
The Hijaz And The Quest For An Arabian
Identity
The Hijaz region, located in the western part of Saudi Arabia, holds a significant
historical and cultural importance in the Arabian Peninsula. From ancient times to
the present day, the Hijaz has been an area that witnessed the convergence of
different civilizations, ideologies, and cultures. This article aims to explore the rich
heritage of the Hijaz and delve into its quest for an Arabian identity.

: A Melting Pot of Cultures

The Hijaz has always been a melting pot of various cultures due to its strategic
geographical location, connecting Asia, Africa, and Europe. Throughout history, it
has seen the rise and fall of several empires, including the Nabateans, the
Romans, and the Ottomans. Each of these civilizations has left its mark on the
Hijaz, resulting in a unique blend of traditions, architecture, and language.

One of the remarkable features of the Hijazi culture is the influence of Islam.
Makkah, the holiest city in Islam, is located in the Hijaz, attracting millions of
Muslims from around the world every year for Hajj pilgrimage. The immense
spiritual significance of Makkah has played a pivotal role in shaping the identity of
the region and its people.
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The Role of Language: Arabic

The Arabic language is the backbone of the Arabian identity, and the Hijazi dialect
has its distinct flavor. Hijazi Arabic, often known as the purest form of Arabic, has
been preserved through generations and stands as a testament to the region's
linguistic heritage. The language exudes an air of eloquence and beauty,
connecting the present-day Hijaz to its ancient roots.

Moreover, the Arabic language has been a unifying force for the Arabian
Peninsula as a whole. From literary works to religious scriptures, Arabic has
served as a means of communication and expression throughout history. In the
Hijaz, the preservation and promotion of the Arabic language have become
central to the quest for an Arabian identity.

A Connection to Ancient Civilizations

The Hijaz region has deep connections to ancient civilizations that have shaped
the broader Arabian identity. One such example is the Nabatean kingdom, which
thrived in the area during the pre-Islamic era. The rock-carved city of Madain
Saleh, a UNESCO World Heritage site, stands as a testament to the architectural
and artistic brilliance of the Nabateans.

The Hijaz also served as a critical trade route, connecting the eastern and
western parts of the ancient world. This facilitated the exchange of goods, ideas,
and knowledge, contributing to the cultural development of the region. The
ancient Incense Route, with its unique archaeological sites, sheds light on this
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vibrant past and helps in nurturing an Arabian identity grounded in its historical
context.

Challenges in Preserving the Arabian Identity

In recent times, the Hijaz faces challenges in preserving its unique identity amidst
rapid globalization and modernization. The influx of international influences,
although unavoidable, has led to concerns about the dilution of traditional
customs and values.

The rise of cosmopolitan cities like Jeddah and the development of modern
infrastructure can sometimes overshadow the region's rich heritage. There is a
need to strike a balance between progress and the preservation of the Hijazi
culture, respecting the roots while embracing a globalized future.

Embracing the Hijazi Identity

Efforts are being made to celebrate and revive the Hijazi identity. Local
organizations and cultural festivals are playing a crucial role in promoting
traditional music, dance, and arts. These initiatives aim to create a sense of pride
among the Hijazis and ensure that their heritage remains alive for future
generations.

Addition to that, education plays a pivotal role in fostering an Arabian identity.
Integrating the knowledge of Hijazi history and traditions into the curriculum will
instill a strong sense of cultural belonging in the younger generation.

The Hijaz region, with its rich history, diverse cultures, and spiritual significance,
continues its quest for an Arabian identity. Through preserving its linguistic
heritage, celebrating ancient civilizations, and addressing contemporary
challenges, the Hijaz aims to maintain its unique cultural fabric while embracing



progress. By cherishing the past and embracing the future, the Hijaz stands as a
testament to the resilience and vibrancy of the Arabian Peninsula.
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Is Saudi Arabia really a homogeneous Wahhabi dominated state? In 1932 the Al
Saud family incorporated the kingdom of Hijaz, once the cultural hub of the
Arabian world, in to the kingdom of Saudi Arabia. The urban, cosmopolitan Hijazis
were absorbed in to a new state whose codes of behavior and rules were
determined by the Najdis, an ascetic desert people, from whom the Al Saud
family came. But the Saudi rulers failed to fully integrate the Hijaz, which retains a
distinctive identity to this day. In "Cradle of Islam", the product of years spent in
Mecca, Medina, Jeddah and Taif, Mai Yamani traces the fortunes of the distinctive
and resilient culture of the Hijazis, from the golden age of Hashemite Mecca to
Saudi domination to its current resurgence. The Hijazis today emphasise their
regional heritage in religious ritual, food, dress and language as a response to the
'Najdification' of everyday life. The Hijazi experience shows the vitality of cultural
diversity in the face of political repression in the Arab world.
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