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Period of Jahiliyyah and Early Islam

Abstract

This study adopts a historical—interpretive approach to examine comparatively the state of wom-
en’s dress in the late Jahiliyyah period and the process through which the obligation of hijab was
legislated in early Islam. The central concern of the research is to explicate the logic behind the
transformation of hijab from a customary, class-based social practice into a religious norm en-
dowed with identity-formative and security-generating functions—a transformation that today
lies at the heart of contemporary ideological and political debates concerning the nature, obliga-
toriness, and historical contextuality of hijab.

Methodologically, the research employs a descriptive—analytical framework grounded in the anal-
ysis of pre-Islamic Arab historical sources, Jahiliyyah poetry, sirah literature, and a contextual
examination of Qur’anic verses related to hijab—most notably Q. 24:31 and Q. 33:59—
considered in light of their chronology of revelation and occasions of revelation (asbab al-nuzdl).

The findings demonstrate that, contrary to claims of “minimal hijab” or the prevalence of wide-
spread nudity in Jahiliyyah society, a dominant culture of female covering did exist during this
period; however, its social function was largely structured around class distinction and tribal
prestige. Islam, by employing the wise and strategic principle of gradualism in legislation
(tadarruj fT al-tashrT’), reformed this existing custom through a multi-stage process, transform-
ing it into a divine legal obligation aimed at safeguarding women’s social security and reli-
gious identity.

The article argues that gradualism should not be interpreted as a sign of normative weak-
ness, but rather as an effective strategy for managing cultural and social transformation.
From this perspective, the Islamic model of legislating hijab offers not only proof of its
doctrinal authenticity but also an indirect and analytically grounded framework for ad-
dressing contemporary challenges in religious governance and cultural policy-making.

Keywords: Hijab; Jahiliyyah; Early Islam; Gradualism in Legislation; Historical—
Interpretive Approach; Identity Security
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