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Valentina Grasso, Pre-Islamic Arabia: Politics, Cults and Identities During Late Antiquity—A Review
Article

Ahmad Al-Jallad (Ohio State University)

Translation and Annotations: Seyed Ali Aghaei (Humboldt University, Berlin)

Abstract: Since the 21st century, and particularly over the past decade, the significance of archaeological studies in
revealing a more accurate depiction of political, cultural, social, and religious developments in late antiquity Arabia,
which ultimately culminated in the emergence of Islam, has increasingly captured historians’ attention. The outcomes of
recent, ever-growing research significantly deepen our understanding of the origins and historical context of the Qur’an
and dramatically enhance our knowledge of the fundamental transformations that Islam induced in this period. However,
the diversity of topics, the volume of studies conducted, and the varied and sometimes conflicting perspectives of
contributors in this field are so vast that evaluating new findings for the uninitiated is not straightforward. This article
critically reviews one of the latest academic contributions published last year: Valentina Grasso’s monograph titled Pre-
Islamic Arabia: Politics, Cults and Identities during Late Antiquity, which draws on epigraphic, archaeological, and
literary sources to provide a comprehensive picture of pre-Islamic Arabia from the third to the seventh centuries CE.
Ahmad Al-Jallad, a young and prolific scholar in this field, meticulously and critically examines the book’s content. He
provides a concise summary of its chapters, critiques the methodological shortcomings of the study, highlights the
author’s lapses in referencing primary and secondary sources, and corrects her oversimplifications or misunderstandings.
Al-Jallad’s final evaluation of Grasso’s book suggests that this book could have served as a readable introduction for
audiences unfamiliar with the complex and growing body of studies in the history of pre-Islamic Arabia and the rise of
Islam had it been better grounded in primary sources and benefited from a more thorough and ethical engagement with
the secondary literature. Nevertheless, readers would still need to consult older publications to fully grasp certain
developments, theories, and perspectives of earlier contributions to the field.

Keywords: Pre-Islamic Arabia, Archaeology, Epigraphy, History of Islam, Qur’an’s Origins
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1. Valentina Grasso. 2023. Pre-Islamic Arabia: Politics, Cults and Identities during Late Antiquity.

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, xi + 266 pages. ISBN: 9781009252966, Price: $110.00.
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