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Lesson One

THE ARABIAN PENINSULA

In West Asia lies what historians have named the Arabian Peninsula.
It is bordered to the west by the strait of Bāb al-Mandab, the Red
Sea and the Suez Canal; to the north by Syria (Shām) and the River
Euphrates; to the east by the Euphrates and the Arabian Gulf; and to
the south by the Indian Ocean.

It is divided into eight regions:
The �rst of these is Yemen, which lies in the south-west of the

peninsula and includes cities such as Ṣanʿā’, Saba’ and Ma’rib.
The second is Ḥaḍramawt in the south, which is surrounded by

vast sand dunes known as al-Aḥqāf, after which Chapter (Sūrah)
Forty-Six of the Noble Qur’ān was named.

The third region is Oman (ʿUmān). It is situated in the south-east
and its capital is Ṣuḥār.

The fourth is Bahrain (Baḥrayn), which lies between Basrah
(Baṣrah) and Oman. Its capital is Hajar.

The �fth is Yamāmah (also known as Jaww2 and ʿArūḍ), situated
west of Bahrain, the capital of which is Ḥujr.

The sixth is Najd, in the centre, which includes the cities of
Riyāḍ and Ḥā’il.

Seventh is the Ḥijāz, which lies west of Najd and includes
Makkah al-Mukarramah, al-Madīnah al-Munawwarah and Ṭā’if.

Finally, Tihāmah is found south of the Ḥijāz, on the west coast of
the peninsula.

It is in this peninsula that the Arab people emerged.

ORIGINS OF THE ARABS



The Arabs are a Semite people, deriving from Sām ibn Nūḥ. They
include nations which perished, of whom nothing now remains but
their memory; and others which survived and whose history is a
great one.

PERISHED ARABS (AL-ʿARAB AL-BĀDIYAH)
The most famous of the no-longer extant Arab nations are ʿĀd and
Thamūd, in addition to Ṭasm and Jadīs.

ʿĀd inhabited the sand dunes [of Yemen]. Allāh has related some
of their history in the Noble Qur’ān, so that people might consider
their condition. When they conducted themselves with overweening
arrogance in the land, Allāh sent to them their kinsman, Hūd, to call
them to worship Allāh and renounce their idol-worship. However,
they ignored his call, so Allāh sent upon them a violent wind, which
He imposed upon them for seven successive days and nights of
calamity. They were eradicated without a trace.

Thamūd resided in Hijr, north of Madīnah. Allāh sent to them
their kinsman, Ṣāliḥ, who said: ‘O people! Worship Allāh; you have
none that is worthy of worship but Him.’ But they did not comply,
so Allāh destroyed them by means of a blast (ṣayḥah) which
rendered them like the dried-up twig fragments of an animal pen.

Ṭasm and Jadīs had their homes in Yamāmah. Their ruler, who
was from Ṭasm, was violent and oppressive. When his oppression,
injustice and iniquity worsened, a group from Jadīs conspired
against him and his tribe, and killed them. None remained of Ṭasm
except a single man who escaped and sought help from Ḥassān ibn
Tubbaʿa, King of Yemen. He returned with them to Jadīs and fought
them until they were wiped out. Thus, the two tribes perished.

2 This was its name during the Time of Ignorance (Jāhiliyyah)
until it was renamed after the woman [Zarqā’ al-Yamāmah] from



whom the name derived was killed (Bakrī, Muʿjam ma’stuʿjam al-
Bakrī, 2:407).



Lesson Two

THE SURVIVING ARABS (AL-ʿARAB AL-BĀQIYAH)
As for those Arabs who survived, they are composed of two great
peoples: Banū Qaḥṭān and Banū ʿAdnān.

PURE ARABS

The Qaḥṭānī people are also known as the Pure Arabs. Their
founding father was Yaʿrub ibn Qaḥṭān, who is said to have been
the �rst to have spoken Arabic and who settled in Yemen. During
the time of Banū Saba’3—the grandson of Yaʿrub—these lands were
one of the paradises of this world, about which Allāh says:

There was for [the tribe of] Saba’ in their dwelling place a
sign: two gardens on the right and on the left. [They were

told:] “Eat from the provisions of your Lord and be grateful
to Him. A good land [have you], and a forgiving Lord.”

(34:15)

They also had a valley which would �ood and for which they
constructed a damn in order to retain the water and to protect
themselves from the advancing �oods. However, as time went by
and they lived an increasingly luxurious lifestyle, the damn fell into
ruin. Then Allāh sent upon them the Great Flood (Sayl al-ʿArim)



which destroyed their land such that it could no longer support
them. Hence, many of their tribesmen left Yemen.

Those who left include: Ghassān, who migrated to the Syrian
hills and settled there; Aws and Khazraj, who were descended from
Azd, and who settled in Yathrib (Madīnah Munawwarah); and the
sub-tribes of Lakhm, who settled in Ḥīrah, close to the River
Euphrates.

Those tribes which remained in Yemen were: Ḥimyar, Madhḥij,
Hamdān and Kindah.

ARABISED ARABS

The people of ʿAdnān are descended from Ismāʿīl ibn Ibrāhīm .
Ibrāhīm had settled his son, Ismāʿīl, and the child’s mother, Hājar,
in Makkah where he built the Sacred House (Al-Bayt al-Ḥarām). His
descendents were many and formed a great people.

Banū Ismāʿīl are known as the Arabised Arabs, because their
origin is Hebrew4. Ismāʿīl learnt Arabic from Jurhum, who inhabited
the Ḥijāz. Amongst his descendents are the tribe of ʿAdnān, to
whom the authentic lineage of our master, the Messenger of Allāh 

, is traced.
Maʿad ibn ʿAdnān had two sons, Rabīʿah and Nizār. Amongst the

most famous of Rabīʿah’s descendants were the tribes of Bakr and
Taghlib (the two sons of Wā’il), ʿAbd al-Qays and Banū Ḥanīfah. The
best known of those descended from Muḍar [ibn Nizār] were Banū
Tamīm, the tribes of Qays ʿAylān, Hudhayl and Kinānah, from
whom the sub-tribes of Quraysh were descended.

At �rst, the ʿAdnānians resided in the Ḥijāz, but many of them
left when it became too cramped. Bakr and Taghlib moved north to
the banks of the Euphraes; ʿAbd al-Qays went to Bahrain; Tamīm
and the tribes of Qays ʿAylān moved to Najd; and Banū Ḥanīfah
went to Yamāmah.

The Ḥijāz was left to Quraysh, who were distinguished with
serving the Sacred House. It became a secure sanctuary for them, in



which they would seek refuge when afraid.

THE ARAB WAY OF LIFE

The Arabs can be divided into three categories in respect of their
way of life: Bedouin [i.e. nomadic Arabs], settled Arabs and
urbanised Arabs.

The Bedouin had no �xed abode, but would rather pursue
pasture and grassy areas, moving on whenever the land became
barren. They sought grazing land for their livestock, which
constituted their main source of sustenance, as they drank their milk
and ate their meat. The majority of the people of Najd fell into this
category and were speci�cally called ‘desert Arabs’ (Aʿrāb)5.

The settled Arabs remained in certain areas. However, they did
not construct buildings or structures, but rather lived in tents.

As for the urbanised Arabs, they dwelt in towns. It was these
Arabs who had a civilisation before the coming of Islām; they
included the Aqyāl Kings6.

3 Saba’ was the son of Yashjab ibn Yaʿrub ibn Qaḥṭān. Saba’ was
his title (laqab) and his name was ʿĀmir (Jumhurat Ansāb al-ʿArab, p.
329).

4 This is the author’s view. Another opinion is that their origin
was Chaldean Babylonian, because Sayyidunā Ibrāhīm was born in
Babylon (Bābil) in Iraq. The Chaldeans were Semites, descended
from Sām ibn Nūḥ, and are therefore cousins of the Arabs.

5 They dwelt in tents and lived on the milk and meat of their
livestock; they had, by nature, a harshness about them.

6 Aqyāl, Adhwā’ and Tabābiʿah were all titles of the kings of
Yemen.



Lesson Three

ARAB CIVILISATION BEFORE ISLĀM

There was a great Arab civilisation in Yemen, Ḥīrah, Syria and the
Ḥijāz.

In Yemen the seat of the king was at Ṣanʿā’ and its occupants
were the Aqyāl Kings of Ḥimyar (Ḥimyarites). The greatest of these
was ʿAbd ash-Shams, whose title was Saba’. He was the grandson of
Yaʿrub ihn Qaḥṭān and the building of the city of Ma’rib and the
Great Damn are attributed to him.

Amongst them were also Ḥimyar and his son. They were
Ḥimyarites, or Adhwā’—so called because their titles began with
‘Dhū’ (Possessor of. . .), such as Dhū’l-Manār7 and Dhū’l-Azʿār8. The
Kings of Ḥimyar also included [Queen] Bilqīs, who lived
contemporaneously with Sulaymān ihn Dāwūd , King of Banū
Isrā’īl in Jerusalem. She visited him and he received her with
honour; she accepted his Message and then returned to her country.

They also included the Tabābiʿah, who trace their ancestry to
their forefather, Tubbaʿ the First. The last of these kings was Dhū
Yazan al-Ḥimyarī, from whom the Abyssinians (Ḥabashah) took the
lands of Yemen and ruled them for a period thereafter.

Abrahah was the second of these kings. It is he who attacked
Makkah with the intention of destroying the Sacred House; but he
was prevented by Allāh’s protection of His Sanctuary:

And He sent against them birds in �ocks, striking them
with stones of hard clay; And He made them like eaten

straw. (105:3–5)



This incident was reported in historical accounts of the people of the
Ḥijāz, who referred to it as ‘the Year of the Elephant’. This was
because Abrahah had brought with him a great elephant, which
Allāh restrained from entering Makkah.

During the reign of Masrūq ibn Abrahah, Sayf ibn Dhī Yazan
arose and sought help from the ruler of Persia. He aided him with
Persian forces, who fought under him until he had retained his
kingdom and expelled most of the Abyssinians. However, a small
number of Abyssinians were retained by Sayf ibn Dhī Yazan as
servants, and they assassinated him. When Khosrow (Kisrā) [ruler of
Persia] learnt of this, he sent a regent of his to assume governance
of Yemen. Thus, when Islām came, Yemen was under Persian rule.

Yemen contained great palaces, such as Ghumdān Palace,
situated on the outskirts of Ṣanʿā’. Incorporating famous rooms,
known as ‘niches’, it is an example of masterful construction and
supreme workmanship.

The kings who ruled Ḥīrah were from the Lakhmids (Banū
Lakhm), one of the Yemeni tribes which had migrated after the
Flood of ʿArim. These Kings of Ḥīrah were known as Manādharah
and were clients of the Khosrows, rulers of Persia. Their greatest
kings include Jadhīmat al-Abrash9, who killed the King of Arabia,
ʿAmr ibn aẓ-Ẓarb, after catastrophic wars. ʿAmr’s daughter, Zabbā’,
then sought to exact revenge for her father’s death. She tricked
Jadhīmah into entering her territory and then murdered him.

Another of the great kings of Ḥīrah was Imru’ al-Qays, who built
the palaces of Khawarnaq and Sadīr, two of the greatest examples of
Arab architecture.

Another of their famous kings was Nuʿmān ibn al-Mundhir,
whose title (laqab) was Abū Qābūs, and who was killed by the
Persian ruler, Abrawayz (Khosrow II Parvez). This was the cause of
a famous battle between the Arabs and the Persians at Dhū Qār10,
which took place a short time before the Prophet  was sent with
Islām, and in which the Arabs were victorious. After Nuʿmān was
killed, rule of Ḥīrah passed to Iyās ibn Qabīṣah aṭ-Ṭā’ī; it then



returned to the family of Nuʿmān. The last of this line was Mundhir
ibn an-Nuʿmān, whose title was Maghrūr.

Syria was ruled by the Ghassānids (Āl Ghassān), who were from
Banū Qaḥṭān and had migrated from Yemen after the Flood of
ʿArim. The �rst of them to rule Syria was Jufnah ibn ʿAmr. It is he to
whom the Ghassānids trace their ancestory, and they are therefore
known as ‘Āl Jufnah.’

Jufnah built up Syria considerably. Thereafter, successive
Ghassānid Kings continued to rule Syria, including Damascus
(Dimashq) and its environs. Their civilisation expanded and they
presided over great luxury. They were rivals of the Manādharah
Kings of Ḥirah, against whom they fought some famous battles with
alternating success.

The last of these kings was Jabalah ibn al-Ayham, who accepted
Islām during the reign of ʿUmar ibn al-Khaṭṭāb. It is said that he was
performing the Ḥajj during the reign of ʿUmar when, as he was
circumambulating the Kaʿbah, a Bedouin trod on the edge of his
robe, causing it to come undone. Jabalah struck the Bedouin, who
then appealed to ʿUmar. ʿUmar told Jabalah that there must be
either retaliation (qiṣāṣ) or compensation given to the Bedouin. This
o�ended Jabalah and was one of the reasons for his return to
Christianity and �ight to Constantinople, where he resided until his
death.

The Ghassānid Kings ruled over the Syrian Arabs as clients of the
Caesars, rulers of the Byzantine Empire.

In the Ḥijāz, leadership belonged to Quraysh, although they were
not called kings. Quraysh were the o�spring of Fihr ibn Mālik ibn
an-Naḍr ibn Kinānah. They were composed of many sub-tribes, the
largest and greatest of which was Banū ʿAbd Manāf ibn Quṣay.

ʿAbd Manāf had four children: Ḥāshim11, ʿAbd Shams, Nawfal
and Muṭṭalib.



Hāshim was the father of ʿAbd al-Muṭṭalib, the grandfather of the
Messenger of Allāh . His children include ʿAbbās, to whom the
ʿAbbāsids trace their ancestory; and Abū Ṭālib, the father of ʿAlī,
from whom the ʿAlawites claim descent. ʿAbd Shams’ son, Umayyah,
is the ancestor of the Umayyads.

Within Quraysh, leadership lay with Banū ʿAbd Manāf.
Quraysh conducted trade in Syria and Yemen. They would make

two annual outings: to Yemen in the winter and to Syria in the
summer. Allāh Most High mentions these two outings in Sūrat
Quraysh, [and how He would] bestow blessings upon them by
feeding them, thus saving them from hunger, and by securing them
from fear.

There also existed in Arabia other kings of lesser importance
than those aforementioned.

The remaining Arab tribes, however, had no kings, but were
ruled by chiefs, shaykhs and arbitrators. The more commanding the
chief was, and the stronger his support and greater his wealth, the
more he would be respected and obeyed. This was true to the extent
that in some cases, when the chief became angry, the whole tribe
would arise—without enquiring as to the cause of his anger.

There are many examples of such tribal chiefs, some of whom
were leaders of a number of tribes. In terms of power, they were
close to being kings, even if they did not resemble kings in terms of
luxury or civilisation.

7 His actual name was ʿĀmir, as Ibn Ḥazm mentions in Jumhurat
al-Ansāb.

8 His name was Abrahah ibn al-Ḥārith ar-Rā’ish (Jumhurat Ansāb
al-ʿArab, p. 438).

9 Or: Jadhīmat al-Abraṣ. He is: Ibn Mālik ibn Fahm ibn Ghanam.
He was also called: Waḍḍāḥ.

10 The ḥadīth about the Battle of Dhū Qār will appear in the
discussion on Arab character.



11 Hāshim was his title (laqab); his name was ʿAmr. His mother,
ʿĀtikah bint Murrah, was also the mother of ʿAbd ash-Shams and
Muṭṭalib. Hāshim was responsible for providing the pilgrims to
Makkah with food and water. This remained the responsibility of his
children until the advent of Islām.
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