾil Makkah] by al-Jundı̄ in which it is related, on the authority of

Mu
_
hammad b. Qays b. Makhramah, that the prophet Muhammad said:

“If a person dies in Mecca then God will raise him among the believers
[fı̄ al-aminı̄m] on the day of resurrection.”103 In another report transmitted
from Ibn ʿAbbas, God tells Adam that anyone who dies in the sanctuary
[
_
harām] will be raised among the believers on the day of resurrection.104

Anas b. Mālik relates a version of this in which the prophet Muhammad
says “anyone who dies in one of the two sanctuaries” [al-

_
haramayn] will be

raised among the believers on the day of resurrection. In a report given on
the authority of Jābir b. ʿAbdāllah, the prophet Muhammad states that
people who die in Mecca or even “on the road to Mecca,” he will receive
this special consideration on the day of resurrection.105

Some reports link the special status of people who die in Mecca or
Medina with the intercession of the prophet Muhammad on the day of
judgment. ʿUmar b. al-Kha

_
t
_
tāb is reported to have said that he heard the
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prophet Muhammad say that he will intercede on behalf of anyone who
visits his tomb in Medina, and that anyone who dies in either Mecca or
Medina will be counted among the believers on the day of resurrection.106 In
another report, transmitted on the authority of Salmān al-Fārisı̄, the prophet
Muhammad says: “If a person dies in one of the two sanctuaries [

_
haramayn]

seeking my intercession then he will be among the believers on the day of
resurrection.”107 Along with citing the virtues of Muslims visiting the tombs
of prophets, Taqı̄ al-Dı̄n ʿAlı̄ b. ʿAbd al-Kāfı̄ al-Subkı̄ (d. 1355) preserves a
number of

_
hadı̄th reports that commend visiting the tomb of the prophet

Muhammad in Medina. He also collects and discusses reports that link
visitation of the tomb with requests for the prophet Muhammad’s interces-
sion of the day of resurrection.108 Visiting the tomb of the prophet
Muhammad as part of the Ḥajj or ʿUmrah to Mecca is counted as if the
pilgrim came into contact with Muhammad during his lifetime.109 Not
visiting is like shunning the prophet Muhammad.110

martyrdom as replication and spread
of cosmogonic self-sacrifice

The idea that Mecca is a graveyard, a field of bodies to be resurrected
among interceding prophets, pilgrims, and the earliest followers of the
prophet Muhammad, is replicated in the practice and conception of
Muslim martyrdom. Just as the prophet Muhammad distributed his
own body and the substitute parts of the 100 camels shortly before his
death, so too do Muslim martyrs deposit their bodies and body parts to
demarcate the boundaries of Islam. As the example of the prophet
Muhammad is spread from the “mother city” [umm al-qurrā] he
founded, new “camps” [am

_
sār] are established from which Islam can

then spread even further.111 Giving one’s body to establish, spread, and
defend the Muslim community [ummah] is a symbolic act tied to the
origins of the Islamic civilization recalling the prophet Muhammad’s
primordial sacrifice and gift of his body.

Bodies in Enemy Lands

In his collection of biographies of the companions of the prophet
Muhammad, Usd al-ghābah fı̄ maʿrifah al-

_
sa
_
hābah, ʿIzz al-Dı̄n Ibn al-

Athı̄r (d. 1233) includes the following report concerning the death and
burial of Abū Ayyūb al-An

_
sārı̄ [Khālid b. Zayd b. Kulayb].
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He [Abū Ayyūb] was in an army and the commander of this army was Yazı̄d
b. Muʿāwiyah. Abū Ayyūb got sick and Yazı̄d came and visited him and asked him
what he needed. He said: “I need, when I die, for you to ride and find access into
the land of the enemy, whether or not you find access, bury me and then return.”
He died and the army did this. They buried him near to Constantinople. His grave
was in the city and they [people of Constantinople] prayed for rain at it.112

According to al-Tạbarı̄, the caliph Yazı̄d b. Muʿāwiyah took Abū Ayyūb
with him in the year 49 AH (669 CE) to campaign against the Romans at
Constantinople along with the well-known companions Ibn ʿAbbās, Ibn
ʿAmr, and Ibn al-Zubayr.113 The tomb of Abū Ayyūb is still revered and
visited as an important place of pilgrimage in Istanbul today after being
discovered by Āq Shams al-Dı̄n Shaykh al-Islām (d. 1459), advisor to
Mehmet the Conqueror, and used as a site for the coronation ceremonies
of the Ottoman sultans.114

The significance of burying the martyred body of Abū Ayyūb deep in
enemy territory is emphasized in other accounts of his death. Abū Zạbyān
is reported that have said that Abū Ayyūb campaigned against the
Romans, he got sick, and when he was about to die he said: “When
I die, carry me and when you line up in ranks against the enemy bury
me under your feet.”115 Dhahabı̄ relates that Abū Ayyūb willed that his
body be buried at the feet of the advancing Muslim forces, that his body be
carried “to the furthest possible place” in enemy territory.116 In a number
of reports Abū Ayyūb’s body is said to have been buried within the walls of
Constantinople, as a kind of proof that the Muslims had breached the
enemy’s capital. The biographical information included in ʿAlı̄ b. al-Ḥasan
Ibn ʿAsākir’s (d. 1176) Taʾrı̄kh madı̄nah Dimashq states that Abū Ayyūb
died in Constantinople in the year 52 AH (672 CE) and that his grave is in
the foundation of the walls of the city, or within the city itself.117 A

_
hmad

b. Mu
_
hammad Ibn ʿAbd Rabbih (d. 940) records a report that Abū Ayyūb

said: “I heard the Prophet say that a righteous man would be buried
nearby, or under, the walls of Constantinople. I hope I am that man.”118

The Romans themselves, according to some reports, recognized the
significance of this martyred body being buried behind their lines. In one
account the Muslim armies attempt to level the ground beneath their feet,
hiding the tomb from the Romans.119 Other accounts describe how the
Romans threatened to exhume the body and allow it to be consumed by
wild animals, and were only stopped when the caliph threatened to kill all
Christians and destroy all churches in Arab lands.120 A report given by
Ibn ʿAsākir explains how this significance was made explicit to the
Romans.
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The people of Constantinople said to Yazı̄d and those with him: “What is this?
We will exhume it tomorrow.” Yazı̄d said: “This is a companion of our Prophet.
He bequeathed this [burial at enemy lines], for there is no other mujāhid who has
died in the service of God closer to you than he. If you do this [exhume his body]
every Christian [

_
habı̄sh] will be removed from the lands of the Arabs and every

church will be destroyed.”121

Ibn Saʿd and others report that the Romans then revered the site of Abū
Ayyūb’s burial and came there to pray for rain in times of drought.122 Ibn
ʿAbd Rabbih and Ibn ʿAsākir both report that the Romans built a white
dome over the grave, and a votive candle [qandı̄l] was lit there.123

Ibn ʿAsākir records reports of other martyrs that indicate the signifi-
cance of using the location of their death as an indication of how far Islam
had expanded. The tomb of the poet Abū Dhuʾayb al-Hudhalı̄ was said to
be located deeper in enemy lands than that of any other Muslim. He
campaigned against the Romans during the time of ʿUmar b. al-Kha

_
t
_
tāb

and because of him “it is said that the people of Islam left their mark deep
into the land of the Romans. Beyond the tomb of Abū Dhuʾayb was no
known tomb of the Muslims.”124 Kaʿb al-A

_
hbār, when he became sick on

his way to campaign against the Romans, is reported to have said he
would rather die in Ḥarastā than Damascus, and in Dūmah rather than
H ̣arastā, thus “forward in the service of God” [qudum-an fı̄ sabı̄l Allāh]
before he eventually died in H ̣um

_
s.125 He wanted to die as far from his

home as possible en route to enemy territory. In a similar case, ʿAbd al-
Ra

_
hmān b. ʿAbdallāh b. Mu

_
hayrı̄z al-Jumahı̄ became ill while traveling to

campaign against the Romans and he asked his son to carry him into
enemy lands.

He [ʿAbd al-Ra
_
hmān] was sent on campaign but became seriously ill, so he said:

“My son, take me to the land of the Romans.” So I [his son] carried him and did
not stop until he said: “My son, hurry in the journey,” and I said: “My father you
are in Shakk.” He said: “My son, I want to be more clearly in the land of the
Romans.” So I continued carrying him until he died in the land of H ̣um

_
s.126

Abū Muslim al-Khawlānı̄ is reported to have died while campaigning
against the Romans under Muʿāwiyah, and to have requested that his
“tomb be the farthest of tombs” into the land of the enemy.127 Ibn al-
Jawzı̄ reports that when Kaʿb al-A

_
hbār told ʿUmar b. al-Kha

_
t
_
tāb that he

found mentioned in the Torah that ʿUmar would be killed as a martyr,
ʿUmar said: “How can I be martyred when I am in the Arabian
peninsula?” indicating that to be martyred required one to be killed, or
at least buried, outside of the lands already held by the Muslims.128
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Manning Garrisons

In his work on the virtues of jihād [fa
_
dāʾil al-jihād], A

_
hmad b. Ibrāhı̄m

Ibn al-Na
_
h
_
hās (d. 1411) lists a number of

_
hadı̄th reports in which the

prophet Muhammad extols the value of Muslims manning a garrison
[murābi

_
t] on the borders of their territory.129 Anas b. Mālik recounts

that the prophet Muhammad addressed his followers garrisoned in the
Sā

_
hl of Syria, saying: “A day of one of you in the service of God [fı̄ sabı̄l

Allāh] is better than a thousand days of prostrating in the Masjid al-
H ̣arām and the mosque in Medina.”130 Sahl b. Saʿd reports that the
prophet Muhammad said: “Garrisoning a day in the service of God is
better than this world and what is above it,” and al-Bukhārı̄ records a

_
hadı̄th report that “garrisoning for a day and night is better than fasting
for a month, and establishing residence and garrisoning there for a month
is better than fasting for a year.”131 Ibn ʿAsākir relates the

_
hadı̄th report

that “he who dies garrisoned in the service of God will have the reward of
a Mujāhid until the Day of Resurrection,” establishing the correspond-
ence between being garrisoned and engaging the enemy in battle.132

According to A
_
hmad b. H ̣anbal, Muslims are not allowed to establish

borders within unconquered lands [dār al-
_
harb] but only to distinguish

between controlled and noncontrolled territory.133

Ibn al-Na
_
h
_
hās lists the names of those who are supposed to have

completed forty days garrisoned,134 and reports that Abū Hurayrah
compared being garrisoned to visiting Mecca.

Abū Hurayrah reported that he used to say: “Garrisoning a night beside the sea
behind the Muslims is better than spending the Night of Qadr in one of the two
mosques, the mosque of the Kaʿbah or the mosque of the Apostle of God.
Garrisoning for three days is equal to a year. [You should] complete forty nights
in a garrison.”135

Numerous
_
hadı̄th reports likewise state that performing prayers and other

ritual obligations on the shore of the sea, far from the cultic centers of
Mecca and Medina, is a preferred practice.

Abū Hurayrah reported that the Apostle of God said: “Prayer on the shore of the
sea is better than a thousand prayers doubled.”

ʿUmar b. ʿAbd al-ʿAzı̄z, on the authority of his father, reported that the Apostle of
God said: “Prayer on the shore of the sea is like a thousand and twenty-five
thousand prayers.”136

Mu
_
hammad Ibn H ̣ibbān (d. 965) relates, on the authority of Anas

b. Mālik, that the prophet Muhammad said: “Prayer in my mosque is
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equal to ten thousand prayers, prayer in the Masjid al-H ̣arām is equal to
one-hundred thousand prayers, and prayer in a garrisoned land is equal
to a thousand prayers.”137 In a

_
hadı̄th recorded by Ibn Mājah, any

Muslim who dies outside of the lands belonging to Islam is considered a
martyr.138 Ibn Qudāmah cites a Mālikı̄ scholar as advising residence in
Alexandria over Medina, highlighting those traditions that attach greater
value to Muslims spreading out from the geographical origins of Islam.139

Blood and Body Parts

Not unlike how the sources describe the use of Abū Ayyūb’s martyred
body to mark the expansion of Islam, other accounts refer to martyrs’ use
of their bodies to demarcate territory. Imagery promulgated in the after-
math of 9/11 in 2001 shows a photo of the martyr Abū al-ʿAbbās al-
Janūbı̄ imposed over the Pentagon damaged from the airplane he crashed
into the site.140 In another image, Osama bin Laden’s photo is
set alongside the burning Twin Towers and framed by photos of the
“Magnificent 19” martyrs whose scattered bodies were left at the sites
of the 9/11 attacks.141 According to

_
hadı̄th reports given on the authority

of Jābir b. ʿAbdallāh al-An
_
sārı̄, the prophet Muhammad ordered the

bodies of the Muslims martyred at U
_
hud to be buried without washing

the blood from their wounds and clothing.142 According to al-Tạbarı̄,
some of the bodies of martyrs from U

_
hud were carried back to Medina

and buried but the prophet Muhammad ordered them exhumed and
“returned to where they battled.”143 Several accounts report that Saʿd
b. Muʿādh b. al-Nuʿmān was wounded in the battle of Khandaq, piercing
a vein in his arm, which burst causing blood to gush and flow out of the
tent which had been pitched for him.144 The use of bloodied handprints to
mark walls in areas protected by martyrs is common in the Palestinian
Intifā

_
dah, as is the imagery of using body parts to spell out words, such as

human skulls piled to form the word “Ḥamās” or blood streaming from a
boy martyr forming the words “the Intifā

_
dah continues.”145 In his

recounting of the “Virtues of wounds received in the service of God,”
Ibn al-Na

_
h
_
hās relates different

_
hadı̄th reports in which the prophet

Muhammad praises “a drop of blood shed in the service of God.”146

Many
_
hadı̄th reports relate martyrs’ spilling of blood with the healthy

color and pleasant smell of martyrs on the Day of Resurrection.147

Islamic sources portray wounds received by the martyred bodies and
lost body parts as substitutes for the loss of territory and the damage
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otherwise received by the members of the community. Images from an al-
Qāʿidah website superimpose a photo of ʿAbd al-ʿAzı̄z b. ʿIsā the “Lion of
Islam,” over the outlines of Saudi Arabia, connecting his martyred body
with the land he died to protect.148 ʿAbdallāh b. ʿAbd al-Ra

_
hmān Ibn al-

Mubārak (d. 797) cites a report in which the earth is rubbed on the face of
a martyr with the claim that the “earth is his earth, the soil is his soil.”149

The lyrics from “The Call of Jihad,” recorded during the first Intifā
_
dah,

refers to the wounded land of Palestine, its blood flowing and covering the
land, causing “the garden of the revolutionaries” to grow to protect and
heal the land.150 The Kuwaiti martyr Abū Mu

_
sʿab ʿAbd al-ʿAzı̄z ʿAbd al-

Hādı̄ Dayhānı̄ makes explicit the connection between his martyred body
and his community. “I do not care if I get killed. I will not sit motionless
while my brothers are under attack every day . . . We should starve when
the nation starves. We should share its joys and sorrow, and we should
die with it and for it.”151 In his last will and testament, the Saudi suicide
bomber Abū Ans al-Tahāmı̄ al-Qa

_
h
_
tānı̄ makes a similar statement tying

the bodies of martyrs to the land.

Whoever looks at the condition of the Islamic nation will find it is torn
asunder and its cuts bleeding in every place. There is the wound of Palestine for
50 years; and there are wounds of Chechnya, Afghanistan, Kashmir, Indonesia,
Philippines, and Iraq. We are immersed in our wants and desires while the
sanctuaries are violated, the mosques demolished, and the holy books insulted.
I do not know how we are living inside ourselves; do these wounds pain us or do
we not care?152

Images of Yassir ʿArafat in Gaza City picture his body “composed of land
and trees, and balanced precariously on his arm is an orange map of
Israel, the West Bank, and Gaza Strip, signifying the long-cherished goal
of regaining ‘all of Palestine.’”153

H ̣adı̄th reports describe in detail the wounds suffered by early Muslim
martyrs, and the body parts they left on the field, marking the ground they
died to protect. In different accounts, ʿAbdallāh b. Ja

_
hsh offers his body

for the sake of Islam, willing to be killed, to have his body taken, his nose
and ear cut off, and his belly ripped open.154 In his exegesis of Q 33:23,
Ibn Kathı̄r relates the report, given on the authority of Anas b. Mālik, that
Saʿd b. Muʿādh commented that he could not obtain the status earned by
Anas b. al-Na

_
dir who sustained more than eighty wounds to his body,

from blows, piercings, and arrows, while defending the Muslim commu-
nity.155 In a report recounted by Ibn al-Mubārak, the prophet
Muhammad says that the best part of jihād is the one who wounds
himself and pours out his blood.156 Numerous accounts describe the
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wounds suffered by the body of Jaʿfar b. Abı̄ Tạ̄lib, who was martyred at
the battle of Muʾtah. According to Ibn Is

_
hāq and others, Jaʿfar dis-

mounted, hamstrung his horse, and picked up the banner dropped by
Zayd b. H ̣ārithah, taking it in his right hand until his right arm was cut
off, and then in his left hand until his left arm was cut off.157 In a report
given on the authority of Nāfiʿ b. al-Jubayr, Ibn ʿUmar claims that he
counted over fifty wounds in the martyred body of Jaʿfar.158 Ibn al-Athı̄r
adds that Jaʿfar was the first Muslim to sacrifice his horse in battle,
leaving its body amid his own dismembered corpse on the ground.159 In
the biography of Jaʿfar, Ibn Ḥajar cites a report that Ibn ʿUmar counted
ninety wounds from thrusts and arrows, none of them on his back.160

Ibn al-Na
_
h
_
hās lists a number of accounts in which still-living Muslims

are praised for having deposited extraneous pieces of their bodies on the
field while using their still-living bodies to absorb the blows threatening
their community. Muʿādh b. ʿAmr b. al-Jamū

_
h described his hand as

hanging by only the skin, and in another report he says that all of his
body was wounded, including his penis, at the battle of U

_
hud.161 There

are reports of Muslims continuing to fight after losing a foot, or after
being disemboweled at the battle of al-Qādisı̄yah.162

ʿIlbā [b. Ja
_
hsh al-ʿIjlı̄] struck the Persian with his sword and pierced his chest, but

the Persian struck ʿIlbāʾ with his sword and disemboweled him. Both fell to the
ground, the Persian dying immediately. As for ʿIlbāʾ, his bowels spilled out and he
could not get up; he attempted to put his bowels back but was unable to do it.
Then a Muslim passed by, and ʿIlbāʾ said: “So-and-so, help me with my belly.”
The Muslim put his bowels back, and ʿIlbāʾ held the slit skin of his belly together
and rushed toward the Persian lines, without turning his face to the Muslims. He
was killed thirty cubits forward, toward the Persian lines, from where he had been
struck.163

Ibn Hishām reports that ʿAmr al-H ̣ārithı̄ b. ʿAlqama took the Quraysh
standard from Huʾāb, a slave of the Banū Abū Tạl

_
ha who had continued

to hold the standard between his breast and throat after both his hands
were cut off.164 Dhahabı̄ relates that ʿAlı̄ b. Zayd b. Judʿān reported
blood springing from holes in the chest of al-Zubayr, and ʿUrwah b. al-
Zubayr related that his father was hit three times with a sword, twice at
Badr and once at Yarmūk, one of the blows making a hole in his neck into
which ʿUrwah could later insert his finger.165 H ̣adı̄th reports describe the
wounds of the prophet Muhammad, detailing his lost teeth and his loss of
blood that would not stop until Fā

_
timah treated the wounds with a

special mixture of burnt palm leaves.166
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Leaving Bodies in the Land

Numerous traditions attest to the notion that the bodies of martyrs do not
decay but remain where they are deposited, whether buried or not, as
evidence of the Muslims having advanced on that territory. According to
a report cited by Ibn al-Mubārak, Jābir b. ʿAbdallāh reported that the
martyred bodies from U

_
hud were still fresh when they were exposed

during the time of Muʿāwiyah.

Jābir b. ʿAbdallāh said: When Muʿāwiyah wanted to dig a canal he was told that
there was the body of someone killed, that is those killed at U

_
hud. We exhumed

the bodies and they were still fresh [ru
_
tāb-an]. I hit the finger of one of the men

with a shovel and blood squirted from it.167

In another report, Jābir b. ʿAbdallāh describes the body of his father who
was the first to be martyred at U

_
hud and buried. When his body was

exhumed six months later it was in the same condition as when it was
buried “except for a slight change near his ear.”168 Stories from the
Intifā

_
dah, such as accounts of tombs opened by legal ruling [fatwah]

allowing mothers to find their son’s bodies intact, are witness to the
widespread belief that the bodies of martyrs do not decay after burial.169

The H ̣anafı̄ jurist ʿAlı̄ b. Mu
_
hammad b. Abı̄ al-ʿIzz (d. 1390) states that

certain bodies remain intact and unchanged in the grave until the day of
resurrection just as the bodies of the prophets that make sacred the
ground in which they are buried.170 Shams al-Dı̄n al-Sakhāwı̄ (d. 1492)
likewise explains that the bodies of martyrs and scholars remain
unchanged after burial.171 According to a report cited by ʿAbdallāh
ʿAzzām, earth from the tomb of Saʿd b. Muʿādh was collected and found
to be like musk.172

Certain traditions emphasize that the bodies of martyrs are to be
consumed by the earth and the wild plants and animals that inhabit it.
Ibn Hishām relates that the prophet Muhammad wanted the mutilated
body of his uncle H ̣amzah b. ʿAbd al-Mu

_
t
_
talib to be left unburied so that

it would be consumed by wild animals.

I have been told that the Apostle went out seeking H ̣amzah and found him at
the bottom of the valley with his belly ripped open, his liver missing, and his
nose and ears cut off. Mu

_
hammad b. Jaʿfar b. al-Zubayr told me that when he

saw this the Apostle said: “Were it not that Sạfı̄yah would be miserable, and it
might become a custom after me, I would leave him as he is so that his body
would be resurrected from the bellies of beasts and the crops [

_
haw

_
salah] of

birds.”173
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According to other accounts, including exegesis of Q 3:138–142, the
body of H ̣amzah was mutilated by Hind bt. ʿUtbah, whose father had
been killed by H ̣amzah at the battle of Badr.174 It is reported that the
enemy mutilated all the bodies of the Muslims killed at U

_
hud except for

that of H ̣analah b. Abı̄ ʿĀmir.175 AbūQatādah boasted that he cut off the
hand of a pagan he had killed at the battle of H ̣unayn as proof that he
should receive the spoils of the killed man.176 Numerous sources report
that the body parts of enemies were both strewn on the ground or
deposited to mark territory after having been chewed upon by the victor.
The wife of the Meccan leader Abū Fusyān is reported to have chewed the
liver of H ̣amzah after his body was slit open.177 In other accounts what is
emphasized is the importance of having the dismembered body of one’s
enemy present at the day of judgment.178

The bodies of martyrs do not remain buried like ordinary bodies but
become part of the future world of the resurrection. In one case the
body of a martyr was expelled from the earth three times with a voice
claiming that the body would instead be resurrected from the bellies of
the beasts of prey and the craws of birds.179 Stories from the Intifā

_
dah

mention roses blossoming from and upon the bodies of martyrs, and in
other accounts martyrs pray to die in lush meadows at the feet of their
enemies.180 Ibn H ̣ajar reports that Makhshı̄ b. H ̣umayyir prayed to die
as a martyr in a place unknown to anyone.181 Ibn Abı̄ al-ʿIzz claims
that the bodies of prophets, which are compared to those of martyrs,
are “consumed” by the land instead of being taken by the enemy when
left unburied on the field of battle.182 ʿAbdallāh ʿAzzām refers to the
unity of the earth, sky, birds, and mountains as part of creation which
must be protected and to which our bodies return.183 Abū Hurayrah
reports that the martyred body of ʿĀsim b. Thābit, the grandfather of
ʿĀsim b. ʿUmar b. al-Kha

_
t
_
tāb, was protected by a cloud of wasps sent

by God.184

When ʿĀsim was slain Hudhayl wanted to take his head to sell it to Sulāfah bt.
Saʿd b. Shuhayd – when he killed her two sons at U

_
hud she vowed that when she

took possession of his head she would drink wine from his skull – but wasps
protected him. When the wasps came between it and them they said: “Leave him
alone until nightfall when they will leave him and we can take the skull.” But God
sent a flood in the wādı̄ and it carried ʿĀsim away.185

Other traditions, often related to the exegesis of Q 3:169–170, refer to
martyrs residing until the day of resurrection in the bellies and crops of
birds, or abiding in the lotus tree [sidrah al-muntahā].186
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Bodies and Shields and Weapons

Muslim legal texts adduce examples of Muslims using their bodies as
shields and weapons. Ibn Bābawayh states that those Muslims who die as
martyrs in jihād will enter paradise through a special gate, but those who
run away to save their bodies [al-firār min al-za

_
hf] will be punished.187

Expressing a similar notion of saving one’s body by running from jihād,
from a non-Shı̄ʿı̄ source, is al-Dhahabı̄.188 ʿAbdallāh ʿAzzām cites a
number of reports of the bodies of jihād fighters not affected by weapons.

Jalāl al-Dı̄n reports: I saw many of the Mujāhidı̄n with me going out into the battle
and I saw their clothing torn from bullets but not a single bullet entered into
their bodies.

Shaykh A
_
hmad said: My son went into battle and his clothes were torn but he had

not a single wound.

Secretary Na
_
srallāh Man

_
sūr said: On 1-4-82 a Mujāhid received ten bullets in his

head and fifteen bullets in his arm but he did not die.

I saw with my own eyes the place of a bullet on the ammo belt which Jalāl al-Dı̄n
H ̣aqqānı̄ was wearing on his chest but it did not enter his chest.189

ʿAzzām reports the same regarding bombs as well as bullets.

Jalāl al-Dı̄n H ̣aqqānı̄ reported: I stepped on a bomb and it exploded under my feet
but it did not injure me at all.

Arslān reported: I stepped twice on a shell and it did not injure me.190

Like the incorruptible buried bodies of martyrs, the living bodies of
would-be martyrs appear to be immune to normal harm. ʿAzzām cites
another report in which a light shines all night from the martyred body of
ʿAbd al-Ghufūr b. Dı̄n Mu

_
hammad before lifting to the sky for three

minutes and then descending upon the assembled Mujāhidı̄n.191

In his modern compendium of legal positions relating to martyrdom,
Nawwāf al-Takrūrı̄ refers to the example of Abū Tạl

_
hah as establishing a

precedent for using one’s body as a human shield [wa
_
daʿa nafsa-hu turs-

an] to protect the prophet Muhammad at the battle of U
_
hud.192 Qays

b. Abı̄ H ̣āzim reports that he “saw the hand of Abū Tạl
_
hah detached and

still clutching onto the Prophet on the day of U
_
hud.”193 In this account,

Abū Tạl
_
hah offers his life for the life of the prophet Muhammad. “Abū

Tạl
_
hah: ‘Let my father and mother be sacrificed for you. Do not raise your

head lest an arrow of the enemy should hit you. My neck rather than your
neck.’”194 Ibn Hishām reports that Abū Dujānah made his body a shield,
allowing numerous arrows to stick into his back as he leaned over the
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prophet Muhammad. As another example of using one’s body to protect
a leader of the community, Dogu Ergil mentions some twenty-two
members of the PKK in Turkish prisons who set themselves on fire to
protest the extradition of Ocalan from Italy to Turkey.195 In his interview
with al-Sạ

_
hab Media in 2007, Ayman al-Zạwāhirı̄ refers to a compen-

dium by Abū Ya
_
hyā al-Lı̄bı̄ in which the use of one’s body as a human

shield [tatarrus] is defined as a type of martyrdom.196

Using one’s body like an offensive weapon is also discussed in Islamic
legal texts. A number of Jihadist websites refer to the legal opinions of Ibn
Taymı̄yah and the precedents he cites in support of using one’s body to
“plunge into the ranks of the enemy.”197 Ibn al-Na

_
h
_
hās lists a number of

examples of rushing [inghimās] into the ranks of a larger enemy,198

including Abū Ayyūb,199 Anas b. al-Na
_
dir at U

_
hud,200 and unnamed

Muslims who rushed single-handedly into the ranks of the enemy.201

Abū Dharr reports that the prophet Muhammad said that God loves the
man who goes out from his ranks alone, meets the enemy, and receives
their blows on his chest until he is victorious or is killed.202 Ibn al-Na

_
h
_
hās

and others cite the example of David versus Goliath in Q 2;:249–251, and
the Muslim victory over Rustam at al-Qādisı̄yah in which the Muslims
fought against an enemy that outnumbered them more than ten-to-
one.203 Sheikh A

_
hmad Yāsı̄n makes explicit the need to use one’s body

against a more powerful enemy. “Once we have warplanes and missiles,
then we can think of changing our means of legitimate self-defense. But
right now, we can only tackle the fire with our bare hands and sacrifice
ourselves.”204 In his interview with Prospect Magazine, the British
Pakistani Hassan Butt defends the use of one’s body as a means of striking
fear into the enemy.

There is a speech by the Prophet in which he says: Allah gave me five things. One
of them was the power to strike fear, to strike terror into the heart of the enemy
from a mile’s distance, and this was a reference to a battle he had commenced. The
way the warriors had prepared themselves was so terrifying that the enemy didn’t
even turn up to the battle. Besides that, in the Koran the word ir

_
hāb is the root

word for terror in Islam, and ir
_
hābiyūn is the word for terrorist. Allah mentions

the word in the Koran many times – the one who strikes terror into their hearts is
an ir

_
hābiyūn. If I could have that title Islamically then I would be more than happy

to take it and be proud of it. But unfortunately, I haven’t reached that level yet.205

The title of “terrorist” [ir
_
hābı̄] is here defined by the use of the martyr’s

body not only as a weapon but as a representation of the threat posed to
the encroaching enemy forces, and an inspiration to the Muslim forces.
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Rushing into Enemy Ranks

Ibn al-Na
_
h
_
hās and others, including modern Jihadist discourse, refer to

Abū Ayyūb’s citation of Q 2:195 and burial behind enemy lines as
precedent for sacrificing oneself against an overpowering enemy force.
Ibn Kathı̄r narrates an account of Abū Ayyūb’s actions during the raid
against Constantinople, taken from a number of

_
hadı̄th collections on the

authority of Aslam Abı̄ ʿImrān.

Aslam Abı̄ ʿImrān: We were in Constantinople. Over the Egyptians was ʿUqbah
b. ʿĀmir and over the Syrians was a man named Yazı̄d b. Fa

_
dālah b. ʿUbayd.

A great column of Romans came out of the city and we formed against them.
A man from the Muslims rushed out against the Romans, entering into their ranks
and then coming out again to us. The people yelled: “By God, he [the man] has
cast himself to destruction by his own hand.!” Abū Ayyūb said: “People, you
interpret this verse [2:195] incorrectly for it was revealed concerning a group of
the An

_
sār.”206

In another account, Abū Ayyūb’s interpretation of this verse is given.

Abū Ayyūb said: We know better the interpretation of this verse. It was revealed
concerning us, our companionship with the Apostle of God, our vow with him,
our helping of him. When Islam appeared and spread, a group of the An

_
sār

gathered secretly and we said: God will honor us with the companionship of his
Prophet, and will give him victory so that Islam spreads, its people multiply, and
we will have preferred him over our families, our belongings, and our children.
Then we will put down the heavy load of war and return to our families and
children and settle with them. Concerning us was revealed: “Spend your family
maintenance in the service of God and do not meet destruction by your own
hands” [Q 2:195]. The destruction is in settling with the family and belongings
and leaving jihād behind.207

The report ends by stating that Abū Ayyūb did not return to his family
and his belongings but continued in jihād until he was buried in
Constantinople.208 Abū Bakr Ibn al-ʿArabı̄ cites a Mālikı̄ position that
there is no harm in a person rushing against an overwhelming enemy
when he has strength and his intention is to serve God.209 In his exegesis
of Q 2:195, Mu

_
hammad b. A

_
hmad al-Qur

_
tubı̄ (d. 1273) refers to the

opinion of the Ḥanafı̄ jurist Mu
_
hammad al-Shaybānı̄ (d. 805) that a single

person can rush against even 1,000 enemies as long as he can expect to
inflict some damage on the enemy or encourage the Muslims to attack.210

This understanding of Q 2:195 is not unlike the concept applied to the
identification of “living martyrs” referring to individuals who have dedi-
cated themselves to sacrificing their bodies but are still alive. H ̣amās
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martyrs stage mock burials and pre-funerals in which the body of a living
martyr is interred into an empty grave or locked in a dark chamber.211 An
account of a “living martyr” is given by Palestinians.

According to West Bank legend, he [living martyr] would live in one of the many
limestone caves that dot the countryside. People would bring him food and water.
Everyone would speak his name. Cards would be printed with his picture on them,
his face surrounded by guns and roses, to be given to friends, relatives, and fellow
activists, or sold on the street to admirers as memorials and souvenirs.212

In other cases, Palestinian martyrs would be issued a “certificate of self-
sacrifice” designating their status as a martyr while still living.213

Captured “suicide bombers” are described as “half-martyrs” because
they are already considered dead although they are still living.214 In
Lebanon, H ̣izballāh members wear a burial shroud [kafen] lining their
uniforms to signify their status as the living dead.215 The digging and use
of caves, by Jihadist groups in Afghanistan for example, can also be
understood as the preparation of tombs pre-made to ensconce the bodies
of the martyrs in marking protected territory. At the battle of Yamāmah,
Salı̄m the freed slave of Abū Hudhayfah is said to have dug a trench for
himself as a tomb and stood in it fighting and carrying the banner until he
was killed.216

Martyrdom Is Not Suicide

It is important to note that martyrdom is not equated with suicide, but
must be linked with establishment or protection of territory and commu-
nity.217 Numerous

_
hadı̄th reports refer to the prophet Muhammad’s

condemnation of people killing themselves intentionally, especially when
it is related to relieving suffering from wounds received in battle.218 Nor
are women and children supposed to be killed in combat although female
martyrs in Palestine, Iraq, and Chechnya are not uncommon.219 As
illustrated by the examples of the prophet Muhammad, al-Zubayr, and
Muʿādh b. ʿAmr, being wounded and surviving to continue fighting is
preferable to being killed. H ̣amās leader Shaykh Yāsı̄n was known as the
“miracle shaykh” because he remained alive against all odds, and Yassir
ʿArafat and others were described by some Palestinians as immortal
because of their ability to escape death.220

Every time, he managed just to walk away from the scene of death – the bullet-
pocked buildings, the smoking remains of a fallen plane – unscathed and looking
younger than ever. Resurrection is, of course, a contagious phenomenon, and with
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his return to Gaza, many said that Arafat was soon going to announce that his
former deputy Khalil al-Wazir, best known by his nom de guerre “Abu-Jihad,”
had survived his 1988 assassination by Mossad agents in Tunis.221

This seems to be distinct from being willing to die rather than renounce
one’s faith, considered to be a form of martyrdom as exemplified by the
death of Bilāl b. Rabā

_
h, who was exposed to the sun in armor until his

skin peeled off and then was dragged through the streets with a rope
around his neck.222 Other martyrs such as those mentioned in connection
with the A

_
s
_
hāb al-Ukhdūd from Q 85, and Sufis such as ʿAbdallāh b. Abı̄

Bakr ʿAyn al-Qu
_
dāt (d. 1126) and Shihāb al-Dı̄n al-Suhrawardı̄ (d. 1234)

exemplified giving one’s life for one’s faith. The body of Sufi al-H ̣usayn
b. Man

_
sūr al-H ̣allāj (d. 922) was lashed 600 times, had both feet and one

hand amputated, was put on a stake, decapitated, and then burned.223

Other exegeses of Q 2:195, such as that of al-Harrāsı̄, emphasize that
martyrdom entails renouncing one’s family and wealth for the service of
God.224 Abū Bakr Ibn al-ʿArabı̄ states that the verse does refer to the
necessity of participating in jihād, the conditions of which are elaborated
elsewhere, but does not specifically address the issue of whether or not it is
permissible, encouraged, or required for Muslims to rush into the ranks of
an overwhelming enemy force.225 Abū Bakr al-Ja

_
s
_
sā
_
s (d. 981) says that

the verse is to be interpreted to mean that Muslims must lead all of their
lives in the service of God, renouncing even food and drink.226 Mu

_
sʿab

b. ʿUmayr is reported to have renounced his body, after becoming a
Muslim, to the extent that he had to be carried around by other people
because of his emaciation.227 Abū Ḥāmid al-Ghazālı̄ connects death in
battle to renunciation of this world.

The most perfect of delights is that which is the lot of martyrs who are slain in the
way of God. When they advance into battle they cut themselves off from any
concern with the attachments of the world in their yearning to meet God, happy to
be killed for the sake of obtaining his pleasure.228

Nawwāf al-Takrūrı̄ states that renouncing this world is part of the justifi-
cation for being willing to die as a martyr,229 and an undated Egyptian
periodical dedicated to “Ikhlāq al-jihād” claims that the covenant of
martyrs to sacrifice their lives can only be made by “those who do not
love this temporary, worthless life.”230 The video “Takbı̄r al-ʿĪd” released
by the Jaysh Ahl al-Sunnah wa al-Jamāʿah in Iraq shows alternating
images of Muslim leaders “enjoying themselves in lavish palaces and
comfortable settings” while the “holy fighters are donning modest clothes
and fighting in desolate towns and villages.”231
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Offering one’s body in the service of God is joining a new model of life.
A grafitto written after the death of Khālid Abū-Tạ̄riq in Palestine con-
nects his martyrdom with leaving his family.

Although three bullets had lodged in his pure body, he dragged himself from the
house on top of which he was standing and went to his mother and said to her:
“Mother, I have been martyred. I witness that there is only one God and
Muhammad is the Messenger of God.”232

In his final testament, the Saudi Abū Hārith ʿAbd al-Ra
_
hmān al-Dūsrı̄

explains the relationship between his sacrifice and his family.

To my mother, father, wife and brothers . . . I did not leave you to punish you, but
instead to heed God’s call to jihad. How can I live happily knowing that this
country is being violated, usurped and raped, and that the infidels are storming
our homes and sanctuaries and violating our religion? If we do not meet again on
this earth, we shall meet in heaven.233

The jihād becomes the family just as the wounds to the martyrs’ bodies
substitute for incursions into the land. Palestinian slogans express the
martyrs’ identification with Fata

_
h.

“Fatah is my mother, and the machine-gun is my father.”

“I forgot my name, I forgot my address, I came to you, mother of all, and carved
my name on my machine gun, Fatah-man, revolutionary, fidaʾi, Palestinian.”234

The Saudi Abū Muʿāwiyah al-Shamālı̄ asked for the hand of Fā
_
timah in

marriage, offering bombs as her dowry,235 and al-Zarqāwı̄ referred to
Baghdad as his “mother” and “sister,” a “girl as pure as snow, who is
crying, her chastity violated by a dog and a pack of wolves.”236 Abū
ʿUmayr al-Sūrı̄ gave up his life as an electrical engineer in Morocco
despite his wife’s pregnancy, and on the day he bombed the UN
Headquarters building in Baghdad, his bomb-laden car became his
“new wife” to which he was now married.237

Ritual Repetition of the Prophet Muhammad’s Sacrifice

Abū Ayyūb al-An
_
sārı̄ is well-known not only for the use of his martyred

body in marking territory but also for his dedication to the prophet
Muhammad and active participation in battles fought in defense of the
early Muslim community. That his martyrdom and burial in an enemy
capital was the aim of his service to the prophet Muhammad is mentioned
in the biographical notices about his life.238 The example of Abū Ayyūb
illustrates the close relationship between the disposal of martyred bodies
and the marking of territory in early Islamic sources. This relationship has
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been noted by other scholars, such as Michael Lecker in his analysis of
how the scattering of martyred body parts and the burial of martyred
corpses can be seen as a means for delineating the boundaries of the early
and postcolonial Islamic state.239

Muslim sources do refer to martyrdom as a means “to recapture the
homeland and rid the area of what it perceives as a foreign occupation,”
but it is a mistake to overlook that the goal, and the means to accomplish
this goal are ritual acts.240 In an al-Qāʿidah video of the “Baghdad Badr
Raid” against the Palestine Hotel in Baghdad, the martyr says: We will
“regain the life of honor once more” and “we shall redraw for Islam a
map, its borders are honor, might, and triumph.”241 The British Pakistani
Hassan Butt explains that the reason for martyrdom is not tactical.

The motivation is the pleasure of Allah, first and foremost. Allah says in the Koran
“We have sent you,” – the Muslims – “the best nation in the world, to mankind.”
But there are conditions attached to that because you must enjoy [sic] goodness
and forbid evil. As long as Muslims do this, they will see themselves as the best
nation. And the reason why the majority of Muslims feel this inspiration is
because we understand that Islam is by its nature beautiful; it is not a backward,
medieval-type way of life as a lot of westerners believe . . . All human rights are
based on Islam, to ensure peace and security in the world.242

A video from Iraq claims that “with the sharp weapon of truth we will
liberate the lands of the free and bring back to purity to the land of
Jerusalem after the humiliation and shame.”243 Numerous images pub-
lished on Jihadist websites show the symbolism of martyrdom: the image
of a “martyr” [shahādah] flag stabbed into the center of Italy and Rome
to signify establishing the Islamic caliphate over Rome,244 or Bin Laden
superimposed over the map of Saudi Arabia, holding the Kaʿbah in his
hands for its protection.245

It is the symbolic character of the martyrs’ actions and their remains
upon which significance and meaning is focused. The burial of Abū
Ayyūb’s body under the walls of Constantinople did not lessen the
strength of the Roman forces or give the Muslims a tactical advantage.
Indeed, advancing into the enemy ranks in order to bury a body would
seem not to be a sound military tactic, nor would a single man rushing
into the ranks of a thousand-strong enemy. The legal definition of such
acts as martyrdom is not military strategy but religious ritual, symbolic
actions practiced in imitation of the prophet Muhammad for the purpose
of signifying an ideology underlying the establishment and preservation of
Islamic civilization. A manual of martyrs in the Intifā

_
dah from 2000 to

2007 details the martyrs, types of weapons used, targets, number killed
and injured, and a brief description of the incident.246 The list memorializes
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symbolic actions since the martyrdom operations, despite their frequency,
have not cleared the land of an occupying enemy force [al-kiyān al-

_
sihyūnı̄]

or created better conditions for the Palestinian community living there.247

A report from late 2008 states that the Shabāb group in Somalia ransacked
the graves of other Islamist scholars who had been buried in the town of
Kismaayo controlled by the Shabāb.248 Likewise, the history of martyrdom
among the sectarian Imāmı̄ Shı̄ʿah is not the story of conquest and victory
but is remembered as symbolic of select individuals whose sacrifice consti-
tutes a conceptual rather than material social order.249

Martyrs are symbols of the “elect” of the Muslim community who
sacrifice themselves for the sake of that community. Abū Ayyūb’s status as
a martyr has as much to do with his life as with the disposal of his body.250

In his Kitāb al-futū
_
h, Abū Mu

_
hammad A

_
hmad Ibn al-Aʿtham (d. ca. 925)

says that Abū Ayyūb was renowned for his fighting, and Ibn ʿAsākir
mentions that he fought with the prophet Muhammad at Badr, ʿAqabah,
U
_
hud, and Khandaq.251 Ibn al-Athı̄r mentions the battles at ʿAqabah,

Badr, and U
_
hud, and includes Abū Ayyūb as one of the “Seventy” who

pledged allegiance to the prophet Muhammad at ʿAqabah.252 According to
a tradition preserved by al-Bukhārı̄, Abū Ayyūb was one of five people who
participated in the collection of the Quran before the death of the prophet
Muhammad, and the commentaries on Q 2:195 regard Abū Ayyūb as the
leader of the Medinan An

_
sār.253 Other martyrs are likewise regarded as

having a special place within the Muslim community. Abū Tạ̄lib al-Makkı̄
(d. 996) and al-Ghazālı̄ both explain that martyrs intercede, as prophets
do, on behalf of their families and others within the Muslim community on
the Day of Judgment.254 Jihadist Salafı̄s in Iraq claim to constitute a “saved
denomination” [al-firqah al-najı̄yah] or the “victorious group” [al-

_
tāʾifah

al-man
_
sūrah].255 In the “Markers of the Victorious Sect in the Land of the

Two Rivers,” Abū Fa
_
dl al-Irāqı̄ and Abū Islām al-An

_
sārı̄ claim they are true

Muslims because they engage in continuous jihād until the end of time.256

Numerous
_
hadı̄th reports cite the prophet Muhammad as saying that

martyrs like to leave paradise and return to the world in order to be
martyred over and over again.257

conclusions

These examples highlight the recurrent connection between the giving of
bodies, the establishment of territorial boundaries, and the social order
that inhabits them. The focus in these examples is not upon tactics per se
but upon offering one’s body to initiate and perpetuate a different social
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order. In part, this is evinced by the ritual nature of the acts, often having
little or no apparent material impact on the opposing forces.258 Osama
bin Laden compares contemporary martyrdom operations with the ideal-
ized battles of early Islam – “Badr of Palestine, Badr of Iraq, Badr of
Afghanistan, Badr of Chechnya, and all the other fields of jihad” –

signifying the meaning of the acts he encourages.259 In part, the connec-
tion with territory is demonstrated by the clear symbolism of martyred
bodies founding, or attempting to found, particular locations as outposts
of civilization in the face of an overwhelming status quo of the old and
competing social order. Ibn al-Na

_
h
_
hās cites Abū al-H ̣assan al-Dāraqu

_
tnı̄’s

(d. 995) reports that the prophet Muhammad prayed over the tombs of
fallen martyrs in different cities throughout the Middle East.

Ibn ʿUmar: The prophet Muhammad prayed over a grave and he was asked:
“Apostle of God, whose grave is this?”He said: “A grave in the land of the enemy,
and it is called ʿAsqalān. People from my community, which God sent as 70,000
martyrs, conquered it. The man intercedes like Rabı̄ʿah and Mu

_
dar, for all a

bridegroom. The bridegroom of paradise is ʿAsqalān.”260

Ibn al-Na
_
h
_
hās proceeds to list the virtues of the other cities taken by

martyrs: ʿAsqalān, Alexandria, Damı̄yā
_
t, ʿAkko, Sidon, Beirut, Anfah,

Triopli, Antioch, Taursus, Qazwı̄n, and even al-Andalus.261 Each city
was to become like a new “land” that provided for the practice of Islam
inaugurated with the body of the martyr interred there.262

That the symbolic demarcation of territory, and defense of the social
order to be based in that location, is integral to the Islamic concept of
martyrdom is expressed in the stated goals of the martyr. A would-be
Palestinian martyr explains the symbolism of his future act.

At the moment of executing my mission, it will not be purely to kill Israelis. The
killing is not my ultimate goal . . . My act will carry a message beyond to those
responsible and the world at large that the ugliest thing for a human being is to be
forced to live without freedom.263

The act of performing martyrdom is a ritual, not only practiced in accord-
ance with earlier models of martyrdom but bound by certain procedures
and rules that ensure the symbolic character of the action. Ḥadı̄th reports
provide precedents for all Muslims to give their bodies as martyrs for the
defense of territory, property, and their families.264 Tying martyrdom to
defending territory refers to the meaning of the act, not its consequence.
The examples in

_
hadı̄th reports do not provide useful guidelines to accom-

plish material ends, but rather examples to be imitated in using one’s own
body to communicate messages of social and political significance.
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Among the actions supposed to be performed by the 9/11 hijackers the
night before their martyrdom were removal of body hair, recitation of the
Quran, and prayer. Other simple actions, such as getting dressed, are
prescribed to be practiced following the example of the prophet
Muhammad and his followers.

Tightly fasten your clothing for this is the practice of the righteous Salaf, God’s
blessings upon them, for they used to fasten their clothing upon themselves before
battle. Then tightly fasten your shoes and wear a sock that holds firmly onto the
foot so that it does not come out of it. All of these are the causes we are
commanded to take and consider for God is the beneficent guardian.265

Arguably, some of the stipulated procedures in the so-called 9/11 hijacker
letter, such as inspecting one’s weapon, have practical purposes, but the
aim of the rules is to generate ritual actions rather than to address consider-
ations of material, tactical effect. According to a

_
hadı̄th report preserved by

A
_
hmad b. Ḥanbal, a prerequisite for martyrdom is the requirement of

intention [nı̄yah], just as is the case with the other obligatory rituals.
Most jurists require jihād as an obligatory duty and Ibā

_
dı̄ jurists consider

it a sixth pillar along with the statement of faith, prayer, fasting, almsgiv-
ing, and the Ḥajj to Mecca. In his collection of

_
hadı̄th reports, al-Tirmidhı̄

relates that the virtues of jihād include fasting, providing sustenance to
one’s family, and serving others.266 Ibn Ḥanbal preserves

_
hadı̄th reports

that list other works equal to martyrdom in fulfilling jihād, indicating that
jihād was not exclusively military combat.267

Nor was martyrdom only defined as dying in combat. Suyū
_
tı̄ states that

martyrs include women who die in childbirth, people who die of illness or
the plague, someone eaten by wild animals or killed by the venom of an
animal bite, and people who die from drowning.268 Ibn al-Mubārak
relates a report in which the prophet Muhammad lists six types of martyrs
who are equal to the person killed in battle, including people who die of
illness, drown, die from plague, in a building collapse, in fire, and a
woman who dies in childbirth.269 Another report includes a person who
falls from a mountain.270 The lists of martyrs also include those who died
en route to do battle, such as people thrown from their mount while going
to fight, and those who died while guarding the borders, or in accidents
related to military service.271 The noncombat-related deaths are unnat-
ural deaths which, like the combat-related deaths, run counter to the
safety and well-being of the community. The sometimes stated reward
for the martyr of entering paradise likewise directs attention away from
the social, real-world impact of a given martyrdom.272 It is said that
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martyrs will be forgiven their sins, freed from the punishment of the
grave, protected from a painful death, able to intercede on behalf of
others on the day of judgment, and given entrance into the highest
paradise.273 Other traditions promise that the martyr will be received
without delay into paradise alongside prophets and saints.274

A martyr’s hope of immediate resurrection not only invalidates the idea
that their bodies remain as unchanging markers of earthly territory, but
also replaces the actual impact of the martyrdom operation, its potential
benefits to the security and maintenance of Islamic civilization, with the
personal benefits accrued by the individual martyr.

Not unlike the pre-Islamic burial of camels alongside warriors to
indicate their role in securing territory and bringing prosperity to the
society that marks their death, the deposit of Muslim martyr’s bodies is
a reminder of their assistance to the community [ummah] and for their
own eternal reward. Just as the prophets will be resurrected around the
Kaʿbah in Mecca on the day of resurrection, so too will martyrs be raised
with the proof of their service: their bloodied clothing, scarred and
scattered bodies, and the corpses or limbs of the enemies they defeated
with their act of martyrdom. The prophet Muhammad substituted for his
living body the camels he and his followers had captured as loot from
enemies of Islam, and “suicide bombers” are raised at the end of time
surrounded by those they took with them just as the animal sacrificed by
pilgrims on the H ̣ajj will stand beside them on the Day of Judgment
identified by the garlands around their necks and bodies scarred from
ritual markings.275
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_
hı̄
_
h, 3:208; Muslim, Sạ
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_
hı̄
_
h, 15:41 (273,

274, 275, 276); al-Tirmidhı̄, Jāmiʿ al-
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Bulūgh al-marām min adillat al-a
_
hkām, 6:5 (44).

50 See Ibn H ̣ajar, Bulūgh al-marām min adillat al-a
_
hkām, 6:5 (40).
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_
sa
_
hı̄
_
h, 9:49 (878).

53 See al-Tirmidhı̄, Jāmiʿ al-
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_
hı̄
_
h, 6:68 (26).
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88 See al-Tạbarı̄, Taʾrı̄kh al-rusul wa al-mulūk, 1:163; al-Yaʿqūbı̄, Taʾrı̄kh, 4.
89 See E. A. Wallis Budge, The Book of the Cave of Treasures (London, 1927).
90 A

_
hmad b. H ̣anbal, Musnad, 1:367; and see al-Tạbarānı̄, Muʿjam al-kabı̄r,
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tafā ʿAbd al-Qdir ʿA

_
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111 For an extended version of this concept, see my Mecca and Eden, 75–78.
112 Ibn al-Athı̄r, Usd al-ghābah fı̄ maʿrifat al-
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117 See Ibn Man

_
zūr, Mukhta

_
sar taʾrı̄kh Dimashq li-Ibn ʿAsākir, 7:341.
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hās, Mashāriʿ al-ashwāq ilā ma

_
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1:368–369 (575).
132 Cited in Ibn al-Na

_
h
_
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sāriʿ al-ʿushshāq, 1:387 (629).

137 Cited in Ibn al-Na
_
h
_
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_
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105, 106; Abū Dāʾūd, Sunan, 15:40; al-Tirmidhı̄, al-Jāmiʿ al-
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Ra

_
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ʿalā al-
_
habı̄b al-shafı̄ʿ, ed. Bashı̄r Mu

_
hammad ʿAyūn (Damascus, 1987), 243,

cited in Kohlberg, “Medieval Muslim Views on Martyrdom,” 16.
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cited in Ansari, “Abū Ayyūb al-An

_
sārı̄,” 1:557.

253 See al-Bukhārı̄, al-Taʾrı̄kh al-
_
saghı̄r (Beirut, 1986), 1:66, cited in Ansari,

“Abū Ayyūb al-An
_
sārı̄,” 1:557.

254 See al-Makkı̄, Qūt al-qulūb, 1:139; al-Ghazālı̄, I
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Conclusions

Sacrifice and Nostalgia for the Origins of Religion

According to official Iraqi news media outlets, Saddam Hussein commis-
sioned the production of a Quran written in his own blood on the
occasion of his sixtieth birthday to thank God for protecting him through
the “conspiracies and dangers” he faced during his political career.1

Saddam’s “Blood Quran” shares elements with other sacrificial rituals.
Buddhist monks offer their skin as “paper” and their blood as “ink” for
the production of sutras in imitation of the Buddha who offered his own
body [rupa-kaya] along with his teaching [dharma-kaya] and discipline
[sangha-kaya] to establish the world. The prophet Muhammad gave
away his body and the camels (he and his followers had acquired through
the loss of life and limb in combat) along with the textual “corpus” of his
model words and actions [sunnah] to found the Dār al-Islām. In the
ancient Near East, the king conquered and controlled territory necessary
for the protection and continued prosperity of his people. He was respon-
sible for building and maintaining temples for the gods, places at which
the spoils of conquest and proceeds of the land were distributed to society
through the ritual of sacrifice.

Yet the gift of Saddam’s body did not institute a ritual practice for
millions of pilgrims and billions of Muslims around the world every year.
The Blood Quran is not an offering designed to feed, clothe, and provide
shelter and security to the Iraqi people. Although by all accounts the
actual text of the Blood Quran is accurate and conforms to the rules
stipulated by Islamic law for its appearance (including that the copyist
was a highly trained calligrapher), the book is unusable even as a regular
Quran [mu

_
s
_
haf al-Qurʾān].2 Nor is the mosque in which it was displayed

a place for distributing the blessings and rewards of protecting and
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nurturing one’s community.3 By some estimates, the building of the
mosque – housing a pool shaped in the outline of the Arab world with
a giant (25 feet in width) representation of Saddam’s thumbprint and
signature – cost $7.5 million, in a country where the average family at the
time lived on $10–15 a month.4 The Blood Quran was not a “sacrifice”
but a failed sacred object become relic.

By way of conclusion, the following pages offer some extended
thoughts on several still unanswered questions raised by this study:
Why did the prophet Muhammad distribute pieces of his own body in
addition to the 100 camels? How does an examination of the prophet
Muhammad’s camel sacrifice affect a more generic conception and defin-
ition of “sacrifice” in the contemporary study of religion? Is it a coinci-
dence that both William Robertson Smith and Muslim scholarship locate
the origins of religion in a camel sacrifice?

combat and self-sacrifice

Muslim sources claim that the prophet Muhammad offered to his follow-
ers his own detached or dead body parts alongside the camels he sacri-
ficed, and that the camels themselves were considered a substitute for his
whole, living body. Such an understanding of the sacrifice is not uncom-
mon among other cultures which ascribe their mythic beginning to the
dismemberment of a primordial being.

Asoka’s establishment of Buddhist civilization through distribution of
the Buddha’s physical body buried under stupas, the enshrinement of the
dharma-body and providing for the sangha-body with the construction of
monasteries parallels the ancient Indian notion of Prajapati’s body being
dismembered to create the world.5 The Vedic fire altar itself is constructed
in five layers corresponding to the five bodily layers of Prajapati (marrow,
bone, flesh, skin, hair), and the sacrifice performed commemorates the
cosmic dismemberment that gave rise to Vedic society.6 Zoroastrian
Yashts (19.30–39) relate how the royal “glory” [khvarneh] of the first
Iranian king Yima was divided to make the three primary social classes:
king, warriors, and others.7 Some scholars have interpreted Yama as a
first-king figure, related etymologically to the Iranian Yima and the Latin
Remus, comparing the offering of his body in death, as described in Rg
Veda 10.13, with the sacrifice of the primal man in Rg Veda 10.90.8

In Chinese accounts of state officials offering their bodies for the
protection of society, special structures are erected at the site of the acts,
and in other cases the natural disaster that required the sacrifice had itself
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been caused by desecration of a shrine.9 Chinese emperors also associated
themselves with the figure of Laotzu from whose primordial body the
world was structured, and who is responsible for placing the first soci-
eties, of three men and six women, on each of the nine continents.10

Buddha was a royal figure, as was Yima a primordial king, and it was
Remus, the elder twin, whose body was sacrificed for the founding of
Rome.11 There are numerous accounts of Chinese emperors and state
officials exposing their bodies to the sun and elements, and preparing to
burn themselves alive in order to save society from a drought or plague.12

The king in the ancient Near East was identified with fertility: his body, its
adornments, and the symbols he carried representing the tree and water of
life from which society received its sustenance.13 In ancient Egypt the
pharaoh was deified as a personification of the Nile, the sun, the animals,
and the earth itself, which provided the means for society to exist.14

Daniel 4:7–9 describes Nebuchadnezzar as a great tree from the flesh of
which all creatures feed, and Ovid’s Metamorphoses (4.655–662)
describes how Atlas is made into a mountain.15 King Kodros of Athens
sacrificed himself by plunging into the thick of battle when an oracle
proclaimed that the Peloponnesians would be victorious as long as
Kodros was living.16 The Hawaiian king is supposed to sacrifice a human
victim as a substitute for his own body, which is the source of the natural
and social order of Hawaiian society.17 In his description of the Zalmoxis
cult among the Getae of the Black Sea, Herodotus (4.94–96) explains how
the messenger representing the people is sacrificed for the welfare and
fertility of the people.18

The body of the primordial being or first king serves as a “gift” that
both protects and maintains society as well as representing it,19 just as
martyred Muslim bodies demarcate the territorial spread of Islam,
marking the extent of the Dār al-Islām by recalling its origins. But the
“self-sacrifice” of martyrdom can also be a form of combat. Not unlike
how the prophet Muhammad sacrifices camels captured from military
raids, so-called suicide bombers offer the bodies of their victims along
with their own bodies. Rather than offering his own body, the king in the
mythology of the ancient Near East dismembers the captured body of his
vanquished foe to establish temples and cities, and provide for the welfare
of society.

In the Enuma Elish, Ea establishes his temple on the remains of the
body of Apsu (1:71–77), and Marduk, the first king, uses the body of
Tiamat to construct the earth in which the city of Babylon and its central
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temple of Esagila is erected (6:60–64).20 Humanity itself, sprung from the
blood of the defeated Kingu, is created to inhabit Babylon and perform
the rituals of the gods at their temple dwellings there. The Enuma Elish
recalls the origins of Babylon as the first city and center of the world, and
it was perhaps composed by priests at a time when the city’s political
standing had been lost to competing city-states.21 A neo-Babylonian
account of the purification of the temple of Nabu at Borsippa describes
Marduk’s damming of the sea to create dry land, his making and laying of
bricks, his building of the city, and his building of the dwelling for the
gods.22 Here the creation of the earth for bricks and plants for reed-
frames used to build the temple of Nabu parallels the use of Tiamat’s
body parts in the Enuma Elish to construct the heavens and terrestrial
space in which to erect the shrine of Esagila in Babylon. The world-
constructing acts of Marduk are background for the political claim of
Babylon as the origins of civilization and the proper social order.

Ugaritic texts describe how the origins of the seasonal cycle of fertility,
narrated as a conflict among the gods, is linked to the establishment of the
sanctuary of Zaphon [Sapān]. Not unlike the building of Babylon from
Tiamat, Baʿal’s dismemberment of Yamm [Sea] results in the erection of
Zaphon as a capital, which is followed by Baʿal’s setting of territorial
boundaries through the conquest of cities.23 In other accounts, Baʿal
defeats Nahar [River], the serpent [tnn], twisted serpent [btn ʿqltn], and
Litān the fugitive serpent [ltn btn br

_
h], which are all connected to Yamm’s

personification of the sea.24 This demarcation of territory is linked to the
genesis of agriculture when Baʿal is resurrected from the underworld and
Mot [death] is turned into cultivated grain.25 The body of Mot is cleaved,
winnowed, burned, ground by millstones, and planted in the ground.26 In
his account of the combat, Philo of Byblos directly links Baʿal’s sacrifice
with the defeat of Yamm.27 Indo-European cattle-raiding myths, exempli-
fied in the stories of warrior figures such Heracles, Thor, and Beowulf,
can be seen a vestige of this link between dismemberment through combat
and the expectation of fertility through the seasonal agricultural cycle.28

In a similar fashion Yahweh’s creation of the natural world is inextric-
ably linked to his role as king who defeats the primordial sea monster and
provides for the welfare of society.29 A number of Psalms, perhaps written
during the time of the establishment of the capital at Jerusalem and the
building of the temple there under the early Israelite kings, connect
Yahweh’s victory in combat over a primordial monster with his kingship
and creation of the world.
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Ps 74:12–17
God, my king from the first,
author of saving acts throughout the earth,
by your power you split the sea [yam] in two,
and smashed the heads of the monsters on the waters.
You crushed Leviathan’s heads,
leaving him for wild animals to eat,
you opened the spring, the torrent,
you dried up inexhaustible rivers.
You are master of day and night,
you instituted light and sun,
you fixed the boundaries of the world,
you created summer and winter.

Ps 89:9–12
Yahweh, God of Sabaoth, who is like you?
mighty Yahweh, clothed in your faithfulness
You control the pride of the oceans
when its waves ride high, you calm them;
you split Rahab into two like a carcass
and scattered your enemies with your mighty arm.
The heavens are yours and the earth is yours,
you founded the world and all it holds,
you created north and south;
Tabor and Hermon hail your name with joy.

Just as Baʿal is attributed with defeat of different waters, other Psalms,
such as Psalm 29, 93, and 104 define Yahweh’s kingship as proved by his
reign over the rivers and seas.30 Yahweh’s defeat of the primordial
monsters of the waters was part of the commemoration of his kingship
in the Israelite’s harvest festival just as Marduk’s defeat of Tiamat was
recalled as part of the Babylonian Akı̄tu festival.31 Yahweh’s defeat of the
Leviathan in Isaiah 27:1 is probably a reference to Israel’s future defeat of
Egypt.32

That day, Yahweh will punish,
with his hard sword, massive and strong,
Leviathan the fleeing serpent,
Leviathan the twisting serpent,
he will kill the sea-dragon.

Other passages in which Yahweh defeats primordial monsters may refer
to the Assyrians and the other nations surrounding Israel, showing a
connection between Israel’s political claims and the myth of Yahweh’s
originating sacrifice.33
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Building or rededicating the temple is tied to a primordial battle in
which the chaotic forces of nature are tamed and harnessed by the
warrior-king, his act of dismembering the captured and slain enemy
representing the state’s provisioning of its people. Later sacrifices of
animals hunted from the wild, raided from the enemy, or even domesti-
cated and raised on captured and protected lands, substantiate the prim-
ordial link between the securing of territory and the prosperity of society.
The temple, house of the gods where the animals are sacrificed and from
which the meat, skins, and coverings are distributed to society, stands as
the central symbol of this link, the entrepôt between nature and civiliza-
tion. The ongoing expansion of the state and increasing prosperity is
marked by the warrior-king’s sacrifice that recalls the original combat
that founded the world.

The sacrifice not only remembers creation but foreshadows and
quickens the eschaton. God’s defeat of the primordial dragon and his
creation of a new world is a common motif in apocalyptic texts. The
biblical account of Yahweh’s defeat of the Leviathan is understood as
referring to an event at the end of time, not unlike the earlier Ugaritic
version of Baʿal’s defeat of the “twisting serpent” Leviathan and
Michael’s defeat of the seven-headed dragon in Revelation 12.34 In the
New Testament the primordial monster is identified with Satan but the
defeat of the dragon is clearly linked to the absence of the sea in the new
world that is established with the dragon’s defeat.35 Muslim martyrdom
operations are portrayed as taking place against the Dajjāl and his
minions, and the suffering of the Palestinian people is understood as the
“birth-pangs” of the coming of the messiah and the end of the world.36

The epic battle of Sịffı̄n at which, in some accounts, 70,000 people are
reported to have died, is understood as a sign of the apocalypse from old
Jewish lore.37 Shı̄ʿı̄ Imāms are considered to have been martyrs, and upon
their bodies the last Imām the Mahdı̄ al-Qāʾim culminates this line of
martyrdom that results in the establishment of justice and equality
throughout the conquered territory of the world.38 The Mahdı̄ al-
Qāʾim, joined by the 313 A

_
s
_
hāb al-Qāʾim (equal to the number of

Muslims at the battle of Badr), will wield the primordial sword Dhū al-
Faqār to defeat the Dajjāl and initiate the final age and worldwide
civilization.39

The camel sacrifice of the prophet Muhammad seems to combine
elements both of the creation-combat myths of the ancient Near East
and the cosmogonic Indo-European myths of self-sacrifice. Muslim
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sources describe his final camel sacrifice in terms familiar to the display of
a military prowess which allows for a generosity of abundance. Camels
were sacrificed and buried along with their tack beside warriors and their
weapons at Mleiha and elsewhere throughout the Arabian peninsula.
Camels and women were acquired as trophies through raids by the
prophet Muhammad and those of his followers against rival religious
groups and pre-Islamic “pagan” sanctuaries. The symbolic capture of the
animal to be sacrificed signified by wounding [ishʿarah] and garlanding
[taqallad] it, the run [ifā

_
dah] between mountains and standing [wuqūf] at

their bases with the animal, and slaughter of the animal at Minā were
already, in pre-Islamic times, ritualized versions of hunts. Athletic-like
competitions displaying mastery over certain animals, and generosity in
offerings to the gods, could be seen to take the place of actual inter-tribal
warfare and raids.

In pre-Islamic and early Islamic times, the large numbers of camels
sacrificed at funerals, like that of ʿAmr b. al-ʿĀ

_
s, served to demonstrate

how the life of the deceased provided for the well-being of society left
behind. The “hundred camels” at the end of the prophet Muhammad’s
valedictory Ḥajj are clearly intended as a substitute for his own body.
This accompanies the actual dismemberment of the prophet
Muhammad’s own body through the distribution of his hair and nails,
the already dead or “removed” body parts of his soon to be dead body.
Hair cutting and offerings, alongside animal sacrifices, are commonly
associated with funerals in ancient Arabia and the wider Near East. The
prophet Muhammad’s farewell speech, regardless of its specific content, is
both a funeral oration for himself and the old age of ignorance [jāhilı̄yah]
and an inaugural address for the new age of Islam.

what is sacrifice?

To call something a “sacrifice” out of context is almost without meaning.
The term is ubiquitous as part of an expression of giving up something
dear, usually for the sake of the greater good. In this sense, the act of
sacrificing something reveals what is considered to be “dear” and some
sense of what is considered to be the “greater good” for the individual or
group performing the sacrifice. To talk about a camel sacrifice cannot
help but conjure Arabs and Arabia, and maybe Islam, because to “sacri-
fice” a camel implies that the animal is somehow precious or essential to
those “giving it up” for something greater. But it is not enough to apply
the generic use of the term to understand the camel sacrifice of the prophet
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Muhammad at the conclusion of his farewell pilgrimage. Or perhaps it is
sufficient to define any specific instance of sacrifice in the history
of religion.

Theories of “sacrifice” in the modern study of religion tend to concen-
trate almost exclusively on the killing of an animal victim, often focusing
on the meaning of the animal to those who sacrifice it, the significance of
how it is killed, and the social function of eating (or not eating) it. René
Girard interprets religion, and sacrifice in particular, as that which allows
us to pretend that we control what would, without religion, be the fear of
uncontrolled killing or death. The communal killing of a “scapegoat” is
reenacted and ritually repeated to perpetuate the cathartic effects of the
original act of violence.40 Julia Kristeva points out that the horror experi-
enced in the ritualized violence of sacrifice enables us to break down or
merge the division between the object (other) and the subject (self ), to
indulge in abjection without being absorbed by it. The abject experience
of violence and fear is made palpable and even useful by its dramatiza-
tion, its being made into a symbol of something else.41

Others think that the invention of religion, centered around the
practice of killing animals in the place of other humans, is how we
regulate and sublimate other primal urges such as sex and eating. For
Sigmund Freud, the ceremonial killing and eating of certain animals
substitutes for and satisfies sexual desires with otherwise fratricidal
results. For Adolf Jensen, the veneration of a primordial murder (the
hacking to pieces, distribution, and burial of the body parts of the
“Dema deity”) is what allowed for the beginnings of human society in
the Neolithic age.42 Walter Burkert says that, by ritualizing violence,
both in the hunting of prey and in the slaughter of domesticated
animals, religion heightens the experience of fear and guilt that comes
from killing.43 Religion is thus how we redirect human nature and
needs in ways that enable us to cooperate and accomplish feats not
possible without group numbers, planning, coordination, and a
common purpose.

What each of these theories seems to have in common is their insistence
that religion removes us somehow from our earlier, original state. It is
what accounts for why we and the things around us are the way they are
now as opposed to how they used to be, when we lived like animals
without the guiding myths and rituals of religion. Each of these perspec-
tives, or perhaps a synthesis of them all taken together, might provide
some conceptual clarity on why sacrifice seen as a form of ritualized
violence is so popular among students of religion and as a practice: It is
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a means for displaying how what we call “religion” accounts for the state
of our existence.44

But what if “sacrifice” is not primarily or originally about violence?
For William Robertson Smith the violent death of the camel was merely a
secondary consequence of the communal meal of the living flesh. The
same is the case for Durkheim. Muslim sources portray the prophet
Muhammad’s camel sacrifice as a kind of communal meal with the
distribution of the camel meat which he shared along with the broth,
skins, and coverings to his followers. These provisions come at the
conclusion of a speech inaugurating a new civilization, and his followers
thus equipped assume responsibility for leadership of the community
following the prophet Muhammad’s death just shortly after the sacrifice
takes place. Muslim jurisprudence stipulates that pilgrims offering a
“sacrifice” at the conclusion of their H ̣ajj can slaughter an animal and
distribute its meat, but can instead purchase food, or abstain from eating –
indicating that the principal function of the ritual is feeding.

Robertson Smith argues that consuming the body of the camel is a
symbolic act representing the god personifying the group identity of those
participating in the meal of its flesh and blood. The kangaroo, according
to Durkheim, was a living animal representation of the totem that was
considered emblematic by the initiated men who consumed its meat and
thus took on the group identity of their totem. Insofar as the idealized
collective image society has of itself can be considered its “god,” the
feeding of society’s members replaces the burning of food for the distant
deity. The Islamic sacrifice makes this plain, as does Robertson Smith’s
interpretation of the St. Nilus camel sacrifice. No part of the animal is
burned or wasted on the symbolism of propitiating the gods in the hope of
future blessings.45 In this sense, these two camel sacrifices are “practical”
in that they provide society directly with its provisions: food and (in the
case of the prophet Muhammad’s sacrifice) shelter, clothing, and the wide
variety of beneficial items made from the camel’s bodies.

In his densely argued and detailed study of ancient Indian sacrifice,
J. C. Heesterman breaks “sacrifice” into three phases – killing, destruc-
tion, and distribution as food – further distinguishing the disposition of
the victim’s body from both its death and its meat being eaten.46 In his
defense of “sacrifice” as a useful analytical term, Valerio Valeri divides
the activity into the four stages of induction, taking of life, renunciation,
and consumption, but maintains that sacrifice is essentially the “ritual
taking of some life.”47 Scholars seeing sacrifice primarily as a mode of
exchange pay more attention to how the animal or the object to be
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destroyed is acquired, and others have elaborated on the dispersal and
disposal of the animal after it is killed.

More recently, Kathryn McClymond, comparing ancient Israelite and
Vedic examples, argues for a “polythetic” definition of sacrifice that takes
a more inclusive view of what constitutes “sacrifice” as an overall ritual.48

Her polythetic approach maintains that no single action, such as killing,
can be taken by itself to define sacrifice but rather the interactions among
a series of seven interrelated elements. These elements include: (1) selec-
tion of an item to be sacrificed; (2) association of the item with a particu-
lar deity; (3) identification of the offering with the one who benefits from
the sacrifice; (4) intentional killing (of the animal, although McClymond
insists that vegetal and liquid offerings count as sacrificial items); (5)
heating of the item such as with a fire to prepare it to be eaten or fully
consumed in the fire; (6) division of the item into portions and their
distribution; (7) consumption or eating of the item sacrificed.

Several of these elements can be applied to the final camel sacrifice of
the prophet Muhammad. In the first element (1), McClymond does not
distinguish between the designation of the item and its acquisition,
although in the case of the prophet Muhammad, camels acquired through
raids and as booty are only designated to be sacrificed as a separate
action. A given camel is designated when blood is drawn by piercing its
hump [ishʿarah] and garlanding its neck, but there is no indication in

_
hadı̄th reports or Muslim jurisprudence that invoking the name of God
[tasmı̄yah] at the time the animal is selected was practiced by the prophet
Muhammad or is required. In the case of the prophet Muhammad’s camel
sacrifice, the detail is not given, but from other cases it is known that
McClymond’s second element (2) occurs at the time of the animal’s
slaughter (4).

McClymond’s third element (3), identifying the item to be sacrificed
with the one who will benefit from it, is more problematic for the case of
the prophet Muhammad. The prophet Muhammad is reported to have
offered sacrifices on behalf of his wives, on behalf of the whole commu-
nity, and gave animals to his followers to sacrifice. His sacrifice of the 100
camels is interpreted to be a substitute for his own body, and the proceeds
of the sacrifice are distributed to all of his followers gathered at the event
and in later generations farther removed. His sacrifice is said to have
provided a model for future Muslims to perform the Ḥajj correctly, and is
supposed to have inaugurated the new age of Islam. Distinctions must be
made among (a) the agent offering the sacrifice, (b) the beneficiary on
whose behalf or for whose benefit it is offered (acknowledging that the
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agent can be the beneficiary, and that the agent and the beneficiary can
both be beneficiaries, separately or, in the case that the agent is already a
member of the larger group that benefits from the sacrifice, together), and
(c) the recipient of the sacrifice (which could include the deity in whose
name the sacrifice was made or to whom it is offered in addition to those,
potentially both the agent and beneficiary, who receive the proceeds of the
sacrifice such as its meat, skins, tack, etc.).

It should also be noted that Muslim jurisprudence does not provide a
specific action or mechanism for announcing or fixing the “patron” of the
sacrifice in the sense that it is “for” someone or some group of people.
Muslim jurisprudence does acknowledge that a sacrifice can be performed
on behalf of another person, and that the person who begins the process
by designating an animal as a sacrifice is responsible to carry out the
remaining steps through to the animal’s death and distribution of its meat.
Another important distinction is that, as defined by Muslim jurispru-
dence, once the animal has been “marked” for sacrifice – a process that
can only end in the animal’s meat being offered as food, at least in part, to
someone other than the person who marked the animal for sacrifice – it
has essentially been “sacrificed” even before it is killed or distributed.

McClymond’s fourth element (4), the intentional killing of the animal,
applies to the prophet Muhammad, and perhaps also ʿAlı̄ b. Abı̄ Tạ̄lib,
slaughtering the 100 camels. But elements (5), (6), and (7) are problem-
atic. The camels are apportioned (6) before they are cooked (5), and the
distributed camel skins and coverings, along with the hair of the prophet
Muhammad, were never intended to be cooked. There is no “sacrificial
fire”; nor does the distribution of the prophet Muhammad’s hair (and
nails) require that the rest of his body be dead unless the camels’ carcasses
substitute for it. In some reports, the prophet Muhammad and ʿAlı̄ eat
together a broth that includes a piece from each of the 100 camels,
indicating that the consumption (7) took place at the same time as the
killing (4), distribution (6), and cooking (5). But it is not clear that anyone
else present took part in the eating, or that any or all of the meat
distributed from the camels was cooked (5) or consumed (7) until later
in a different location. Indeed, Muslim jurisprudence stipulates that the
meat should be donated to the poor, perhaps salted and preserved, or
frozen and flown thousands of miles away, to be cooked and eaten at an
unspecified date and location.

If elements (6) and (7) are part of the sacrifice, then the time frame of
the ritual could extend for months, years, or even indefinitely, and the
location of the ritual can be global in its extent.49 The same can be said
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regarding the acquisition (1) of the item to be sacrificed. If ʿAlı̄ acquired
some of the camels sacrificed from his raids in Yemen months earlier, and
the prophet Muhammad brought camels he acquired from earlier raids in
other parts of the Arabian peninsula, then does the sacrificial ritual
commence in those places and times? Note also that between elements
(3) and (4) Muslim descriptions of the H ̣ajj sacrifice would need to add
both what might be called the “transport” of the item to be sacrificed, and
any rituals performed with the item or with it being present before the
process reaches the killing phase (4): the driving of the animal to Mecca,
and the ritual standing and running between mountains. It is pertinent to
ask: Is the camel sacrifice (and later H ̣ajj sacrifices based on its example) a
part of the H ̣ajj or is the H ̣ajj a part of the sacrifice? Drawing on the
example of the prophet Muhammad at al-H ̣udaybı̄yah, Muslim scholars
claim that the purpose of the Ḥajj is to perform a sacrifice. Would the
circumambulation of the Kaʿbah, or the shaving and paring of the nails
immediately after the slaughter at Minā all be part of a larger ritual of
sacrifice? Is the slaughter of an animal elsewhere by other Muslims, for
the “a

_
d
_
hā” sacrifice, at a location outside of the immediate geography of

the H ̣ajj but coinciding with it temporally, to be considered part of a
sacrifice that takes place during the H ̣ajj?

Some of these questions might be answered by taking a different, more
“holistic” approach, from the opposite direction: (a) starting not with the
generic concept “sacrifice” but with elements specific to the camel sacri-
fice of the prophet Muhammad, (b) comparing these elements with similar
lists of elements specific to other sacrificial rituals, and (c) through this
comparison attempting to identify commonalities and, thus, general char-
acteristics of a group of “sacrifices” (plural) with a view toward a generic
conception of “sacrifice” (singular). A brief and nonexhaustive list of
“variables” that would characterize the camel sacrifice of the prophet
Muhammad might include some of the following six groups of attributes:

(1) The immediate context of the sacrifice: (a) This was the only time
the prophet Muhammad performed the H ̣ajj, (b) and this type of
sacrifice; (c) the sacrifice was performed after he gave a speech
inaugurating a new age (of Islam), (d) shortly before his death.

(2) The location: (a) It took place at Minā, (b) in a valley between the
foot of two mountains, (c) a place to which the animals were
driven from ʿArafāt after a series of ritual standings and runs, (d)
to the place where Abraham offered an animal in the place of his
son, and (d) before him Abel offered an animal sacrifice.
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(3) The details of the slaughter: (a) It was 100 camels, (b) some of
which may have been slaughtered by ʿAlı̄ b. Abı̄ Tạ̄lib; (c) the meat,
skins, and coverings of which were distributed to all those present,
(d) along with the prophet Muhammad’s hair and perhaps finger-
nails and toenails, (e) the cutting and paring of which are required
to be done after the sacrifice is performed.

(4) The animals sacrificed: (a) Camels acquired by the prophet
Muhammad, and (b) some number by ʿAlı̄ b. Abı̄ Tạ̄lib (c) from
a raid on a pagan temple in Yemen; (d) the camels were marked
with their own blood from a ritually inflicted wound on their hump
and were garlanded with leather sandals; (e) wergild and (f ) bride
price is calculated and paid in camels; and (g) in the past, 100
camels were sacrificed to redeem the prophet Muhammad’s father
from being sacrificed.

(5) Other instances of sacrifice in pre-Islamic Arabia and the life of the
prophet Muhammad: (a) Camels were in pre-Islamic times buried
alongside warriors and their weapons; (b) sacrifices were made at
special occasions such as springtime first-fruit sacrifices or were
used at fairs in the summer; (c) like other pagans in pre-Islamic
Arabia, the prophet Muhammad made sacrifices to fertility god-
desses and to storm gods residing on mountains; and (d) he sacri-
ficed different kinds of animals at different times in his life (one or
two sheep and rams, goats given to others for sacrifice, cows for
wives, and camels at al-H ̣udaybı̄yah).

(6) The significance of sacrifice in the “sectarian milieu” of the late
antique and medieval Middle East – a much larger and broader list
of attributes: (a) The camel is impure and prohibited from being
eaten in the Bible and Jewish law; (b) the death and resurrection of
Jesus is supposed to have ended the need for all future animal
sacrifices, and, (c) according to Muslim scholars Jews no longer
perform sacrifices because their temple was destroyed when they
disobeyed God and killed the last Israelite prophet Jesus.

It is difficult to determine if (and which of ) these “variables” might be
applicable to a more general conception of sacrifice without correlating
them to other specific instances of “sacrifice” from other contexts.
A comparison between the camel sacrifice of the prophet Muhammad
and the ancient Hawaiian “sacrifice” that accompanies the annual luakini
temple ritual highlights the following commonalities and discrepancies.50
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Common to both the Hawaiian sacrifice and the prophet
Muhammad’s camel sacrifice are: (a) accounts of the rituals are idealized
not first-hand observations; (b) communal meals are eaten (although it is
not certain that anyone other than the prophet Muhammad and ʿAlı̄
b. Abı̄ Tạ̄lib ate the camels at the time they were slaughtered); (c) purifi-
cation rites precede the sacrifice; (d) ritual processions to the place of
sacrifice (there may also have been a type of “pilgrimage” to the temple
site in ancient Hawaii); (e) chanting of particular phrases; (f ) rituals
symbolizing conquest of territory; (g) the victims are captured from
enemies; and (h) mountains are associated with the dwelling place
of deities.

Unlike the prophet Muhammad’s camel sacrifice, the Hawaiian sacri-
fice features (a) a human victim (b) that is not eaten; (c) preparation of a
cult object from the ritual felling of a sacred tree; (d) priests and a class
system play a significant role in the sacrifice, and (e) the burning of
“fragrant substances” at the temple site.

Possible equivalences between the two sacrifices include: (a) The
Hawaiian sacrifice centers on the renovation or rebuilding of the luakini
temple, and the prophet Muhammad’s camel sacrifice is connected to his
purification of the Kaʿbah nearby in Mecca; (b) The Hawaiian sacrifice is
performed by the king, and the camel sacrifice is performed by the
prophet Muhammad (with the possible exception that ʿAlı̄ b. Abı̄ Tạ̄lib
may have slaughtered some of the camels and been responsible for dis-
tributing the meat, skins, and coverings); (c) Bones and hair from the
Hawaiian victim are given to certain people such as the king to wear or
adorn items he uses, and the camels and hair (and nails) of the prophet
Muhammad are distributed to all his followers present; (d) The Hawaiian
altar is in the temple, and the prophet Muhammad designates all of
Minā, the roads to Mecca, and possibly Mecca itself as an “altar” or
place of sacrifice.

As a second point of comparison with the prophet Muhammad’s camel
sacrifice, take for example one particular instance of a reindeer sacrifice
[myr] among the eastern Khanty of Surgut region in the Khanty-Mansi
Autonomous Okrug in Central Russia in March 1994.51

In both the reindeer sacrifice and the prophet Muhammad’s camel
sacrifice: (a) participants travel as a group to the place of the sacrifice;
(b) athletic-like feats are part of the rituals; (c) men and women are
separated; (d) the animals sacrificed are identified with the specific fam-
ilies and individuals who donated them; (e) bowing, circling, and prayers
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that involve touching one’s forehead to the ground accompany the ritual;
(f ) the animals have clothes or garlands hung around their necks; (g)
circumambulation of a sacred location is part of the ritual; (h) the meat of
the animals is distributed in relatively equal portions; and (j) successful
performance of the sacrifice results in special merit for those participating.

Distinct from the camel sacrifice of the prophet Muhammad, the
Khanty sacrifice (a) is reported as observed by outside scholars for whom
the occurrence is of anthropological interest; (b) the location of the ritual
varies, although most occurrences of the ritual take place in the same
general vicinity; (c) money and merchandise is offered on an altar; and
(d) the ritual includes drumming and singing after ingesting wild
toadstool hallucinogens.

Possible equivalences between the prophet Muhammad’s camel sacrifice
and the Khanty sacrifice include: (a) sticks with notches indicating the
number of days until the reindeer ritual is to be performed are delivered
to potential participants as an invitation, and the Ḥajj is performed in
response to the call made by Abraham as recorded in Q 22:27; (b) the
location of the reindeer ritual is communicated in a dream, and the location
of Abraham’s sacrifice is revealed by God or an angel; (c) the Khanty ritual
involves throwing meat and blood at a metal “black man” erected for the
occasion, and the Ḥajj includes throwing stones at pillars representing
Satan; (d) the meat from the slaughtered reindeer is cooked, transported,
and given to others, and the prophet Muhammad distributes the meat,
skins, and coverings of the camels to his followers; (e) certain parts of the
reindeer (jawbone, cuts of meat) are set aside for specific individuals, and in
some accounts the prophet Muhammad shared with ʿAlı̄ b. Abı̄ Tạ̄lib alone
a special broth made with pieces of all 100 camels; and (f ) Khanty men
circumambulate the sacred tree, and Muslims circumambulate the Kaʿbah.

It is possible, from these three examples alone, to make some tentative
generalizations about “sacrifice.” All three, of course, involve killing, and
all three include a communal meal, although in the Hawaiian ritual the
human slaughtered is not eaten whereas the camels and the reindeer are
eaten. All three involve ritual processions to the site, group rituals at the
site involving the chanting of certain phrases, and in all three, particular
parts of the victim are reserved for certain people.

In a few cases, only two of the three examples share a variable that
seems to be a significant part of the sacrifice. In the Hawaiian and Islamic
examples, the victim offered is captured, as a prisoner of war or in a raid
on an enemy tribe. In the Khanty and Islamic examples, the victim

344 Animal Sacrifice and the Origins of Islam



represents the family or individual who donates it. Also, both the Khanty
and Islamic rituals include throwing things (meat and blood, rocks) at a
representation (iron black man, pillars) as a ritual to ward off evil. In both
the Hawaiian and Khanty examples, but apparently not in the prophet
Muhammad’s sacrifice, special inedible pieces (bones, skins) of the victim
are saved to be worn by specific individuals as a type of decoration or
trophy insignia.

This approach to defining “sacrifice” is a little like (a) taking every
recipe that is identified as making a “cake” (e.g., German chocolate cake,
cheesecake, birthday cake, angel food cake), (b) listing the ingredients of
each recipe, (c) determining what ingredients are present in all examples
of “cake,” and (d) concluding that these common ingredients constitute
what are necessary or constant elements in any definition of “cake” as a
category. To be useful, the category would need to differ sufficiently from
other similar items, such as “bread” or “pie” as categories. Perhaps if the
relative amounts of the ingredients in each recipe were added (e.g., 1:1
ratio of flour to sugar, 84:1 ratio of flour to salt, 42: 1 ratio of flour to
vanilla in a German chocolate cake) versus (e.g., 3.5:1 ratio of flour to
water, 168:1 ratio of flour to salt, 105:1 ratio of flour to sugar in wheat
bread) and (5:1 ratio of flour to sugar in apple pie), the difference would
be more evident. Certainly “bread” has the lowest ratio of sugar to flour,
then “cake” (not counting the frosting), followed by “pie” (not counting
the crust). But what would it tell us about “sacrifice” in general to know
that many or most examples of it include the killing and eating of an
animal? And is that sufficient to distinguish “sacrifice” from “hunting” or
from the nonritual “slaughtering” of an animal for food?

“Sacrifice” is not a descriptive, but rather an analytical term. We do
not merely observe sacrifice. Rather, we label things we find as being
“sacrifice” because they correspond to our preconceived notions of what
fits the category, and because our definition of the category in certain
ways allows us to make arguments about even more abstract and generic
categories like “ritual” and “religion” as they apply to what we know and
want others to know.

nostalgia and the origins of religion

Perhaps it is no mere coincidence that both William Robertson Smith and
Muslim scholarship recover the origins of religion through the lens of a
camel sacrifice.
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There is nothing to suggest, in Islamic sources or elsewhere, that
Abraham offered camels, or that he drove a sacrificial animal into
Mecca and then from ʿArafāt to al-Muzdalifah and to Minā where it
was slaughtered. The animal he is supposed to have slaughtered in the
place of his son was, by some accounts, a wild ram that came down from
the top of the nearby mountain. Perhaps echoing Genesis 22:14,
Q 37:107 does not make explicit even that Abraham was commanded
by God to sacrifice the animal, nor does it mention an animal at all, only
that “he” (the son from being killed, Abraham from having to sacrifice his
son?) was redeemed by a “great sacrifice” [bi-dhib

_
h-in ʿazı̄m-in]. Much of

the classical Arabic references to Abraham being in the vicinity of pre-
Islamic Mecca associate him with the Kaʿbah. And there is no biblical or
pre-Islamic exegetical precedent for Abraham performing what seem to be
pagan hunting rituals in the mountains and hills outside Mecca, nor is
there any pre-Islamic reference to Abraham in Arabia.

Muslim jurists, defining the Islamic H ̣ajj on the basis of
_
hadı̄th reports

of the prophet Muhammad’s final H ̣ajj, combine what they claimed to
have been two separate sets of rituals: a pre-Islamic “

_
hajj” during the

festival of the Dhū al-Majāz market in the valley near ʿArafāt and al-
Muzdalifah during the first ten days of Dhū al-H ̣ijjah, and a pre-Islamic
“ʿumrah” focused on the Kaʿbah and its immediate precincts during the
springtime month of Rajab. By combining the two sets of rituals, Muslim
jurists not only incorporate into Islam the “pagan” rituals of the pre-
Islamic

_
hajj, providing them with a biblical pedigree by assigning their

origins to Abraham, but they also substantiate the Arab character of the
original, pre-Mosaic biblical religion.

Muslim scholars, living hundreds of years after the prophet
Muhammad, in urban centers far removed from Mecca, describe a
romanticized Arabia on the eve of Islam coinciding with the idolatry
of ancient Israel and the corruption of the religion by the clerical
hierarchy of the temple. Frequent references in the Quran, confirmed
by exegetical

_
hadı̄th reports, attesting to the correspondence between

the rejection of Muhammad’s prophetic message by the Jews and the
disobedience of the ancient Israelites in the face of multiple prophetic
warnings, further confirmed the reality of an idolatrous pre-Islamic
Arabia ready for the return of Islam. It is a vision of Arabia that allows
for Islam to claim to recover the original religion of Abraham preserved
only among the traditions and practices of the Arabs, its true origins
having been misunderstood by pagans and misappropriated by Jews
and Christians.
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The true meaning and practice of sacrifice in particular was rescued by
the prophet Muhammad from its contaminated state under the control of
the pre-Islamic pagan priestly classes. Unlike Christianity, which effect-
ively dismissed and simply discontinued the reality of animal sacrifice,
Islam revived it. But Islam did not restore the animal sacrifice of the
Jerusalem cult. Rather, Islam brought back the original meaning of sacri-
fice as it was practiced by Abraham: an opportunity to offer oneself for
the benefit of the community. In Genesis 21:33 Abraham “plants a tree”
[vay-yi

_
taʿ eshel] and invokes a name of God as he had done when making

sacrifices at Shechem (Gen 12:6) and Hebron (Gen 13:18). Each of his
“sacrifice sites” not only marked the land for Yahweh but offered to the
local pagan nations the opportunity to follow the true religion and
worship the true God who created the world. Jewish exegesis claims that
Abraham established a sanctuary at Hebron to which he called the local
pagan inhabitants to the worship of the true God, andMuslim sources say
he established a mosque. Muslim exegesis of Q 14:35–41, Q 2:125–129,
Q 22:26–27, and Q 3:96–97 narrates how Abraham likewise invokes the
name of God and builds the Kaʿbah in Mecca after making his sacrifice at
Minā. Not unlike Jesus’ offering of himself to form the Church through its
members, the prophet Muhammad gives his own body (whether the
proceeds from the spoils of overcoming opponents of Islam, his lived life
recorded in

_
hadı̄th reports, or by removing and distributing pieces of his

actual body) to establish the Muslim community [ummah].
This sort of quest for a lost original religion, and a nostalgia for a past

that never existed inspired William Robertson Smith to visit Mecca in the
early spring months of 1880, just seven years before he would deliver his
famous “Lectures on the Religion of the Semites” featuring the camel
sacrifice of St. Nilus. He was traveling from Jeddah to al-Tạ̄ʾif as part of a
larger tour of the H ̣ijāz. Robertson Smith had received special written
permission from the Emir and Sharı̄f of Mecca, the Hāshemite Ḥusayn
b. Mu

_
hammad, uncle of the famous H ̣usayn b. ʿAlı̄ who launched the

Arab revolt against the Ottomans with the promise of British support
in 1916.

The visit to Mecca was part of Robertson Smith’s second trip to the
Middle East. In late 1878 he had traveled to Alexandria and Cairo,
making his way up the Nile in February 1879 and then to Palestine in
the spring. In late 1879 he again traveled to Cairo, and from there to the
Arabian peninsula via Jeddah in early 1880. Both trips were during the
time when his lectureship in Hebrew at the Aberdeen Free Church College
had been revoked while eight separate counts of heresy were being
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brought against him. Although after three years he was acquitted of all
charges, including the final one over his views regarding the date and
authorship of Deuteronomy, he was still dismissed from his position at
the Aberdeen Free Church College and instead took up a position as a
reader in Arabic at Cambridge University, where he was later offered a
professorship in Arabic at Christ’s College.

In his letters from the trip through the H ̣ijāz, Robertson Smith makes a
number of comments identifying the realia of what he observes in con-
temporary Arab life with his romanticized vision of pre-priestly Israel. He
compares flocks and shepherdesses he sees to women and children tending
flocks in the Bible: Rachel, Zipporah, and David. At another time, he
compares the lance of his bedouin guard, “erected beside his bivouac,” to
the spear of Saul set outside his tent in 1 Samuel 26:5–24.52 At the time,
Robertson Smith was already entertaining the idea that the Israel for
which he was searching, the one lost to the priestly redaction of the
Bible, was to be found in the pre-Islamic practices of the Arabs. In his
article on “Animal Worship and Animal Tribes among the Arabs and in
the Old Testament,” published in 1880, Robertson Smith argued that the
existence of totemism among the Arabs demonstrated that references to
animal names in the Bible were evidence of an earlier pre-biblical Israel
based on a spiritualism not encumbered by the ritual sacrifices of the
priests.53 Traveling through his imaginary Arabia, Robertson Smith
experienced first-hand the “primitive and unchanging character of
nomadic life” displayed by the modern-day bedouin.54 He believed that
Islam itself allowed for this because the prophet Muhammad had allowed
so much of pre-Islamic Arab paganism into his new religion.55

Robertson Smith’s travels in Arabia caught the attention of other
European scholars, among them Julius Wellhausen, then a professor of
theology at the University of Greifswald. He had already published a first
edition of his Geschichte Israels (in 1878), the second edition of which
(entitled Prolegomena zur Geschichte Israels) would appear in 1883
shortly after his Muhammed in Medina, a translation and study of al-
Wāqidı̄’s Kitāb al-maghāzı̄ in German.56 In a letter dated July 1881,
Wellhausen writes to Robertson Smith regarding his articles in the
Scotsman about his travels in Arabia, copies of which Wellhausen had
received the year before from Robertson Smith.

I have now studied the account of your travels in the Hidjaz in the way it deserves,
having read it only superficially and incompletely around Easter 1880. I have
learnt much from it which is important to me at the moment. It is only your
description of the Wadi Djiʿrana that has enabled me to visualize the return of
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Muhammad after the battle of Hunayn. I only wished the surroundings of Mecca
and especially of Medina would be covered in other places also by travellers like
you. That Burton is just silly, insufferable.57

Like Robertson Smith, Wellhausen came to the study of Arabic and Islam
after his views on the Bible had come into conflict with his position
teaching theology. Unlike Robertson Smith, who insisted on publicly
defending his views and may have been surprised when his coreligionists
did not recognize how the critical study of the Bible could help revitalize
Old Testament theology, Wellhausen himself resigned his position
because he feared his interest in the “scientific treatment of the Bible”
would undermine the faith of his students preparing to be ordained as
Lutheran ministers.58

Both Wellhausen and Robertson Smith discovered in “Arabic pagan-
ism” and its vestiges in Islam a living representation of a pre-Mosaic
biblical religion of the type promulgated by the Israelite prophets.
Wellhausen moved away from theology toward Islam as politics, an idea
he found in the prophet Muhammad’s “foundation of the state by means
of Islam in Medina,” a view of Islam later taken to extremes by the next
generation of Nazi German scholarship.59 Robertson Smith moved in the
other direction: the more he investigated and learned from the Arabic
sources, the better able he was to reconstruct the history of religion, from
which he sought to construct theology. Robertson Smith learned from the
classical Arabic accounts of paganism in pre-Islamic Arabic, something he
saw with his own eyes on the ground during his visit in the Ḥijāz, evidence
with which to uncover the history behind the Old Testament.
Wellhausen’s “source-critical” approach to the Bible gave Robertson
Smith the means to separate out different strata of biblical text. Pre-
Islamic Arabia and its traces in Islam gave Robertson Smith the material
he needed to reconstruct the lost and hidden history of ancient Israel,
something literary criticism could only hint at but not provide.60

Christianity, for Robertson Smith and other “liberal” theologians like
him at the end of the nineteenth century, was a historical religion, and
hence theology must focus on “salvation history” not law and dogma.
This salvation history could be glimpsed, through a critical approach to
the text of the Bible, in the spiritual and often rebellious counternarrative
of the prophets, hidden beneath layers of priestly and legal editing. Unlike
much of his cohort, maybe because of his facility with languages, maybe
because of his heresy trial, Robertson Smith turned toward Arabia.
Arabia enabled Robertson Smith the ability to write a fuller history of
religion within which to situate the trajectory from Adam to Christ,
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comparing the dogmatic-minded clericalism of his critics to the Pharisees
who refused to accept Jesus as the culmination of prophecy. In this sense,
the Old Testament theology of Robertson Smith was not unlike the
approach of Muslim scholars, reconstructing a prophetic history or “his-
tory of prophets” from a corrupted text of the Bible and an imagined
idolatrous past.

Both Robertson Smith andMuslim scholars share a nostalgia for a past
that never existed, a romantic vision that allowed them to project their
future into the past, to give a genealogy to the present by substantiating it
with an origin from long ago. But what if Muslim scholars, the sources on
which Robertson Smith relied for his vision of pre-Islamic Arabia, were
themselves imagining a romanticized version of Arabia on the eve of
Islam, an idolatrous paganism that was the result of a corruption of a
true monotheism? Not unlike the prophets of the Bible calling the
Israelites back from their superstitious rituals and proliferation of a
temple cult that was only intended as a temporary punishment for failing
to acknowledge Yahweh as their only God, the prophet Muhammad was
sent to restore the original religion followed by Abraham. Or is it to be
expected as a matter of course that Protestant Old Testament theology
would be taking roughly the same approach as Muslim scholarship,
trying to explain how the “new” revelation was actually a continuation
of and replacement for the “old” one?

Had Robertson Smith written about the prophet Muhammad’s camel
sacrifice, he would no doubt have noted all the similarities with the camel
sacrifice described by St. Nilus. He would also have admired it as the
ideal example of the kind of sacrifice he sought – sacrifice as social
communion. None of the animal is wasted on the superstitious beliefs
of needing to feed the gods or to curry favor with the gods by offering
them a gift. Nor does the prophet Muhammad’s camel sacrifice throw
out the baby with the bathwater. Islam retained sacrifice, but did so by
returning it to its original, practical roots: to create social bonds by
distributing to others what was obtained at great cost, giving something
or all of yourself up for the greater good of society. Camels offered were
a symbol identifying both the prophet Muhammad himself and the
society he represented, and their sacrifice substantiated the original legit-
imacy of the Muslim community. From the perspective of Robertson
Smith and perhaps the discipline that was built upon his views, the
Islamic sacrifice is a “rational” even scientific version of the Christian
Eucharist. In fact, the prophet Muhammad’s camel sacrifice is the perfect
Protestant version of the last supper – the association of the Prophet’s
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body with the camels is clearly symbolic, reinforced by the distribution of
his hair (and nails), and the real function of the sacrifice as it is under-
stood and prescribed in Muslim jurisprudence makes explicit what is
obfuscated in other sacrifices.

practice of sacrifice

Greek mythology explicitly links the origins of religion with the genesis of
human society and civilization. The titan Prometheus returns to humanity
the ability to make fire along with the gift of all the other “arts” of
civilization, thus ending the Edenic existence of the “golden” age. Zeus
had hidden fire from humanity after he had been tricked by Prometheus
into accepting as his sacrifice the inedible bones rather than the meat and
fat of a slaughtered ox. Thus in Greek sacrifice none of the food is wasted
on the gods. Sacrifice is not the destruction of an animal but a practical
communal meal. Rather than destroying (burning) the animal just to
propitiate the gods, the Greeks cooked the meat as food and made it
useful – not only as sustenance but also as a means to inculcate and
maintain social identity, cohesion, and hierarchy. Indeed, the whole phys-
ical and political structure of the “city” was a manifestation of these
mythical origins of sacrifice.61

The camel sacrifice of the prophet Muhammad is a mythical critique of
“sacrifice” in the history of religions. Like the Greek myth, it decisively
displays a connection between the foundations of the Dār al-Islām and the
camel sacrifice of the prophet Muhammad, and before him the sacrifice of
Abraham, and of Abel. It combines the combat model of the ancient Near
East with the Indo-European self-sacrifice of a primordial being. It con-
sciously rejects the clerical elaboration of sacrificial rituals in ancient
Israel and the wholesale spiritualizing dismissal of the practice in
Christianity. The Islamic sacrifice is even more practical and direct than
Greek sacrifice – every part of the animals, including their hides, cover-
ings, and tack, is given directly to the society that the ritual inaugurates
and celebrates. Unlike the Greek ritual or the Australian Intichiuma that
are restricted to the initiated few, the proceeds of the Islamic sacrifice are
distributed equally to everyone without regard to establishing a hierarchy
based on class, race, and gender. Meat from modern Ḥajj sacrifices is
distributed to tens of millions of people in dozens of countries around the
world. The camel sacrifice of the prophet Muhammad is a kind of totem
meal in which eating and becoming your god is replaced with offering
yourself for the world.
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hammad b. Ibrāhı̄m Ibn Abı̄ Zaynad
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h Sạhı̄h al-Bukhārı̄.

Cairo: al-Maktabah al-Tawiqı̄yah, 2010.
ʻA

_
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_
h Mal

_
has.

Beirut, 1982. Ed. and trans. F. Wüstenfeld, Chroniken der Stadt Mecca.
Leipzig, 1858; reprinted Beirut: Maktabat Khayyat, 1964.

ʿAzzām, ʿAbdallāh. al-ʿAqı̄dah wa āthāru-hā fı̄ bināʾ al-jı̄l. Cairo: Dār al-Iʿti
_
sām,

n.d.
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sāʾir lil-jihād fı̄ al-ʿa
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Mu
_
sayli

_
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Ḥilmı̄ Bāshā al-thānı̄ khidı̄w Mi
_
sr. Cairo: Ma

_
tbaʿah al-Jamālı̄yah, 1911.
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dl Ibrāhı̄m. Cairo: Dār I

_
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hammad b. Ibrāhı̄m. Kitāb al-ghaybah. Ed. A. A.

Ghaffārı̄. Tehran: n.p., 1397.
Ibn ʿAfı̄yah, Jarı̄r. Kitāb al-naqāʾi
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fa
_
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Beirut, n.d. Trans. A Guillaume, The Life of Muhammad. Karachi: Oxford
University Press, 1955; reprinted 1982.

Ibn Jubayr, Mu
_
hammad b. A

_
hmad. Ri

_
hlah. Ed. W. Wright and M. J. de Goeje.

Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1907.
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Ibn Taymı̄yah, A

_
hmad b. ʿAbd al-H ̣alı̄m. Majmūʿ fatāwā. Riyadh: Ma
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wa binaʾ al-bayt al-sharı̄f. Cairo: n.p., 1921.
Ibrahim, M. Excavations of the Arab Expedition at Sār al-Jisr Bahrain.

Manamah: Ministry of Information, 1982.
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Ḥijāzı̄ Saqqā. Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-ʿIlmı̄yah, 2002.
Inden, Ronald. “Ritual, Authority, and Cyclical Time in Hindu Kingship.” In

Kingship and Authority in South Asia. Ed. J. F. Richards, 41–91. Delhi:
Oxford University Press, 1998.

Ingold, Tim. Hunters, Pastoralists, and Ranchers: Reindeer Economies and Their
Transformations. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007.

Ingrams, W. H. “A Dance of the Ibex Hunters in the Hadhramaut. Is It a Pagan
Survival?” Man 37 (1937): 12–13.

Ioh, Hideyuki. “The Calendar in Pre-Islamic Mecca.” Arabica 6 (2014): 471–513,
758–759.

Irwin, Robert. Camel. London: Reaktion Books, 2010.
Iryānı̄, Mu

_
htar ʿAlı̄. Fı̄ taʾrı̄kh al-Yaman: Nuqūsh musnadı̄yah wa taʿlı̄qāt. Sanʿa:
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tārid. Ed. M. A. Tạlas.

Baghdād: Dār al-Yaqa
_
zah, 1954.

Kuz’mina, Elena. The Origin of the Indo-Iranians. Leiden: E. J. Brill, 2007.
Kwon, Heonik. “Play the Bear: Myth and Ritual in East Siberia.” History of

Religions 38 (1999): 373–387.
Lafont, B. “Cheval, ane, onagre et mule dans la haute histoire Mesopotamienne:

Quelques données nouvelles.” TOPOI 2 (2000): 207–221.
“Relations internationals, alliances et diplomatie au temps des royaumes

Amorites: Essai de synthése.” In Ammuru 2: Mari, Ebla et le Hourrites dix
ans de travaux. Ed. J.-M. Durand and D. Charpin, 213–238. Paris: Editions
Recherche sur les Civilisations, 2001.

Lahelma, Antti and Zbigniew Fiema. “From Goddess to Prophet: 2000 Years of
Continuity on the Mountain of Aaron near Petra, Jordan.” Temenos 44
(2008): 191–222.

Lambek, Michael. “Sacrifice and the Problem of Beginning: Meditations from
Sakalava Mythopraxis.” Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute 13
(2007): 19–38.

Lamberg-Karovsky, C. C. “Dilmun: Gateway to Immortality.” Journal of Near
Eastern Studies 41 (1982): 45–50.

Lambert, Michael. “Ancient Greek and Zulu Sacrificial Ritual: A Comparative
Analysis.” Numen 40 (1993): 293–318.

Lambert, W. G. “The Great Battle of the Mesopotamian Religious Year: The
Conflict in the Akı̄tu House.” Iraq 25 (1963): 189–190.

“The Reign of Nebuchadnezzar I: A Turning Point in the History of Ancient
Mesopotamia.” In The Seed of Wisdom. Ed. W. S. McCullough, 3–13.
Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1964.

“Studies in Marduk.” Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies 47
(1984): 1–9.

Lammens, Henri. L’Arabie occientale avant l’hégire. Beirut: Imprimerie
Catholique, 1928.

Le culte de bétyles et les processions religieuses chez les Arabes preislamites.
Bulletin de l’institut français d’archeologie orientale 17. Frankfurt: Johann
Wolfgang Goethe-Universität, 1919.

Études sur le règne du calife Omaiyade Mo'âwiya 1er. Paris: MFOB, 1908.
La Mecque à la veille de l’hégire. Rome: Imprimerie Catholique, 1924.

412 Bibliography

https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=319750
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=319750
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=319750
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=319750
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=319750


“Les sanctuaires préislamites dans l’Arabie occidentale.” Mélanges de
l’Université Saint-Joseph 11 (1926): 39–173.

Lamphear, John “The People of the Grey Bull: The Origin and Expansion of the
Turkana.” Journal of African History 29 (1988): 27–39.

Lancaster, William and Fidelity Lancaster. “Observations on Death, Burial,
Graves and Graveyards at Various Locations in Raʾs al-Khaimah Emirate,
UAE, and Musandam wilayat, Oman, Using Local Concerns.” In Death and
Burial in Arabia and Beyond: Multidisciplinary Perspectives. Ed. Lloyd
Weeks, 319–328. Oxford: Archaeopress, 2010.

“Thoughts on the Bedouisation of Arabia.” Proceedings of the Seminar for
Arabian Studies 18 (1988): 51–62.

Landberg, Carlo. Critica Arabica. Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1898.
Lane, Edward. An Account of the Manners and Customs of the Modern

Egyptians. London: Ward, Lock and Co., 1890.
An Arabic–English Lexicon, Derived from the Best and the Most Copious
Eastern Sources. London: Williams and Norgate, 1865.

Lane, Edward William and Stanley Lane-Poole. Stories from the Thousand and
One Nights. 2nd ed. Harvard Classics 16. New York: Collier, 1937.

Laneri, Nicola. Performing Death: Social Analyses of Funerary Traditions in the
Ancient Near East and Mediterranean. Chicago, IL: Oriental Institute of the
University of Chicago, 2007.

Lankford, Adam. The Myth of Martyrdom: What Really Drives Suicide Bombers,
Rampage Shooters, and Other Self-Destructive Killers. New York: St.
Martin’s Press, 2013.

Lansdell, Henry. Through Siberia. 4th ed. London: Low, Marston, Searle and
Rivington, 1883.

Laoust, Henri. Le précis de droit d’Ibn Qudāma. Beirut: Institut Français de
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hammad: H ̣iyāt al-qulūb. Vol. 2. San Antonio, TX: Zahra Trust, 1982.

Major, Albany. “Ship Burials in Scandinavian Lands and the Beliefs That Underlie
Them.” Folklore 35 (1924): 113–150.

Makdisi, George. Ibn ‘Aqı̄l: Religion and Culture in Classical Islam. Edinburgh:
Edinburgh University Press, 1997.

Makkı̄, Abū Tạ̄lib Mu
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Saqqā. Cairo: n.p., 1400/1980.
Rabinowitz, Isaac. “Aramaic Inscriptions of the Fifth Century B.C.E. from a

North-Arab Shrine in Egypt.” Journal of Near Eastern Studies 15 (1956):
1–9.

Radner, Karen. “Esarhaddon’s Expedition from Palestine to Egypt in 671
BCE: A Trek through Negev and Sinai.” In Fundstellen: Gesammelte
Schriften zur Archäologie und Geschichte Altvorderasiens ad honorem
Hartmut Kühne. Ed. Dominik Bontaz and others, 305–314. Wiesbaden:
Harrassowitz, 2008.

Raduncheva, Ana. “Prehistoric Rock Sanctuaries in the Eastern Rhodopes and
Some Other Mountain Regions in Bulgaria.” In Geoarchaeology and
Archaeomineralogy. Ed. R. I. Kostov and others, 180–184. Sofia:
Publishing House “St. Ivan Rilski,” 2008.

Rahimi, Babak. “The Rebound Theater State: The Politics of the Safavid
Camel Sacrifice Rituals, 1598–1695 CE.” Iranian Studies 37 (2004):
451–478.

Raja, Rubina. “The Sanctuary of Artemis in Gerasa.” In From Artemis to Diana.
The Goddess of Man and Beast. Ed. Tobias Fischer-Hansen and Birte
Poulsen, 383–401. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2009.

Rajak, T. “Dying for the Law: The Martyr’s Portrait in Jewish-Greek Literature.”
In Portraits: Biographical Representation in the Greek and Latin Literature
of the Roman Empire. Ed. M. J. Edwards and S. Swain, 39–68. Oxford:
Clarendon, 1997.

Rashi (Shlomo Yitz
_
hakı̄). The Metsudah Chumash/Rashi. Ed. Avrohom Davis

and others. Hoboken, NJ: KTAV Publishing, 1994–1997.
Rathjens, Carl. Die Pilgerfahrt nach Mekka: von der Weihrachstrasse zur

Ölwirtschaft. Hamburg: Hamburgische Abhandlungen zur Weltwirtschaft,
1948.

Sabaeica: Bericht über die archäologischen Ergebnisse seiner zweiten dritten
und vierten Reise nach Südarabien. Hamburg: Mitteilungen aus dem
Museum für Völkekunde in Hamburg, 1953.

Razı̄, Mu
_
hammad b. Abı̄ Bakr. Mukhtār al-

_
si
_
hā
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ni
_
hal. Beirut: Dār al-Maʿrifah, 1986.

Shaked, Shaul. “First Man, First King. Notes on Semitic-Iranian Syncretism and
IranianMythological Transformations.” InGilgul: Essays on Transformation,
Revolution and Permanence in the History of Religions. Dedicated to R. J.
ZwiWerblowsky. Ed. S. Shaked and others, 238–256. Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1987.

Sharı̄f, Jaʿfar. Qanūn-i Islām. Trans. G. A. Herklots, Islam in India; or The
Qanun-i-Islam: The Customs of the Musalmans of India. Ed. William
Crooke. London: H. Milford, 1921; reprinted New Delhi: Oriental Books
Reprint, 1972.

Shā
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da. Tāj al-ʿarūs fı̄ jawāhir al-qamūs.
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_
d al-tanzı̄l wa
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ʿAbd al-Qādir Jilānı̄, 250
ʿAbd al-Ra

_
hmān b. Abı̄ Bakrah, 46
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Ḥasan Bar Bahlūl, 7

Hassan Butt, 304, 309

_
ha

_
tı̄m, 52
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Ḥijāz, 48, 55, 60, 91, 106, 175, 200, 208–9,

347–9

_
hijr, 52
Hijrah, 46, 53, 61
Hippolytus, 253
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Ibn al-ʿArabı̄, Mu

_
hammad b. ʿAbdallāh, 48,
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hmad b. Ibrāhı̄m, 297–8,

300, 304–5, 311
Ibn al-Sarrāj, 86
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286, 304
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_
h, viii, 94, 156, 208

madhba
_
h, 240
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Quza
_
h, 41, 52, 167–72, 212, 216

Rabadha, 90
Rabı̄ʿa b. Mukaddam, 86
raiding, 88, 104, 106, 151, 154, 158, 175,

217–19, 333
rain, 15, 17, 154, 174–5, 295–6
Rajab, 40, 53–4, 56, 58, 60, 62, 87, 152,

246, 287, 346
ram, vii, 46, 49, 90, 155, 170, 200, 210,

213–14, 217–18, 223–4, 242, 244,
247, 255, 346

Rama
_
dān, 52, 57, 60, 209, 260

Ras Shamra, 59, 168
Rashi (Rabbi Shlōmoh Yi
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tabāʾı̄, Mu

_
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ʿUlā, viii, 256
ʿUmar b. ʿAbd al-ʿAzı̄z, 61, 284, 297
ʿUmar b. al-Kha

_
t
_
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Wādı̄ Wajj, 162, 164, 166, 243
Wahb b. Munabbih, 163–4, 209, 216, 291
Wāqidı̄, Mu

_
hammad b. ʿUmar, 45–6, 53,

63, 261, 348
warrior, 3, 17, 91, 97–102, 104, 151, 155,

212, 219, 224, 264, 333, 335

weapons, vii, 21, 59, 81, 89, 91–2, 94–100,
103–4, 153, 156, 163, 168, 218, 220,
222, 262, 265, 303, 309, 336, 342

Wellhausen, Julius, 348
wergild, 2, 255, 342
white sheep, 7, 50
wife stealing, 217, 219
wild animals, 10, 12, 15, 21–2, 43–4, 80,

86, 99–100, 152, 154–6, 164, 167,
169, 176, 218, 241–5, 249, 295, 301,
312, 334

wu
_
dūʾ, 83

wuqūf, 52, 57, 169, 171–3, 176, 240, 243,
336

Xenophon, 152

Yahweh, 11–16, 19, 84, 170, 201, 209, 212,
217, 223, 333–4, 347, 350

Yak, 106
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