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Hajj: encyclopaedia entry

Almost three million Muslims from virtually every corner of the world embark on a spiritual journey each year. They all make their way for the city of Makkah in Saudi Arabia to perform hajj or pilgrimage, (Sanders, 2019). The annual hajj is an obligatory duty on Muslims enjoined by the Qur’an. At least once in their life time, all adult Muslims who are of sound mind must undertake this journey as part of their religious obligation, (Associate Press, 2018). The obligation of hajj becomes enforceable only if one can afford the journey and leave enough resources for the family so that they do not endure any hardship in their absence, (Sarwar, 2006).

Hajj takes place in the second week of (Dhuhul Hijjah), the last month of the Islamic lunar calendar, (Emerick, 1997, p. 158). Religious pilgrimage is a key spiritual component in all of the world’s major religious traditions. In terms of numbers and its doctrinal importance no other religious pilgrimage comes close to hajj. In 2018 more than 3 million Muslims performed hajj, (Qiblawi and Fox, 2018). Hajj is the fifth of the five pillars of Islam, other being shahadah, Salah, Sawm and zakah. The theological and practical edifice of Islam rest on the five pillars, (Wehbe, 2017). Religious unity, equality and brotherhood of Muslims become apparent during the time of hajj. Race, colour, culture and social status, becomes irrelevant since everyone stands together in one platform chanting and glorifying God in unison proclaiming His oneness, (Abdalati, 2007, p. 128).  

History of hajj
The city of Makkah is significant among all the holy places in Islam.  It is where the Qur’an was revealed to the prophet Muhammad in (610 AD). The main focus of hajj is the Ka’bah, a black cube like structure which dates back to pre-Islamic era. According to the Islamic tradition it was kab’ah was built by Ibrahim with the help of his wife Hagar and his son Isameel, (Espositio, 1998, p.91). Hajj rites are considered to be direct re-enactment of events that happened in the lives of Ibrahim, Hagar and Ishmael, (Associate Press, (2008). These three figures especially Ibrahim and his son Ishmael feature prominently in the Islamic tradition. Ibrahim is seen as the father or the archetype of monotheism or hunafa, (Esposito, 1998).

Rites and characteristics of Hajj
The general term hajj includes umrah or the lesser hajj. umrah consists of three rites and it can be performed any time of the year as a voluntary act of worship. It can also be performed while performing the greater hajj which most Muslims tend to do. There are three types of Hajj a Muslim may perform: Hajj Tamattu, Hajj Qiran and Hajj Ifrad. Those performing Hajj tamattu perform umarah and then hajj. In hajj Qiran both umra and the annual hajj are combined together while hajj ifrad there is no umrah to be performed, (Al Quoosi, (2009). 

Before embarking on the journey physical and spiritual cleansing is undertaken by the pilgrim. The physical purification include clipping of nails, trimming facial hair taking a bath, applying perfume for men, (Emerick, (1997, p.159). The spiritual purification takes place by making intention, (niyya), put on the Ihram (two pieces of unsewn cloths) on and pray two units of prayer. The Ihram signifies equality and humility and nature of life in this temporal world. Women are not allowed to apply perfume but are free to dress modestly in their cultural dresses.

Once the pilgrims reach the miqat, a designated sign post 12 km from the city of Makkah, the pilgrim is said to have entered into the state of Ihram or holiness. In this state all the rules of Hajj becomes enforceable, any violation of Ihram will result in penance. Muslims are required to be vigilant at all times, remain calm, patient, and mindful of God in all their conduct. Hajj rites are performed in the order laid down by the prophet Muhammad, who led the Muslim community to hajj just before he died in 632 AD, (Sanders, 2019).

On entering Makkah the pilgrims make seven anti clockwise circumambulation around the  Kab’ah. The Kab’ah is a cube like structure located inside Masjid al haram, the most sacred Mosque in Islam. It is the direction to which Muslim from all over the world turn towards the in their daily five prayers. The pilgrims start and finish their walking around the Kaba’h at the point of Hajr al aswad a black stone embedded in the east corner of the cube, (Alawlaki) The Hajar al Aswad, is believed by Muslims to be of heavenly provenance given to Abraham by angel Gabriel as a covenant to his posterity, (Espositio 1998, p.92). Given such importance of the black stone, pilgrims go to extreme length to kiss it trying to emulating the Prophet Muhammad who is believed to have kissed it, (Abdalati, 2007, p.129).   

After the tawaf pilgrims head for the well of Zam Zam, a water spring which according to the Islamic tradition gushed sprung forth to save Ismaeel when he was abandoned by his father in the scorching desert when he was an infant.  The next rite the pilgrims performed is the sa’iy, pilgrims go back and forth between Safa and Marwa, two small hills located in Mina near Makkah. The pilgrims run back and forth seven times in commemoration of Hagar’s frantic search for water for Ismaeel. Pilgrims are required to drink water from the well which is dispensed through taps in a designated area. It is common for Pilgrims to bring ZamZam water back to their native countries for their family and friends. Those performing Hajj tamattu shave or cut their hair. This completes the umrah for those who are performing hajj tamattu. 

On the 8th day of dhul hijja, the pilgrims set out for Mina where they spend the day there no rites are performed on this day. On the on the 9th day the pilgrims head for the mount Arafat also known as the mount of mercy. It is situated some 22 km of Makkah. The pilgrims spend the day and night under the open sky in dhikr, remembering and glorifying God, praying, seeking forgiveness from noon to sunset. The day of Arafat is the spiritual culmination of the entire visit, Muslims throughout the world observe this day with those performing hajj by fasting on this day. The pilgrims then go to Muzdalifa then to Mina where the pilgrims stone Jamarat al-aqba with small pebbles. The stoning of this structure symbolises repelling temptations of the devil. The day of sacrifice is performed on the 10th of Dhul hijja followed by throwing pebbles at two other structures next to Jamat al aqba. The pilgrims go back and forth from Makkah to Mina for the rest the reaming of days stoning these three structures. The last rite to be performed is the Muslims tawaf al widda (farewell tawaf) followed by performing two units of prayer, the pilgrims proceed to the well of zamzam and drink from it. This completes the Hajj, (Yousaf, 2006).

After performing hajj most pilgrims go masjid nabawi or the mosque of the prophet to visit the grave of Muhammad and of other important figures who are also buried there. The correct performance (hajj mabroor) is important to Muslims. Although no one knows if their hajj has been accepted or not but Muslim believe that the correct performance and the acceptance of hajj absolve one from all of their previous sins and they return from the sacred to the secular life with a clean slate, (Sharif, 2017). It is for this reason and also due to finance many Muslims generally delayed the performing of hajj till late in their life. However, with greater financial prosperity in many Muslim societies hajj is becoming a trend among young professionals with many performing hajj and especially umrah frequently. 
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