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H
aving explored exegetically the Qur’anic conception of
normative religious pluralism in terms of its ethical
foundations, structural elements and main objectives, it

is important next to analyse another factor. This is certain
Qur’anic prescriptions, or concepts, which seemingly contradict
the concept of religious pluralism as elaborated. The verses con-
cerning these prescriptions can be grouped into two categories:
those related to the issue of warfare and fighting; and those
imperatives related to alliance with non-Muslims. 

It is important to examine the verses in question because
alongside their supposed contradiction of religious pluralism,
they are also historically underpinned by scholarly opinions not
in favor of the peacebuilding process – a stance which needless to
say affects negatively interfaith relations. Moreover, historically
grasped as contradictory to normative religious pluralism, these
groups of verses are often quoted as evidence to support an
exclusivist view of interfaith relations. There is also the issue of
Islamic concepts of warfare and alliance. These present a diffi-
cult area in terms of being accurately understood by non-
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Muslims in the Western context, thus leading to speculation,
misleading statements and conclusions often being made in
regard to these two notions. For instance, in his work God,
Muhammad and the Unbelievers, David Marshall attempts to
make the case that it is instinctive to the sincere worshipper of
God to seek to emulate, in attitude and in action, the divine
mind, which in the case of Islam, according to Marshall, declares
war on unbelievers. The author’s perception of Muslims as
God’s weapon for punishing unbelievers, thus leads him to draw
the conclusion that for Muslims their relationship with non-
Muslims is always based on war.1 This conclusion is likely if, like
the author, one ignores essential rules and conditions regulating
the hermeneutical process of Qur’anic exegesis. 

Given problematic areas such as these, this chapter analyses
and elucidates the meaning as well as root cause of the Qur’anic
prescriptions to fight and those which prohibit taking non-
Muslims as allies. In doing so, it aims to advance a progressive
understanding of these ideas in the light of normative religious
pluralism. In fact, the chapter seeks to answer the question of
whether Qur’anic normative teachings, from this particular
angle related to the issues of warfare and alliance, contradict
religious pluralism.

[1]
An Analysis of the Qur’anic View on Warfare

Contextualised to Normative Religious Pluralism

The issue of warfare in the Qur’an will be studied within the con-
text of normative religious pluralism. This means it will only be
analysed in terms of whether the Qur’an’s prescription to fight
contradicts the principles of religious pluralism. The key to
understanding this lies in establishing the root cause for Muslims
to fight (qit¥l) in the Qur’an. Qit¥l and its derivatives (from the
linguistic root q-t-l) are specifically used in the Qur’an for mili-
tary fighting and war. Note the term jihad falls beyond the scope
of this study and will not be examined. Its meaning is far more
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general and also concerns inner struggle as well as human effort
to the utmost of one’s ability in the way of God, and in every
aspect of life. 

Analysis will focus on three main aspects: the historical back-
ground of warfare at the time of the Qur’anic revelation; a
morphological analysis of q-t-l, and some of its derivatives; a
textual and contextual study of some Qur’anic verses containing
the command to fight. 

Historical Background of Warfare 
At the Time of the Qur’anic Revelation

Methodologically speaking, historical context is important for
the hermeneutical interpretation of Qur’anic verses, in other
words the latter should not be detached from their historical
context. Accordingly, to viably understand the Qur’an’s concept
of warfare, we need to create a virtual historic climate similar to
that in which the verses referring to war were revealed.

To begin with the essential thing to note is that the Qur’an
was first revealed in a harsh and intolerant nomadic environ-
ment which failed to recognise peaceful co-existence among
difference. The Revelation began in Makkah, which was a part
of Arabia Ferox, or Wild Arabia in which ¢Adn¥nÏ Arabs lived.
Ibn Khald‰n describes their nature as: “The Arabs are a savage
nation, fully accustomed to savagery and the things that cause it.
Savagery has become their character and nature.”2 Tribal des-
potism, oppression, and injustice were features of their society,
and their life was far removed from any democratic values. Ibn
Khald‰n states: “Under the rule of Bedouins, their subjects live
as in a state of anarchy, without law. Anarchy destroys mankind
and ruins civilisation.”3 ¢Adn¥nÏ Arabs lived in an environment,
where “blood relationship alone traces the orbit of their lives.”4

Raised in these conditions their way of thinking was “purely
egotistic,”5 intolerant, and violent. For this reason, in the cen-
turies preceding the Qur’an as well as during the Revelation,
much warfare too place between the Arabs. These wars are
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known as Ayy¥m al-¢Arab, literally Days of the Arabs, wherein
day refers to battles. These early Arabian epics chronicled the
wars among and within the tribes. According to ¤¥jjÏ KhalÏfah,
there have been two compilations of Ayy¥m al-¢Arab. The first,
known to have been written by Ab‰ ¢Ubaydah Mu¢ammar 
ibn al-Muthann¥, mentions 1200 Days, or battles, The second,
attributed to Ab‰ al-Faraj al-A|bah¥nÏ, mentions 1700 battles.6

Some of these battles lasted decades. For example, the war of
Bas‰s between Taghlib and Bakr, two ¢Adn¥nÏ tribes, lasted for
40 years (495-535), and all because (such was his despotic
nature) Kulayb, the leader of Taghlib, could not bear to hear his
wife JalÏlah, originally from Bakr, claim her brother Jass¥s to be
the greatest man ever.7

Therefore, the environment in which the Qur’anic revelation
began was inherently marked by severe war and entrenched in
violence. Pre-Islamic Arabia was not therefore an environment
that was prepared to co-exist with Qur’anic teachings, since “the
gulf between the moral views of the Arabs [Makkans] and the
prophet’s ethical teachings [was] deep and unbridgeable.”8 This
gulf generated widespread tension, which later turned into all
out war against Muslims on three fronts. As a result, Muslims in
Madinah were facing attack on three fronts and had to somehow
face this multi-level onslaught:

The first [front] was against the polytheists of Mecca who initially
oppressed [Muslims] and expelled them out of their homes. The second
front was against the Jews in Medina who were hostile to the Prophet and
sided with the Meccan polytheists, in spite of all the Prophet’s efforts to
remind them of the monotheistic and Abrahamic bonds that related them
to the Muslims and to secure their rights in his document following his
immigration to Medina. The third front was against the Bedouins, possibly
the worst of all enemies since they were scattered across Arabia, were
known to be mercurial and opportunistic, and were open to being used by
the enemies of Islam in Mecca and the Jews in Medina against Muslims.9

Under these circumstances and threat, Muslims were permit-
ted to defend themselves:
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To those against whom war is made, permission is given (to fight), because

they are wronged; – and verily, Allah is Most Powerful for their aid; –

(They are) those who have been expelled from their homes in defiance of

right, – (for no cause) except that they say, “our Lord is Allah”. Did not

Allah check one set of people by means of another, there would surely have

been pulled down monasteries, churches, synagogues, and mosques, in

which the name of Allah is commemorated in abundant measure. Allah

will certainly aid those who aid his (cause); – for verily Allah is full of

Strength, Exalted in Might, (able to enforce His Will). (Qur’an al-¤ajj

22:39-40) 

Generally speaking, the verses define oppression and espe-
cially the restriction of religious freedom, as the main reasons for
the permission to physical self-defence. The verses also point out
that a lack of self-defence against oppression inescapably leads
to overwhelming corruption destroying religions.10 More par-
ticularly, the verb given in the passive voice yuq¥tal‰n, “those
against whom war is made”, indicates that the real reason for the
permission to fight was oppression and religious persecution,
and not due to any belief system different to Islam. For this rea-
son, al-Sharawi states that the verses are related to the issue of
oppression at every time and every place.11

In sum historical examination reveals warfare to have been an
inherent feature and historical characteristic of pre-Islamic soci-
ety. And it was in this toxic climate that the Qur’an was revealed.
It naturally followed that the newly revealed divine message
would be fought oppressively without reason. Given these cir-
cumstances and resultant persecution, that is against an
oppressively initiated war against Muslims, the Qur’an legit-
imised the right to fight in self-defence. Therefore, the root cause
of the Qur’anic imperative to fight lay not historically in the dif-
ferent belief system of the other, but in the oppression and
persecution of Muslims leading to war being waged against
them. 
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A Morphological Analysis of the Root q-t-l

The triliteral linguistic root q-t-l means to cause somebody
humiliation and fatality,12 or the removal of the soul from the
body.13 In this respect, the literal meaning of q-t-l is to kill.
However, its range of meaning also includes to fight because
fighting is associated with causing humiliation and death. Thus,
a cause-and-effect relationship exists between the meaning of q-
t-l and that of to fight. 

The root q-t-l and its derivatives in the Qur’an exist mostly in
the form of descriptive text conveying information on historical
events related to the meaning of q-t-l. And events are mentioned
for moral lessons to be drawn, in this instance from human expe-
rience associated with issues relating to q-t-l. Nevertheless, q-t-l
and its derivatives do exist in the Qur’an in the imperative (or
command) form, in other words prescribing Muslims to fight.
Note however, this imperative form of q-t-l constitutes less than
one percent of the entire Qur’anic content, which fact is essential
to grasp in terms of the peaceful nature of its message. For it
should be borne in mind that the Qur’an was revealed in a cli-
mate of intense violence and constant warfare, in which its verses
and message of peace, invoking human dignity, stood out all the
more starkly against a backdrop of fierce tribal aggression and
hostile mindsets. Note also that the Qur’an contains imperatives
to peace (i.e. al-Baqarah, 224). 

The q-t-l linguistic root and its derivatives occur in the Qur’an
mainly in forms I and III of the Arabic morphological forms.
Forms II and VIII also exist, but as they are very restricted and do
not play any role in deriving principles of warfare, they will not
be analysed. 

The first morphological form is qatala which equates to the
basic form, or verb pattern, of fa¢ala. The source noun, al-
ma|dar, of qatala is qatl. This morphological form shows that
the action of killing or fighting is initiated from one side without
a tendency of the other side to retaliate. For this reason, lexicog-
raphers explain the meaning of the first form of q-t-l by the
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Arabic word im¥tah, which means to cause initially death.14

Because of this, Baalbaki in his Mawrid translates the first mor-
phological form qatala as “to kill, slay, murder, assassinate.”15

The third morphological form of q-t-l, is q¥tala which equates
to the standard form of f¥¢ala. The source noun, al-ma|dar, of
q¥tala is either qit¥l or muq¥talah. The third morphological
form indicates a consequence of an action and thus adds to the
first form an associated meaning.16 In other words, the act in the
third form is conducted in response to another act. In that case,
q¥tala, qit¥l, or muq¥talah means that the act of killing or fight-
ing is done in response to another initially started act of killing or
fighting. Accordingly, Baalbaki translates the third morphologi-
cal form q¥tala as “to fight, combat, battle (against),”17 but not
as to kill, slay, murder, assassinate, though these occur within
the process of fighting. 

The difference in the meaning then between the first and the
third morphological forms of q-t-l is that the first form qatala,
qatl, is associated with oppressive as well as aggressive initiation
of war on others without reasonable reasons for such an action,
whereas the third form q¥tala, qit¥l, or muq¥talah, is associated
with the right to self-defence against unjustly initiated war. 

For this reason, when the Qur’an applies the first morpholog-
ical form of q-t-l and not in a textual context of the third form
q¥tala, qit¥l, or muq¥talah, it always refers to aggression and
oppressive fighting and killing of innocent people. For example,
the Qur’an uses the first morphological form qatala, qatl, with
reference to Pharaoh’s killing of Bani Israel’s baby boys, the
killing of prophets by some of the People of the Book, the plot
hatched by the sons of prophet Jacob to kill Joseph, the pre-
Islamic tradition of some Arabs to kill their daughters, the killing
of one of Adam’s sons by the other. All these actions of killing
were committed oppressively against innocent people reluctant
to fight or kill. Accordingly, the Qur’an refers to all these cases,
none of which exists in the textual context of self-defence, by
using the first morphological form of qatala, qatl.

As far as the third morphological form q¥tala or qit¥l18 is 
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concerned, the Qur’an always uses this in the context of the right
to self-defence against unjustly initiated war. In other words to
resist aggression and thus restore peace and justice. 

So, an accurate understanding of the Qur’anic verses relating
to the issue of fighting requires distinguishing verb forms in
order to understand correctly the message being conveyed. We
must not project our own meaning simplistic fashion, but eluci-
date the meaning being conveyed to us. And we must not take
verses out of context to suit our own interpretations.

Keeping this in mind it is important to note that in the follow-
ing verse in which Muslims are commanded to fight, God’s
prescription to fight is expressed in the third morphological form
(qit¥l):

Fighting is prescribed for you, and ye dislike it. But it is possible that ye dis-

like a thing which is good for you, and that ye love a thing which is bad for

you. But Allah knoweth, and ye know not. (Qur’an al-Baqarah 2:216)

So qit¥l, not qatl, is used in the verse to express the word
translated as “fighting”. This is a point of huge significance for
being in the third morphological form it indicates the right to
self-defence against aggressive oppression. In fact in the entire
Qur’an nowhere does the word qatala, qatl appear in Form I,
that is the first morphological form, with reference to the People
of the Book.19 What does exist in this regard is only the impera-
tive of the third morphological form q¥tala, qit¥l, indicating that
fighting People of the Book is prescribed only in the case of their
unjustly waging war on Muslims, and not due to their beliefs or
way of thinking.

Now, the imperative to fight using the verb qatala in its first
morphological form occurs in four verses of the Qur’an only,
and in all four occurrences it is with reference to the polytheists
as well as hypocrites, who are people of war against Muslims.
With regard to polytheists, the direct imperative occurs in verse
2:191 (surah al-Baqarah) and verse 9:5 (surah al-Tawbah)
whereas with regard to the hypocrites, it occurs in verses 89 and
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91 of surah al-Nis¥’ (4:89-91). Note, all four verses exist in the
textual context of the third morphological form, that is q¥tala,
qit¥l. In other words, the order given to Muslims to kill in these
four verses, is related to those polytheists and hypocrites who are
people of war against Muslims. The context of war in the four
verses is expressed by the contextual indications (morphological
and thematic) showing that the Form I imperative to fight (qata-
la) was prescribed within the context of a war initially waged on
Muslims.  

In sum, analysis of the linguistic root q-t-l (to fight/kill),
reveals that the Qur’anic concept of warfare related to the issue
of fighting is expressed using the third morphological form of
Arabic verb morphology, that is q¥tala, qit¥l, or in its textual
context. And because Form III is used this signifies that the act of
killing or fighting is done in response to another initially started
act of killing or fighting, and thus associated with the right to
self-defence. This proves morphologically, that the root cause of
the Qur’an’s imperative to fight is in response to the initiation of
oppression expressed by war on Muslims, and is not based on
any different belief system.

Textual and Contextual Study of Some Qur’anic Verses 
Connected to the Imperative of Fighting Against Others

In this section, two key Qur’anic verses are examined with
reference to the issue of warfare. Both occur in surah al-Tawbah:
verse 9:5 (which prescribes fighting against the polytheists) and
verse 9:29 (which concerns the issue of warfare in relation to the
People of the Book). The rationale behind the selection of these
two particular verses is rooted in the hugely significant contro-
versy surrounding their understanding. Note, since both verses
were revealed in the one of the latest revealed surahs and address
groups religiously different to the Muslims, it is likely that their
exploration will satisfactorily answer the question of whether
the Qur’anic prescription to fight contradicts the conception of
normative religious pluralism.  
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An Analysis of the Imperative to Fight and Slay 
the Polytheists in Verse 9:5

The Qur’an stipulates the following: 

But when the forbidden months are past, then fight and slay the Pagans

wherever ye find them, and seize them, beleaguer them, and lie in wait for

them in every stratagem (of war); but if they repent, and establish regular

prayers and practise regular charity, then open the way for them: for Allah

is Oft-forgiving, Most Merciful. (Qur’an al-Tawbah 9:5)

Critics of Islam often cite this verse quoting it out of context
to promote the idea of Islam being a religion of violence. There
are two main problematic areas which need examination: first,
the claim of abrogation, and second the root cause for the imper-
ative to fight and slay the polytheists. 

Claim of Abrogation: The first thing to note is that the verse is
known as “the verse of the sword,”20 which many exegetes
define as a verse abrogating all virtues and ethics towards non-
Muslims. To examine this serious claim we need to trace its
origins and analyse the argument. 

In this respect, no evidence from the time of the Prophet and
his Companions exists to support abrogation. The earliest
exegetical work in which abrogation is mentioned, seems to be
Ibn Ab‰ ¤atim al-R¥zÏ’s Al-TafsÏr bi al-Ma’th‰r written at the
end of the ninth and beginning of the tenth centuries. Ibn Ab‰
¤atim writes in the work:

We were told by my father, [who said]: We were told by al-Su^ayn ibn ¢¬s¥
ibn Maysarah, [who said]: We were told by Mu^ammad ibn al-Mu¢all¥ al-
I¥mÏ, [who said]: We were told by Juwaybir who narrated from al-™a^^¥k
that: “Every verse in the book of Allah which refers to any obligations or
covenant between the Prophet – peace be upon him – and any one of the
pagans was abrogated by surah al-Tawbah “and seize them, beleaguer
them, and lie in wait for them in every stratagem (of war)”[9:5].21

This narration from Ibn AbÏ ¤¥tim has also been transmitted
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by al-Suy‰~Ï in his Al-Dur al-Manth‰r fÏ al-TafsÏr bi al-
Ma’th‰r.22 The narration clearly states verse 9:5 to have
abrogated every other verse in the Qur’an prescribing certain
obligations towards polytheists. From here, it came to be under-
stood that any good moral behavior, as well as ethics such as
forgiveness, compassion, mercy, etc. towards non-Muslims,
were no longer to be considered valid. So much so that Ibn
¢A~iyyah asserts, without any evidence, that “this verse [9:5] did
abrogate every obligation and covenants contained reportedly in
114 Qur’anic verses.”23 Hence, it was through this channel that
the view came to be widely disseminated that Muslim moral
obligation towards others was abrogated with the verse of the
sword.

However, this huge and sweeping statement cannot be
accepted simply on the basis of al-™a^^¥k’s narration. Firstly, it
is attributed neither to the Prophet nor to any of the Compan-
ions. Secondly, the hadith is not authentic at all due to the
weakness and unreliability of Juwaybir ibn Sa¢Ïd al-AzdÏ (one of
the transmitters in its chain).24 All scholars of Hadith unani-
mously agree on Juwaybir being a weak and unreliable trans-
mitter. For instance, according to Ibn ¤ibb¥n, Juwaybir narrated
from al-™a^^¥k things upside down,25 whilst Ibn ¤ajar in his
TaqrÏb concludes Juwaybir to be a very weak transmitter, “\a¢Ïf
jiddan.”26 Therefore, Juwaybir’s narration attributed to al-
™a^^¥k corroborates nothing, is unauthentic and thus cannot
be accepted as evidence to establish verse 9:5 as having abrogated
every obligation in respect of non-Muslims.

Examining the arguments of those scholars who nevertheless
maintain the validity of abrogation we note that their views are
unreliable in themselves and that they advance no credible evi-
dence to support their theory. For example, al-SamarqandÏ
claims without mentioning any supporting evidence that: “it is
said27 that this verse [9:5] abrogated 70 Qur’anic verses related
to obligations and covenants”28 (italics mine). Similarly, al-
BagawÏ claims, without providing any chain of transmission,
that al-¤usayn ibn al-Fa\l29 stated: “This verse [9:5] abrogated
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every Qur’anic verse referring to forgiveness and patience
towards the offences of enemies.”30 Equally, al-Qur~ubÏ trans-
mits the same narration attributed to al-¤usayn ibn al-Fa\l
¢Abb¥s without any chain of transmission.31 Similarly, Ibn
KathÏr provides three narrations in support of the abrogation
claim,32 without any of them being authentic. The first narration
is that of al-™a^^¥k, as already analysed. The second is ascribed
to Ibn ¢Abb¥s through al-¢AwfÏ’s chain of transmission, about
which Ahmad Shakir concludes that: “This chain of transmis-
sion consists of weak and not trustworthy transmitters coming
from one family. This chain is known among exegetes as tafsÏr
al-¢awfÏ because the transmitter narrating from Ibn ¢Abb¥s is
called ¢A~iyyah al-¢AwfÏ.”33 The third narration provided by Ibn
KathÏr in favor of abrogation is attributed again to Ibn ¢Abb¥s,
but this time through ¢AlÏ ibn AbÏ >al^ah’s chain of transmis-
sion. Yet, “AlÏ ibn AbÏ >al^ah’s tafsÏr is not reliable due to the
break in the chain between him and Ibn ¢Abb¥s.”34/35

Therefore, it is unquestionably clear from the analysis that the
widely spread claim of the so called “verse of the sword” as abro-
gating all moral obligations towards others, is not supported by
the Prophet or any of his Companions, and neither is it support-
ed by any authentic hadith or plausible argument. 

Moreover, what cannot be ignored is that this supposed abro-
gation of 9:5 contradicts basic fundamental principles of the
Qur’an. These include: the inviolability of human life, freedom
of belief, human brotherhood etc. For this reason, in one of the
earliest and most reliable sources of abrogative and abrogated
verses in the Qur’an, Kit¥b al-N¥sikh wa al-Mans‰kh written by
Ab‰ Ja¢far al-Nu^¥s, verse 9:5 is not defined as an abrogative to
any other verses.36 In the same way, exegetes such as al->abarÏ,
al-ZamakhsharÏ, al-R¥zÏ, al-Bay\¥wÏ and others do not mention
anything with regard to verse 9:5 being abrogative to the moral
obligations of Muslims towards non-Muslims.

As for the second problematic area with regard to verse 9:5
this concerns the root cause for the imperative to fight and slay
polytheists. In general, there has been disagreement among
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exegetes over the root cause. Some exegetes such as al-R¥zÏ and
Ibn Ashur infer the imperative to have general meaning, thus
concerning all polytheists until they embrace Islam. Thus, al-
R¥zÏ asserts the imperative “slay the Pagans” to be a general
command, going on to surmise that the blood of unbelievers is
permitted until they realise three conditions, these being to
repent from unbelief, establish prayer, and give in charity.37

Similarly according to Ibn Ashur “in verse 9:5 there is legality
and permission for jihad [against pagans], and an indication that
nothing else can be accepted from them except Islam.”38 In a
more restricted interpretation, al-Sharawi confines the slaying of
polytheists geographically to the Arabian Peninsula, claiming
that “the punishment of the pagan is murder, ¢iq¥b al-mushrik
huwa al-qatl. Why? Because in this place [the Arabian Peninsula]
two religions cannot exist.”39 To support this claim al-Sharawi
presents the argument that the Arab polytheists were fully aware
of the Prophet’s honesty, as they were also aware of the authen-
ticity of the Qur’anic Revelation due to their knowledge of the
Arabic language. Hence, because of these two facts, they could
not be excused from accepting Islam, in other words the obliga-
tion to embrace Islam in their case was binding.40

Another group of exegetes point to the constant warmonger-
ing of the polytheists against the Muslims, together with their
transgression of covenants, as the reason for the imperative to
slay them. In favor of this opinion are exegetes such as al->abarÏ,
al-ZamakhsharÏ, Ab‰ Zahrah and others. Their main argument
concerns the overall Qur’anic context, and more importantly the
textual context in which verse 9:5 exists. 

Examining al-R¥zÏ, Ibn Ashur, and al-Sharawi’s reasoning it
is clear that the central point of their argument is the question of
belief. In other words the polytheists’ belief system is the root
cause for the imperative to slay them. For all three scholars there-
fore acceptance of Islam is the only avenue for the cessation of
fighting and slaying. For instance, al-R¥zÏ bases his opinion on
the literal meaning of “but if they repent, and establish regular
prayers and practise regular charity, then open the way for
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them” (9:5). Note, for al-Sharawi the Qur’anic principle of free-
dom of belief does not apply to the pagans of the Arabian
Peninsula.

So, according to al-R¥zÏ every polytheist must be killed until
he/she repents, establishes regular prayer, and practises charity.
However, this argument clearly contradicts the textual context
in which the imperative to slay polytheists appears:

(But the treaties are) not dissolved with those Pagans with whom ye have

entered into alliance and who have not subsequently failed you in aught,

nor aided any one against you. So fulfil your engagements with them to the

end of their term: for Allah loveth the righteous. (Qur’an al-Tawbah 9:4)

Al->abarÏ employs this verse as a contextual argument to
maintain that it is only people of war to whom the imperative of
slaying in 9:5 refers. He remarks that the imperative to fight and
slay the polytheists applied only to those who had transgressed
the covenant and involved themselves in enmity and war against
the Prophet. For those who remained loyal to the covenant and
did not wage war against the Prophet, God ordered the Prophet
to remain loyal to them.41 More explicitly, al->abarÏ also argues
against perceiving the imperative in its general sense, because the
verse following the imperative does not allow for such a general
perception: 

How can there be a league, before Allah and His Messenger, with the

Pagans, except those with whom ye made a treaty near the sacred Mosque?

As long as these stand true to you, stand ye true to them: for Allah doth love

the righteous. (Qur’an al-Tawbah 9:7)42

Al->abarÏ states that this verse: “Supports our argument, and
goes against the statement that it is permitted to kill every pagan
after the forbidden months are past, for God commanded His
Prophet and the believers to stand true to those pagans who
stand true to them.”43
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Following al->abarÏ’s approach of employing textual con-
text44 as counter-argument to challenge the view of belief moti-
vating the imperative to slay polytheists, we have other clear-cut
evidence, in terms of textual context, which points to the root
cause as being polytheist aggression, transgression of oaths, and
declaration of war against the Prophet and his followers, necessi-
tating a response: 

But if they violate their oaths after their covenant, and taunt you for your

Faith – fight ye the chiefs of Unfaith: for their oaths are nothing to them:

that thus they may be restrained.

Will ye not fight people who violated their oaths, plotted to expel the

Messenger, and took the aggressive by being the first (to assault) you? Do

ye fear them? Nay, it is Allah Whom ye should more justly fear, if ye

believe! (Qur’an al-Tawbah 9:12-13) 

As is clear from the verses, it is not the belief system of others
that is defined as a necessary condition for fighting, but their
aggression, transgression, and initiation of war. This meaning is
supported by an authentic interpretation of 9:5 by Qat¥dah. Al-
>abarÏ transmits:

We were told by Bishr ibn Mu¢¥dh, who said: We were told by YazÏd, who
said: We were told by Sa¢Ïd, who narrated from Qat¥dah a narration related
to the words of God: “But when the forbidden months are past, then fight
and slay the Pagans wherever ye find them,” to the end of the verse 9:5. In
this regard, Qat¥dah used to say: “Open the way for those who God com-
manded you to open their way. People are three groups: Muslims obliged
to give regular charity, zakah; people associating partners with God, this
kind of people are obliged to pay tax, jizyah; and people of war, who if they
pay one tenth of their capital, their safety as well as the safety of their trade
with Muslims is guaranteed.”45/46

So, Qat¥dah’s tafsÏr of verse 9:5 clearly shows that it is not a
choice of embrace Islam or death that is offered to polytheists,
but rather, there is an option to fulfill obligations and co-exist
peacefully.
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Ibn Taymiyyah also supports the position that it is not the
polytheist’s belief system that underlies the imperative to fight
and kill them, but rather their persecution of Muslims. He dedi-
cated a whole work entitled Q¥¢idah Mukhta|arah fÏ Qit¥l
al-Kuff¥r wa Muh¥danatihim wa Ta^rÏm Qatlihim li Mujarrad
Kufrihim to the issue of warfare. In this work, he concludes that
it is not permissible for a Muslim to kill a person because of
his/her beliefs whatever they might be. He attributes his conclu-
sion to the opinion of the majority of Islamic scholars. As for his
comment on verse 9:5, he states that: “It is not permissible to kill
a pagan given that he/she is subject to an agreed covenant or asy-
lum, or providing that he/she does not belong to the people of
war.”47 In other words, Ibn Taymiyyah’s words imply that it is
only those polytheists who are people of war who can be fought
against. 

Another modern response to an exclusive view of 9:5 is
Asad’s interpretation of the verse. He points out that:

Now the enemy’s conversion to Islam – expressed in the words, “if they
repent, and take to prayer [lit., “establish prayer”] and render the purifying
dues (zakah)” – is no more than one, and by no means the only, way of their
“desisting from hostility”; and the reference to it in verses 5 and 11 of this
surah certainly does not imply an alternative of “conversion or death...”48

Therefore, the “conversion or death” attitude adopted by al-
R¥zÏ and Ibn Ashur contradicts the textual context of verse 9:5
as well as many scholarly opinions in this regard. Moreover, this
attitude also contradicts the Qur’an’s universal principle of free-
dom of belief as expressed in the verse “Let there be no
compulsion in religion” (2:256), which clearly states that con-
version to Islam by force is not permissible.49

Turning to al-Sharawi, regardless of freedom of belief being a
universal principle, it seems that he would qualify “universal” to
exclude Arab pagans from it. As mentioned earlier, in his opin-
ion pagan Arabs can only be offered two options: “Islam or
death.” And he supports this argument with two observations:
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that Arab pagans were well aware of the honesty of the Prophet,
and also aware of the authenticity of the Qur’an given their
strength in the Arabic language. Putting these two facts together,
he concludes freedom of belief as being inapplicable to the Arab
polytheists.50

Yet if this is the case then how should the verse following 9:5
be understood:

If one amongst the Pagans asks thee for asylum, grant it to him, so that he

may hear the word of Allah; and then escort him to where he can be secure.

That is because they are men without knowledge. (Qur’an al-Tawbah 9:6)

This verse seems to directly contradict al-Sharawi because it
includes the exact group of people he chooses to exclude from
the right to freedom of belief. In contrast, the verse proves free-
dom of belief and dignity to be inclusive values encompassing
Arab pagans too. In this respect, attention is captured syntacti-
cally from the very beginning of the verse by way of a conditional
sentence introduced by the Arabic conditional particle in, trans-
lated into English as “if.” The function of the conditional
particle in indicates unlikeness, meaning that the condition
introduced in the sentence by in (if) is unlikely to happen.51/52

Thus in this instance the conditional particle in is used in the
verse to indicate that it is very unlikely that anyone from among
the pagans would come and ask the Prophet for asylum, but
should they happen to do so then to “grant it to him, so that he
may hear the word of Allah; and then escort him to where he can
be secure” (9:6). This syntactic point shows that despite the
pagans’ reluctance and unwillingness to interact peacefully with
Muslims, the Qur’an orders Muslims to guarantee asylum and
safety to them if they ask for this. 

Another important syntactic point to emphasize in verse 9:6 is
the existence of inversion. According to the Arabic syntactic
structure of the conditional sentence, the verb should follow the
conditional particle in.53 However, in verse 9:6 it is followed by a
noun (a^adun, anyone) which refers to any pagans, while the
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verb istaj¥ra (ask) is postponed in the sentence. This linguistic
approach is referred to as inversion.54 The function of the inver-
sion in 9:6 is to place particular emphasis on the person asking
for asylum, and not so much on the asylum itself. Thus, the aim
of the inversion is directed towards preserving human dignity
from any possible violation.

Furthermore, the conditional sentence presented in verse 9:6
prescribes two actions in response to anyone from the pagans
asking for asylum. The first action requires Muslims to grant
asylum to the pagan, where he/she can hear the Qur’an, whereas
the second pertains to the issue of escorting the pagan, when the
asylum is over, to a place where he/she can be secure. Reflecting
on these two actions it becomes clear that polytheists in general
and Arab polytheists particularly have been inclusively consid-
ered to enjoy the right to freedom of belief. 

Al-Sharawi’s statement also contradicts the teachings of the
Prophet, who forbade Muslims during war to kill children,
women, worshippers, and elderly people. This negates al-
Sharawi’s “Islam or death” option, for if it were valid then the
Prophet would not have forbidden Muslims to kill this group of
people. In addition, there is no single authentic evidence proving
that the Prophet killed or ordered to be killed any person because
of his/her belief. 

Finally, al-Sharawi deprives Arab polytheists of the right to
freedom of belief with the justification that knowing the pro-
found honesty of the Prophet, and the authenticity of the Qur’an
based on knowledge of the Arabic language, they should have
accepted his message. However, this argument could just as well
be applied to humanity today. For there are those who study the
biography of the Prophet and so are well aware of his honesty,
and who study the Arabic language and have great linguistic
knowledge of it. Are we to infer that as a result of this they are to
be deprived of the right to freedom of belief and consequently
killed if rejecting Islam? Logically, this line of reasoning is unac-
ceptable for belief is determined by a host of other factors. 
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As this brief analysis has shown verse 9:5 does not therefore
abrogate any moral obligation towards non-Muslims. To repeat
this is because the verb used in the imperative to “fight and slay
the Pagans” is in the third morphological form qit¥l, which indi-
cates the right to self-defence against a previously waged war. As
such, the object of the imperative (“Pagans”) must be given a lit-
eral not a metaphorical meaning and understood as a synec-
doche, maj¥z mursal. A synecdoche is a figure of speech in which
a term for a part of something refers to the whole of something,
or vice-versa. In other words, the word “Pagans” in the verse
pertains to only to people of war and hence relates the root cause
of the imperative to the pagans’ aggression, and not their belief
system. 

This being the case (that the verse does not abrogate moral
obligation towards non-Muslims, and was not motivated by the
belief system of others), it is apparent that verse 9:5 and its
imperative to fight and slay the polytheists does not contradict
the process of normative religious pluralism. 

An Analysis of Verse 9:29’s Imperative to Fight 
the People of the Book 

This section focuses on one of the most central Qur’anic verses
concerning the issue of warfare in respect of the People of the
Book:

Fight those who believe not in Allah nor the Last Day, nor hold that forbid-

den which hath been forbidden by Allah and His Messenger, nor

acknowledge the religion of Truth, from among the People of the Book,

until they pay the jizyah with willing submission, and feel themselves sub-

dued. (Qur’an al-Tawbah 9:29)

From the outset, it is worth mentioning that no authentic
comments or explanations directly relating to this verse exist
either from the Prophet or his Companions. However, much dis-
cussion and controversy surrounding the verse can be found in
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the succeeding generations. Some of the issues debated have con-
cerned the motive for the imperative to fight as well as its scope.

Some sources of Qur’anic exegesis have linked the root cause
for the command to fight (q¥til‰) to the four characteristics men-
tioned in the verse: unbelief in God, unbelief in the hereafter,
lack of prohibiting what God and His Messenger have prohibi-
ted, and lack of acknowledging the religion of truth. Yet, the
larger part of the disagreement has related to the command’s
scope which for some exegetes has been left vague. For example,
al->abarÏ and al-ZamakhsharÏ briefly outline the general mean-
ing of the verse without clear focus either on its scope or
underlying cause for the command to fight.55 Al-R¥zÏ on the
other hand, states explicitly that all People of the Book come
within its purview, most of them because of their unbelief, but
even if some Jews still remain true to the Oneness of God, they
are also to be fought unless they pay the jizyah (tax).56 Thus, for
al-R¥zÏ the root cause underlying the command to fight People of
the Book lies either in their unbelief or refusal to pay the jizyah.
Rida however, argues that all four characteristics are necessary
conditions to initiate fighting against the People of the Book.
Accordingly, those of them who believe in God and the here-
after, and prohibit what God and their prophets had prohibited,
and acknowledge truly their religion, should not be fought.57

However, for Ibn Ashur even if the People of the Book believe in
God and the hereafter and prohibit what God has prohibited in
their scriptures, they still nevertheless should be fought for fail-
ure to acknowledge the true faith of Islam.58

What is clear from these opinions is that although they dis-
agree as to the scope of the command, they are in consensus as to
its motivation which is belief. Furthermore, note all these schol-
ars base their argument, in different ways, on the four
characteristics existing in the relative pronoun. 

However, the implications of these views, and initiation of
aggression against the People of the Book in the light of universal
human values, not only historically but also, and even more
sharply, in today’s global world, is unacceptable. Even Rida’s
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opinion, which seems to be the most liberal, cannot be accepted
since the classification “People of the Book” today is a largely
cultural construct with most people defining themselves as
agnostics. Indeed, today’s global context only serves to highlight
more starkly the failure of these opinions to diagnose the real
cause of the command to fight. However, this aside, the main
reason for rejecting opinions such as these is their contradiction
of central Qur’anic principles including freedom of belief,
human free will, human dignity etc. 

In contrast are scholarly opinions which state that the com-
mand to fight is to be applied only to those who initiate
hostilities against Muslims, that is, Muslims are to fight those
who wage war on them. This is self-defence. Thus, the scope of
the command falls on those of the Book who are people of war.
As for the four characteristics following the imperative to fight,
they should be understood not as conditions which permit the
declaration of war, but as informative descriptions characteriz-
ing those who stoke oppressively the fires of war against peaceful
people. To support this view, we examine next the historical,
textual, and intertextual contexts of verse 9:29. 

As mentioned earlier, it is important to examine as much as
possible the historical context of the verse being interpreted. In
terms of the historical context of verse 9:29 we know that it
exists in surah al-Tawbah which contains information about the
battle of Tab‰k in 630 c.e./9 ah – it can be estimated that the
verse was revealed around this year. Generally, the years preced-
ing 630 c.e./9 ah witnessed a deterioration in interfaith
relations, especially between the Muslims and the Jews, mainly
due to the latter’s constant transgression of the mutually signed
pact of Madinah.59 More particularly, in 628 c.e./7 ah one of
the Prophet’s emissaries (carefully selected people sent to rulers
of the surrounding kingdoms to invite them to Islam) was
aggressively killed. In this respect al-W¥qidÏ narrates:

I was told by RabÏ¢ah ibn ¢Uthm¥n, who transmitted from ¢Umar ibn al-
¤akam, who said: The Prophet – peace be upon him – sent al-¤¥rith ibn
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¢Umayr al-AzdÏ with a message to the governor of Bostra, Bu|r¥. When the
Prophet’s messenger arrived at Mu’tah,60 he was stopped by Shura^bÏl ibn
¢Amr‰ al-Ghass¥nÏ, [a Christian, one of the representatives of the
Byzantine emperor], who asked him: “Where are you heading towards?”
He responded: “Towards Sham.” [Shura^bÏl ibn ¢Amr‰ al-Ghass¥nÏ] said:
“You might be one of Muhammad’s messengers?” [Al-¤¥rith ibn ¢Umayr
al-AzdÏ] answered: “Yes, I am a messenger of the messenger of God.” Then,
[Shura^bÏl ibn ¢Amr‰ al-Ghass¥nÏ] ordered his men to capture and bind
him. Then, he approached al-¤¥rith ibn ¢Umayr al-AzdÏ and slew him
without any resistance from al-¤¥rith’s side. This was the only case when a
messenger sent by the Prophet was killed.61

Evaluating the narration’s chain of transmission we note its
source as ¢Umar ibn al-¤akam ibn Thawb¥n al-MadanÏ (657
c.e./37 ah–735 c.e./117 ah), who lived most of his life in the
first century of Muslim history. He is classified as an authentic
transmitter,62 along with the second transmitter RabÏ¢ah ibn
¢Uthm¥n al-Hudayr al-TÏmÏ al-MadanÏ also classified as an
authentic transmitter.63 With regard to the author of al-
Magh¥zÏ, Mu^ammad al-W¥qidÏ, al-Baghd¥dÏ confirms his
having heard the narration from RabÏ¢ah ibn ¢Uthm¥n.64

However, there has been controversy regarding his reliability as
a transmitter of hadith. Some scholars have praised him, but
most of them have criticised him. Thus, according to one of the
rules of the Jar^ wa Ta¢dÏl discipline (a systematic approach to
critiquing a narrator’s position as a narrator) the critics of a nar-
rator are to be considered over praises for him,65 meaning that
Mu^ammad al-W¥qidÏ should be considered a weak transmit-
ter. In fact, this is Ibn ¤ajar’s conclusion with regards to
al-W¥qidÏ’s status as a transmitter of hadith. Ibn ¤ajar states:
“Mu^ammad ibn ¢Umar al-W¥qidÏ was abandoned, matr‰k,
despite his immense capacity of knowledge.”66

However, it seems that the reasons for accepting the narration
outweigh those for its rejection. First of all, it should be under-
lined that the methodology of evaluating the narrations related
to Muslim history cannot be equated with the methodology of
evaluating the Prophetic Hadith, since the latter pertains directly
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to Islamic law, whereas the former is mostly informative. If the
same rules and conditions of evaluating Prophetic hadith are
applied to Muslim history, this will lead to loss of a great deal of
the Muslim historical heritage. The point being that there is a
necessity to differentiate between Hadith methodology and the
historical methodology of evaluating the reliability of events. In
this respect, it is important to note that after examining al-
Magh¥zÏ, al-Sal‰mÏ concludes that al-W¥qidÏ had a specific
methodology in narrating historical events, different from the
methodology of the scholars of Hadith. For example, it was
acceptable for al-W¥qidÏ to narrate from a person a certain his-
torical event which had occurred in his tribe or in his close circle
of family members without examining his trustworthiness or
memorising capability, as is the case among scholars of Hadith.
Thus, it is al-W¥qidÏ’s different methodology which seems to
have been the reason for Hadith scholars to classify him as a
weak transmitter.67

The second reason for accepting the narration is the fact that
it is inherently not related to issues of the Islamic belief system or
any aspect of Islamic legislation. The narration simply suggests
that a Muslim was killed unfairly by a Christian in a Christian
land. Now, it needs to be stressed that the information narrated
corresponds exactly to al-W¥qidÏ’s area of interest and expert-
ise. Al-Baghd¥dÏ and Ibn ¢As¥kir write that al-W¥qidÏ informed
about himself the following:

Whoever I managed to trace from the children of the Companions of the
Prophet, the children of the martyrs, or their servants, I asked them: “Have
you heard any of your relatives telling you about cases and places of killed
people?” When they informed me about any case of killing and its place, I
went to identify that place. I did go to the area of Al-MuraysÏ¢,68 where I
stayed until I identified the exact place of the battle.69

There is much other evidence witnessing that al-W¥qidÏ was a
distinguished expert in the field of al-magh¥zÏ, identifying the
battles. For this reason, al-Sal‰mÏ remarks that there is a unani-
mous consensus among biographers on al-W¥qidÏ being one of
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the most important sources of the historical aspect of Muslim
battles.70

The third reason for accepting al-W¥qidÏ’s account of the
information relayed to him by RabÏ¢ah ibn ¢Uthm¥n with regards
to the aggressive killing of al-¤¥rith ibn ¢Umayr al-AzdÏ by
Shura^bÏl ibn ¢Amr‰ al-Ghass¥nÏ, is the fact that prominent
scholars of Hadith have transmitted as well as relied on this nar-
ration. For example, Ibn Sa¢d transmits the narration in his
Al->abq¥t al-Kubr¥.71 In the same way, Ibn ¢Abd al-Barr trans-
mits it in Al-IstÏ¢¥b fÏ Ma¢rifah al-A|^¥b72, and Ibn al-AthÏr in
‘Usud al-Gh¥bah fÏ Ma¢rifah al-ßa^¥bah.73 More importantly,
Ibn ¤ajar al-¢Asqal¥nÏ who is unanimously regarded as the most
reliable source of knowledge in the field of Hadith, transmits al-
W¥qidÏ’s narration in his Al-I|¥bah fÏ TamyÏz al- ßa^¥bah,74 and
also mentions it in Fat^ al-B¥rÏ to explain the reason for the bat-
tle of Mu’tah.75

The fourth reason for relying on al-W¥qidÏ’s narration is
¤¥rith ibn ¢Umayr al-AzdÏ’s tomb existing in the small village of
Liwa’ Busayra in southern Jordan. This is clear archaeological
evidence witnessing to the authenticity of ¤¥rith ibn ¢Umayr al-
AzdÏ’s death in southern Jordan, far from his homeland. 

In sum, all four reasons form compelling evidence to prove
that in 628 c.e./7 ah an aggressive killing of a Muslim by a
Christian took place. 

As far as the content of the narration is concerned, it conveys
three important points. First that the Muslim killed was no mere
Muslim, but the messenger of the Prophet no less. Second that
the Christian who killed him was not just any Christian, but the
governor of Bostra (today Busra), and representative of the
Byzantine Emperor at the time. Third that the act was not an
accident but a premeditated crime which failed to recognise free-
dom of expression, and without any justification violated the
right to life of an unresisting person. In fact, these three points
sent a clear message to the Muslims, that the Northern Arab
Christians announced war on the Prophet and his followers.
Consequently, it triggered the first brutal war – known as the
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battle of Mu’tah – which took place between the Christians and
Muslims in the year 629 c.e./8 a.h.76 This time, the Byzantine
Emperor Heraclius supported the Northern Arab Christians and
sent his army to fight alongside Shura^bÏl ibn ¢Amr‰ al-Ghass¥nÏ
against the Muslims.77 Thus, both Byzantine and Northern Arab
Christians allied themselves against the Muslims.

Tension and conflict between the Christians in the North and
Muslims continued to increase, and such was the extent that
Muslims in Madinah lived under constant fear of imminent inva-
sion from Ghass¥nÏ Christians. In this respect, al-Bukh¥rÏ
narrates that ¢Umar ibn al-Kha~~¥b said:

...At that time I had a friend from the An|¥r who used to bring news (from
the Prophet, peace be upon him) in case of my absence, and I used to bring
him the news if he was absent. In those days we were afraid of one of the
kings of Ghass¥n tribe. We heard that he intended to move and attack us, so
fear filled our hearts because of that. (One day) my An|¥rÏ friend unexpect-
edly knocked at my door, and said, “Open, Open!” I said, “Has the king of
Ghass¥n come?” He said, “No, but something worse; Allah’s Apostle
(peace be upon him) has isolated himself from his wives.”78

In another place in his ßa^Ï^, al-Bukh¥rÏ transmits that ¢Umar
ibn al-Kha~~¥b said: “In those days it was rumoured79 that
Ghass¥n (a tribe living in Sham) were getting their horses ready
to invade us.”80

At the same time, certain leaders of the Byzantine Christians
refused to tolerate those of their people who had embraced Islam
on the basis of religious conviction, persecuting and killing them.
Ibn Taymiyyah reports that “when a number of Christians, in
the region of Maan,81 embraced Islam, their Christian leaders in
Sham went to kill those of them who were prominent.”82 More
particularly, Ibn ¤ajar al-¢Asqal¥nÏ transmits from Ibn Is^¥q
that when Farwah ibn ¢Amr‰ al-Jadhdh¥mÏ – a Christian work-
ing for the Byzantine Emperor in Maan – embraced Islam, the
Byzantines on learning of this, tracked him down and killed
him.83

The Qur’an and Normative Religious Pluralism

208

ARIF TEXT FINAL FOR PRINT.qxt_Revised Papers  30/09/2014  10:09  Page 208

o b e i k a n d l . c o  m



Tension and conflict between the Northern Christians and
Muslims peaked when the former learned of Islam’s victory in
the Arabian Peninsula. For Northern Christians the polytheist
Arabs’ embrace of Islam following the battles of Makkah and
¤unayn, was perceived as a direct threat to their power and
identity.84 Accordingly, they gathered their troops and stationed
them along the borders between Sham and Hijaz85 with the pur-
pose of obstructing the expansion of Islam into their lands.86

This aggressive warlike stance was witnessed by traders travel-
ling between Sham and Hijaz, and relayed to the Prophet and
Muslims in Madinah. In fact, it was for this reason, and to pre-
vent a surprise attack, that the Prophet mobilised the Muslims in
630 c.e./9 ah, and went north as a response to the military chal-
lenge.87 Ibn ¤ajar al-¢Asqal¥nÏ also relied upon this reason to
explain what triggered the battle of Tab‰k, or what is known as
the great expedition to Tab‰k.88

It was under these particular circumstances outlining the
clear historical context of war, that verse 9:29 was revealed. In
this respect, al->abarÏ transmits the following:

I was told by Mu^ammad ibn ¢Amr‰, who said: We were told by Ab‰
¢®|im, who said: We were told by ¢¬s¥, who narrated from Ibn AbÏ NajÏ^,
who narrated from Muj¥hid that the verse, “Fight those who believe not in
Allah nor the Last Day, nor hold that forbidden which hath been forbidden
by Allah and His Messenger, nor acknowledge the religion of Truth, from
among the People of the Book, until they pay the Jizya with willing submis-
sion, and feel themselves subdued” (Qur’an al-Tawbah 9:29), was revealed
when the Prophet and his Companions were ordered to face the battle of
Tab‰k.89

The chain of transmission is authentic because Mu^ammad
ibn ¢Amr‰ ibn al-¢Abb¥s, known as Ab‰ Bakr al-B¥hilÏ al-Ba|rÏ,
“was a reliable transmitter.”90 Equally, “Ab‰ ¢®|im al-NabÏl al-
Ba|rÏ, the name of whom is al-™a^^¥k ibn Makhlad, was also a
firm reliable transmitter, thiqah thabat.”91 Likewise “¢¬s¥ ibn
Maym‰n al-JurashÏ, known as Ibn D¥yah, was a reliable trans-
mitter,”92 along with “Ibn AbÏ NajÏ^, whose name is
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¢Abdullah.”93 As for Muj¥hid, he is the well known successor,
“the Imam of Qur’anic exegesis and knowledge, and a reliable
transmitter.”94

However, there has been a claim that Ibn AbÏ NajÏ^ did not
hear any tafsÏr directly from Muj¥hid, but that the former nar-
rated Muj¥hid’s tafsÏr from the Book of al-Q¥sim ibn AbÏ
Bazzah.95 Although, Ibn ¤ibb¥n attributes this claim to Ya^y¥
al-Qu~~¥n, it seems that the originator of the claim is actually his
teacher, Sufy¥n ibn ¢Uyaynah, as is narrated by al-¢Al¥’Ï in his
J¥mi¢ al-Ta^|Ïl fÏ A^k¥m al-Mar¥sÏl.96 Thus, it is likely Sufy¥n
ibn ¢Uyaynah’s claim could be true, since he was born in al-
K‰fah in 725 c.e./107 ah, but then moved to Makkah in 737
c.e.C/120 ah97 and lived there until his death in 813 c.e./198
ah,98 while Ibn AbÏ NajÏ^ died in 749 c.e./132 ah in Makkah,
too.99 Moreover, it appears that Sufy¥n ibn ¢Uyaynah knew
¢Abdullah ibn AbÏ NajÏ^ well, since the former transmitted
directly a^¥dÏth from the latter, and informs that ¢Abdullah ibn
AbÏ NajÏ^ was appointed as a mufti of Makkah after the death of
¢Amr‰ ibn DÏn¥r.100

Yet, the existence of counter-arguments against Sufy¥n ibn
¢Uyaynah ’s claim makes the investigation more complex. In this
regard, al-Bukh¥rÏ reports that “¢Abdullah ibn AbÏ NajÏ^ al-
MakkÏ did hear [tafsÏr] from >¥w‰s, ¢A~¥’, and Muj¥hid101

....”102 Similarly, al-DhahabÏ states the following: “Some people
say that Ibn AbÏ NajÏ^ did not hear the whole tafsÏr from
Muj¥hid. I say: He [Ibn AbÏ NajÏ^] was one of the most special
people of Muj¥hid.”103

It seems very difficult to conclude with explicit certainty that
Ibn AbÏ NajÏ^ did or did not hear directly tafsÏr from Muj¥hid.
For this reason, when Ibr¥hÏm ibn al-Junayd asked Ya^yah ibn
Ma¢Ïn – an expert, and one of the founders of the discipline of
Jar^ wa Ta¢dÏl – whether it was true that Ibn AbÏ NajÏ^ did not
hear tafsÏr from Muj¥hid. He [Ibn Ma¢Ïn] said: “I do not know
whether or not it is true.”104 The real difficulty for determining
whether or not Ibn AbÏ NajÏ^ did hear tafsÏr from Muj¥hid
emerges from the fact that no chronicle records have been made
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of Ibn AbÏ NajÏ^’s date of birth. Thus, even though it is logically
sound to assume that Ibn AbÏ NajÏ^ received his knowledge of
tafsÏr directly from Muj¥hid, since both were in Makkah and
participated in the same area of knowledge, this could not be the
case because Ibn AbÏ NajÏ^ might have started seeking knowl-
edge after the death of Muj¥hid. 

Nevertheless, all those scholars of the opinion that Ibn AbÏ
NajÏ^ did not hear tafsÏr directly from Muj¥hid, unanimously
agree that Ibn AbÏ NajÏ^ did transmit Muj¥hid’s tafsÏr directly
from al-Q¥sim ibn AbÏ Bazzah.105 In this case, knowing that the
intermediary between ¢Abdullah ibn AbÏ NajÏ^ and Muj¥hid is
al-Q¥sim ibn AbÏ Bazzah, and knowing that al-Q¥sim ibn AbÏ
Bazzah himself is a reliable transmitter, thiqah,106 we have ade-
quate proof of the authenticity of Muj¥hid’s tafsÏr, when
received through the chain of transmission analysed. 

To summarise, it appears that the Jewish-Muslim conflicts of
Madinah triggered off a wave of conflicts between the Northern
Christians and Muslims. The first occurred in 628 c.e./7 ah
when an envoy of the Prophet was aggressively killed by a
Christian governor, causing the first fierce war between the
Christians and Muslims to take place in 629 c.e./8 ah known as
the Battle of Mu’tah. Then, as a result of this battle, and also due
to the Muslim’s rapid expansion and victory over the idolatrous
Arabs in the Arabian Peninsula, the Northern Christians
mobilised troops against them, stationing them in the region of
Tab‰k in 630 c.e./9 a.h. to obstruct the expansion of Islam into
their lands. It is in this historical context of war, Muj¥hid (who
had read the entire Qur’an 30 times in front of Ibn ¢Abb¥s, and
who had also revised the explanation of the whole Qur’an 3
times with him)107 informs us that verse 9:29 was revealed.108

Thus as analysis of the historical context of verse 9:29 reveals,
the command to fight in the verse relates to the aggression of the
People of the Book (as expressed in their challenge to war) and
not their belief system. In light of this, it is clear that the scope of
the prescription to fight is based exclusively on those of the
People of the Book committed to agrestic and warfare, and not
those who wish to live in peace.
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Turning next to the textual context of verse 9:29, we note the
Arabic morphological form used for the imperative to fight
which first draws our attention. Form III of the root q-t-l is used
giving us q¥tala, which indicates that the act of fighting must be
performed in response to another initially started act of killing or
fighting. In this respect, the prescription to fight is related to the
right to self-defence against an unjustly initiated war, not to the
belief system of those who are the object of the imperative. Note,
for the command to be related to the People of the Book’s  belief
system it would have to appear in the verse as Form I, that is
uqtul‰ (slay or kill them).109 For example, see verse 40:25 where-
in Pharaoh commands all Israelite male children to be killed
using Form I of the root q-t-l:

Now, when he [Moses] came to them in Truth, from Us, they said, “Slay the

sons of those who believe with him, and keep alive their females,” but the

plots of Unbelievers (end) in nothing but errors (and delusions)!...(Qur’an

Gh¥fir 40:25)

As is clear, the first morphological form of q-t-l is applied,
since the command is not related to the right to self-defence, but
Pharaoh’s act of killing unjustly innocent children. 

Another textual indication is the word ^att¥, until: “fight...
until they pay the Jizyah” (9:29). Sources of Arabic grammar
define mainly three functions for ^att¥: “the end of a purpose,
motivation, and exception.”110 The first function, “end of a 
purpose” (intih¥’ al-gh¥yah), means that what is after ̂ att¥, rep-
resents the point where the action of what is before ^att¥, must
end. For example, if a person says: “I will walk until I reach the
library”, it means that the action of the intended walk will end
when the person reaches the library, because the library is the
purpose of the person’s walking, but not its motivation. In fact, a
person’s motivation for walking to the library is to gain knowl-
edge. The second function of ^att¥ is known as motivation.
Unlike the previous function, the second shows that what is after
^att¥ serves as a motivation for the action before ^att¥. At this
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point, it should be noted that in respect of the second function, it
is more accurate to translate ̂ att¥ into English as “in order to.”
For example, in terms of the second function of ̂ att¥, it is more
accurate to say in English: “I will read the newspaper in order to
know what happened in Egypt yesterday”; instead of saying: “I
will read the newspaper until I know what did happen in Egypt
yesterday.” For this reason, SÏbawayh points out that with
regard to the second function of ̂ att¥, it appears as a synonym of
the Arabic word kai,111 which equates to “in order to” in
English. Thus, as can be seen in this second example, the infor-
mation provided after the word ̂ att¥, “in order to,” serves as a
motivation for the action mentioned before ̂ att¥, “in order to.”
In other words, the motivation for reading the newspaper is to
learn about recent events in Egypt. As for the third function of
^att¥, this is defined as an exception, meaning that the action
before ^att¥, is done as an exception to what is after ^att¥. For
example, if a person addresses another person by saying: “I will
not enter the room until you enter it first,” this means that the
action of entering the room by the first person is refused, but
exception is made only if the second person enters the room first.
It is obvious, that in this case ̂ att¥, works as a condition. 

Now, what is the function of ̂ att¥, in verse 9:29?

Fight those who believe not in Allah nor the Last Day, nor hold that forbid-

den which hath been forbidden by Allah and His Messenger, nor

acknowledge the religion of Truth, from among the People of the Book,

until112 they pay the Jizyah with willing submission, and feel themselves

subdued. (Qur’an al-Tawbah 9:29)

Taking all three functions of ̂ att¥ into consideration (reverse
order) we come up with the following:

1) Exception: This appears unlikely given the context.
Largely because ^att¥ as exception would mean to fight the
People of the Book as a permanent and inclusive act up to the
point at which (or except in the circumstance that) they pay the
jizyah. However, this view contradicts many other Qur’anic

Qur’anic Prescriptions

213

ARIF TEXT FINAL FOR PRINT.qxt_Revised Papers  30/09/2014  10:09  Page 213

o b e i k a n d l . c o  m



texts which exclude from the scope of war and do not permit to
be attacked children, women, the elderly, priests, those embrac-
ing Islam, and peaceful people in general. 

2) Motivation: If applied to the verse this would mean fighting
People of the Book in order to obtain jizyah from them. In other
words the root cause of fighting would be payment (of jizyah).
This assumption is false and contradicts teachings of the Qur’an,
the historical context of the verse as analysed, and does not cor-
respond to the morphological form of the imperative q¥til‰.
Furthermore, interpreting ^att¥ as motivation, would imply
killing all non-Muslims living in Islamic countries today, if they
refuse to pay their taxes. Of course everyone suffers a penalty of
some sort for tax evasion, across the world, but they are not put
to death for this. 

3) End of a purpose (intih¥’ al-gh¥yah): If applied to the verse,
this interpretation would mean fighting must end at the point at
which non-Muslims agree to pay the jizyah. In other words, the
action of fighting here, which is not motivated by jizyah but by
the right to self defence against an initially initiated war declared
on Muslims, ends at the point in which agreement is reached by
the People of the Book agreeing to pay the jizyah. This agreement
signifies that they agree to observe the general system of the state
as well as the social order. In fact, the psychological condition of
the latter whilst accepting the jizyah-based agreement is
described as “subdued” (|¥ghir‰n) where once it had been rebel-
lious bent on war. However, some Muslim scholars have
erroneously drawn the conclusion from this that humiliation is a
requirement from the People of the Book (necessary condition)
when accepting to pay the jizyah.113 This view is implausible
because “the payment of Jizyah cannot be considered a penalty,
for Islamic law does not punish any non-Muslim for his/her
faith.”114 In this regard, Thomas Arnold remarks:

This tax [Jizyah] was not imposed on the Christians, as some would have us
think, as a penalty for their refusal to accept the Muslim faith, but was paid
by them in common with the other dhimmÏs or non-Muslim subjects of the
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state whose religion precluded them from serving in the army, in return for
the protection secured for them by the arms of the Muslims. When the peo-
ple of ¤Ïrah contributed the sum agreed upon, they expressly mentioned
that they paid this jizyah on condition that “the Muslims and their leader
protect us from those who would oppress us, whether they be Muslims or
others.”115

So this third function of ̂ att¥ (the end of a purpose) is the cor-
rect interpretation for it corresponds to the historical context of
the verse, linguistic rules, and the main objectives of the Qur’an.
In other words ^att¥ as used in the verse denotes the end of the
action of fighting. This provides clear evidence that the root
cause of the command to fight is not the belief system of the
People of the Book for were it so then fighting would not cease
with the payment of the jizyah, rather it could only end when
Islam had been accepted and the beliefs changed. 

As far as the intertextual context of verse 9:29 is concerned, in
the first place it should be stressed that the overall Qur’anic con-
text rejects the claim that the root cause of the imperative to fight
lies in the People of the Book’s beliefs. This denies and contra-
dicts the universal Qur’anic principles of freedom of belief,
human dignity, and diversity, which emerge as a natural result of
mankind’s creation as creatures of free will.

Secondly and more particularly, the theme of surah al-
Tawbah, as well as its preceding surah al-Anf¥l, is entirely
geared to the context of war as a result of (provoked by) aggres-
sion and oppression. It is methodologically unacceptable there-
fore to selectively take out of their proper context certain pre-
scriptions mentioned in these surahs, and then graft onto them a
generalised interpretation to sanction a policy announcing war
on those of different faiths, contradicting the Qur’an and Islamic
teaching! For instance, Watt would appear to be doing just this
in his Muhammad at Medina, wherein he makes the following
comment on verses 9:29-32:

The passage as a whole marks the transition to a policy of hostility to the
Christians. This policy found its expression in the great expedition to
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Tab‰k in 630/9, and was continued not merely for the rest of Mu^ammad’s
lifetime but also afterwards, at least until Syria had been completely subju-
gated. In so far as the passage prescribes hostility to the Byzantine Empire
and to Christians in general, it long continued to influence the Muslim atti-
tude to the Christian church.116

Watt’s statement is generalisation based on a selective disre-
gard of the historical, textual, and intertextual context of the
Qur’an’s verses. Whilst pointing to verses 9:29-32 as evidence
for the Qur’an’s hostile attitude towards Christians in general,
Watt suggests the root cause of this supposed hostility as being
the Christian belief system. This is false association. In reality,
the block of verses referred to by Watt is not in favor of this gen-
eralised claim, because the verses (9:29-34) themselves go
beyond the scope of differing belief and explain metaphorically
that a circle of priests among the People of the Book had waged
war on God Himself, hindered/turned people away from the
path of/worshipping God, and devoured unjustly the wealth and
possessions of mankind hoarding up gold and silver and not
spending it in the way of God. In other words the verses speak for
themselves and intrinsically do not support any attempt at gener-
alisation. What we are being told in no uncertain terms is that
aggression and oppression is to be challenged. It is this which is
being addressed necessitating response in the interests of justice
and peace, not people’s belief systems. 

Finally, God’s rhetorical question in a verse preceding 9:29
provides explicit intertextual evidence of the Qur’anic root cause
for the prescription to fight being not people’s beliefs and reli-
gions, but their aggression:

Would you, perchance, fail to fight against people who have broken their

solemn pledges, and have done all that they could to drive the Apostle

away, and have been first to attack you? Do you hold them in awe? Nay, it

is God alone of whom you ought to stand in awe, if you are [truly] 

believers! (Qur’an 9:13)
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Obviously, the violation of covenants, the hatching of plots to
assassinate or expel the Prophet, the initiating of oppressive wars
on others, all these actions contradict any belief system, not to
mention the belief systems of what is referred to as the monothe-
istic religions.

Therefore, examination of the historical, textual, and inter-
textual context of verse 9:29, has shown that the root cause for
the Qur’an’s command to fight the People of the Book is their
aggression expressed in the act of waging of war against the
Muslims. Accordingly, the scope of the command to fight falls
only on those People of the Book who are people of war. As for
the four characteristics succeeding the imperative to fight, they
should be understood not as conditions permitting the declara-
tion of war, but as informative descriptions of those who
oppressively kindle the fires of war against peaceful people.

In summary, analysis reveals that Qur’anic exegesis sources
do not systematically present the Qur’an’s concept of warfare
contextualised to interfaith relations. Misinterpretation and
confusion characterise understanding of the prescription to fight
as reflected in the inconsistency of statements and conclusions
scattered throughout the sources. This in turn affects detrimen-
tally, and needlessly, elucidation of the meaning and root cause
of the command to fight as well as its scope, opening the doors
vastly to speculation and misleading conclusions. 

In actual fact, there is no real complexity in the verses in ques-
tion. In the Arabic at least the position is clear if one were to look
a little closely. Although various reasons can perhaps be cited for
the inconsistency, it would seem that in addition to the specific
historical circumstances of the exegetes interpreting the verses, a
major role has been played via the employment of an atomistic
methodology to Qur’anic exegesis. This approach prevents crys-
tallisation of the thematic coherence of the topic in question.
Versus the atomistic approach is the more superior thematic,
holistic one. Applying the latter, that is systematically examining
the historical, linguistic, and contextual aspects of, in this case
the prescription to fight, we discover no contradiction to exist
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between the Qur’anic conception of normative religious plural-
ism and the command to fight. This is because the root cause for
this command is not the belief system of others, but their initia-
tion of war on peaceful people. Thus, the scope of the Qur’anic
imperative to fight refers only to people of war.

[2]
An Analysis of the Prescription to Not Take Jews 

and Christians as Awliy¥’, Patrons: A Case 
Study of Qur’anic Verse 5:51

This final section of the chapter analyses the Qur’anic prescrip-
tion to not take Jews and Christians as awliy¥’ or patrons. This is
one of the most controversial Qur’anic verses with regards to
normative religious pluralism: 

O ye who believe! Take not the Jews and the Christians for your allies and

protectors;117 they are but allies and protectors to each other. And he

amongst you that turns to them [for protection] is of them. Verily Allah

guideth not a people unjust. (Qur’an al-M¥’idah 5:51)

This command not to take the Jews and Christians as
allies/protectors and generally friends has caused much contro-
versy and speculation. Aside from the issue of translation, this
has largely been due to the fact that the textual implication of the
prescription is speculative, ·annÏ, and not definitive, qa~¢Ï,
respectively. Furthermore and in particular, inaccurate transla-
tion of the word awliy¥’ has triggered and exacerbated contro-
versy surrounding the verse. Awliy¥’ has a very complex mean-
ing as well as sense and connotation. To simply translate it as
friends is to do it a disservice. 

Because of this exegetes such as al-ZamakhsharÏ and al-R¥zÏ
misconstrue awliy¥’ to derive an understanding requiring Mus-
lims to isolate themselves from religiously different people and
ignore them, making of this a normative obligation.118 In fact
most exegetes interpret awliy¥’ and the command this way, 
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concluding that Muslims are not permitted to show any affec-
tion towards religiously different people.119 As a result, this
perception has led to double standards developing amongst cer-
tain Muslims with regards to how they behave towards the
religious other. 

It is extremely unfortunate, yet not surprising, that all these
interpretations of verse 5:51 have been noted in the West and
construed as a hostile attitude on the part of Muslims towards
Jews and Christians. As mentioned earlier this has been nurtured
and exacerbated by most western translations of the Qur’an ren-
dering the term awliy¥’ as friends, allies etc. Consequently, the
verse has been employed as evidence to support the view that the
Qur’an does not leave enough room for accommodating norma-
tive religious pluralism. 

To derive a correct understanding of the issue this section
examines verse 5:51 in the light of three major aspects: a seman-
tic analysis of the term awliy¥’, the historical context of the
revelation of the verse, and a textual and intertextual study of the
verse. In fact, by examining the verse from these three particular
angles, we reach a coherent understanding of what is being in
reality commanded, enabling us to answer the question of
whether the prescription forbidding taking Jews and Christians
as awliy¥’ contradicts the conception of normative religious 
pluralism.

A Semantic Analysis of the Word Awliy¥’

As mentioned awliy¥’ is a complex and ambiguous term. The
word appears in the verse as an accusative masculine plural noun
in an indefinite grammatical form, and this latter not being limi-
ted to any indicative description, increases its complexity and
ambiguity. To establish its sense and implications as well as 
precise and accurate meaning, we need to examine awliy¥’
semantically. 

One of the earliest semantic accounts of the root morpheme
w¥w-l¥m-y¥’, from which the word awliy¥’ is derived, is given
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by Ibn F¥ris, who explains that this linguistic root, in itself and in
respect of all its derivatives, signifies “closeness.”120 However,
with direct connection to the word awliy¥’, Ibn F¥ris states that
“a person in charge of other person/s is referred to as his/her or
their walÏ,”121 the singular of awliy¥’. Of course, Ibn F¥ris’ defi-
nition “a person in charge of other person/s” means a person
who is in charge of managing other person/s’ life affairs. In this
respect, the English translation of awliy¥’ would be more accu-
rate if rendered as “guardians.” At this point, it is important to
note that Ibn F¥ris mentions another derivative of the root w¥w-
l¥m-y¥’, which is mawl¥, and states that it conveys the following
meanings: a slave who was set free, a person who freed a slave, a
friend, an ally, a cousin, protector, and neighbor.122

After Ibn F¥ris, another scholar in the field of semantics, al-
R¥ghib al-A|fah¥nÏ, explains the meaning of wal¥’, the source
noun of w¥w-l¥m-y¥’, as follows: “Two or more subjects united
together, in a way that there is nothing between them that is not
part of them.”123 It seems that al-A|fah¥nÏ’s definition of wal¥’ is
more akin to the notion of fusion than to Ibn F¥ris’ “closeness.”
More importantly, al-A|fah¥nÏ distinguishes different areas to
which the notion of wal¥’ is related, such as: a place, affiliation,
religion, friendship, protection, and belief.124

Two centuries after al-A|fah¥nÏ, Ibn Man·‰r transmitted
many different meanings of the root w¥w-l¥m-y¥’. In addition to
Ibn F¥ris’ observations on the meanings of mawl¥, Ibn Man·‰r
remarks that mawl¥ also means: a lord, a possessor, a master.125

With regard to ally, ̂ alÏf, as one possible meaning derived from
the root w¥w-l¥m-y¥’, Ibn Man·‰r states that this is a person or
group of people with whom another person or group of people
is/are united, and the latter draw their comfort and dignity from
the former, and fulfil their orders too.126 Moreover, Ibn Man·‰r
attributes to Ibn Is^¥q the statement that one of the meanings of
the expression “God is their walÏ” is that God supports them
against their enemies, and He also supports them in making their
religion prevail over the religion of others.127
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Chronologically succeeding Ibn Man·‰r, SharÏf al-Jurj¥nÏ
had a greater opportunity to acquaint himself with written
works in the field of semantics prior to his time, and thus man-
aged to compile his famous compilation Al-Ta¢rÏf¥t. In this
work, al-Jurj¥nÏ adopts a laconic style that is defining terms and
notions related to Islamic knowledge concisely. In this respect,
he provides a concise, but meaning-saturated definition of walÏ.
Al-Jurj¥nÏ writes: “WalÏ is whoever you take as a subject to
unconditional obedience.”128 Al-Jurj¥ni’s definition of walÏ in
itself, seen from the religious aspect, provides a firm ground for
grasping the essential meaning of the command in verse 5:51. 

As opposed to the terse, succinct style of al-Jurj¥nÏ it seems
that contemporary semantic discourse on the concept of walÏ,
awliy¥’ and its definition is more complicated and verbose. For
example, Baalbaki applies more than 35 different English words
to explain the meaning of walÏ.129 However, all those words can
be accommodated into the classical, semantic framework of walÏ
mentioned previously.

Therefore, semantic analysis reveals the complex nature of
the concept of awliy¥’. In this respect al-A|fah¥nÏ provides a cru-
cial key for understanding this concept when he remarks that the
notion of awliy¥’ pertains to different spheres of socio-cultural
life. Al-A|fah¥nÏ’s remark suggests that the concept of awliy¥’ in
the case of verse 5:51 should be observed from a particular angle
related to the religious belief system, since this is the context of
the verse. Consequently, the definition of awliy¥’ given by al-
Jurj¥nÏ would appear to be the most suitable in explaining the
meaning of the command. He writes: “WalÏ is whoever you take
as a subject to unconditional obedience.”130 Adding to al-
Jurj¥nÏ’s definition those semantic meanings of awliy¥’ which
are closely related to the belief system, the scope of the prohibi-
tion in 5:51 can be limited to the following semantic illustration
in respect of Jews and Christians: religious guidance→uncondi-
tional obedience→fusion and religious melting. This semantic
illustration leads, in turn, to the conclusion that the root cause
for the prohibition in 5:51 is related to the idea of preserving 
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religious particularities, which in fact constitute an essential ele-
ment of the structure of religious pluralism. At this point, it
should be mentioned, therefore, that the English translation and
definition of awliy¥’ as “friends” in the context of 5:51 raises
much concern about the methodology applied to draw such a
conclusion.131 Indeed, if we were to determine a single English
word to express all these meanings of awliy¥’, then that word
would seem to be “patron” which conveys most suitably the
meaning of that Arabic word considered in the particular con-
text of 5:51. This is because, in addition to the meaning of a
protector, the word “patron” etymologically means lord, mas-
ter, father, and patron saint.132

The Historical Context of Verse 5:51

The historical context of verse 5:51 is determined by the occa-
sion of its revelation. In this respect, Ibn AbÏ ¤¥tim reports the
following:

We were told by my father, who said: We were told by Ab‰ al-A|bagh al-
¤arr¥nÏ, who said: We were told by Mu^ammad ibn Salamah, who
narrated from Mu^ammad ibn Is^¥q, who said: I was told by my father
Is^¥q ibn Yas¥r, who narrated from ¢Ub¥dah ibn al-WalÏd, who narrated
from ¢Ub¥dah ibn al-ß¥mit that: It was not until the Jewish tribe of Ban‰
Qaynuq¥¢ waged war [on the Prophet and Muslims in Madinah], when
¢Ub¥dah ibn al-ß¥mit went to the Prophet and announced that he did dis-
own the tribe of Ban‰ Qaynuq¥¢, whereas ¢Abdull¥h ibn Ubay ibn Sal‰l
insisted on sticking by his alliance with Ban‰ Qaynuq¥¢. ¢Ub¥dah ibn al-
ß¥mit was one of Ban‰ ¢Awf ibn al-Khazraj [Arab tribe allied with Ban‰
Qaynuq¥¢, and the chief of which was ¢Abdullah ibn Ubay ibn Sal‰l], but
when Ban‰ Qaynuq¥¢ turned against the Prophet, ¢Ub¥dah ibn al-ß¥mit
terminated his alliance with them, and said: I take Allah, the Prophet, and
the believers as my awliy¥’. This event was the occasion of revelation of the
verse 5:51 “O ye who believe! Take not the Jews and the Christians for
your allies and protectors; they are but allies and protectors to each
other.”133

The content of this narration is also transmitted by al-W¥^idÏ
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as well as al->abarÏ, but both exegetes narrate it from ¢A~iyyah
al-¢AwfÏ, who, in addition to his controversial status as a trans-
mitter, had not met ¢Ub¥dah ibn al-ß¥mit134 nor had he men-
tioned the mediator between him and ¢Ub¥dah. Therefore, the
narration presented by Ibn AbÏ ¤¥tim in his TafsÏr, appears as
the only authentic one in terms of its content, which comes in
accordance to the Qur’anic textual context of the verse. In addi-
tion its chain of transmission consists of purely reliable trans-
mitters and thus is defined as authentic.135

However, two objections might be raised with regard to it.
The first is related to the chain of transmission, where one can
claim that ¢Ub¥dah ibn al-WalÏd ibn ¢Ub¥dah ibn al-ß¥mit did
not hear hadith from ¢Ub¥dah ibn al-ß¥mit. At this point, it
should be noted that ¢Ub¥dah ibn al-ß¥mit was the grandfather
of ¢Ub¥dah ibn al-WalÏd, and thus it is very likely that the latter
did hear hadith from the former. Furthermore, in Musnad al-
Im¥m A^mad ibn ¤anbal, Sufy¥n ibn ¢Uyaynah states that
¢Ub¥dah ibn al-WalÏd did hear his grandfather ¢Ub¥dah ibn al-
ß¥mit. But then, commenting on Sufy¥n’s statement, Ibn ¤anbal
states: “Another time Sufy¥n said: from136 his grandfather
¢Ub¥dah,”137 meaning that ¢Ub¥dah ibn al-WalÏd was narrating
from his grandfather through a mediator between them. The
mediator in this case is known. This is al-WalÏd ibn ¢Ub¥dah ibn
al-ß¥mit, the father of the young ¢Ub¥dah, and the son of the old
¢Ub¥dah ibn al-ß¥mit. This relation in terms of transmission is
confirmed by Ibn AbÏ ¤¥tim in his al-Jar^ wa al-Ta¢dÏl, where he
declares that ¢Ub¥dah ibn al-WalÏd was transmitting hadith
from his father al-WalÏd ibn ¢Ub¥dah ibn al-ß¥mit.138 Therefore,
any objection as to the chain of transmission seems untenable.

With regard to the second possible objection, this pertains to
the content of the narration. How can the narration refer to a
historical event which occurred between the Jews of Ban‰
Qaynuq¥¢ and the Muslims in around the year 623-624 c.e./2-3
ah in Madinah, as being the occasion for revelation of the verse
which note occurs in surah al-M¥’idah known as the last
Qur’anic surah to have been revealed? 

Qur’anic Prescriptions

223

ARIF TEXT FINAL FOR PRINT.qxt_Revised Papers  30/09/2014  10:09  Page 223

o b e i k a n d l . c o  m



In order to dispel this objection, it should be emphasized that
the revelation of some Madinan surahs lasted for several years,
including surah al-M¥’idah which took a long period of time.
Evidence to support this statement can be found in al-Bukh¥rÏ in
which he transmits a narration from the Prophet’s wife ¢®’ishah
who asserts explicitly that verse 6 of al-M¥’idah was revealed
when she lost her necklace in the region of al-Bayd¥’ near
Madinah.139 Historically, according to Ibn ¤ajar, this incident
happened in 626 c.e./5 ah during the event known as the battle
of Ban‰ Mu|~alaq which occurred in the region of the springs of
al-MuraysÏ¢.140 This evidence witnesses that certain verses of al-
M¥’idah were revealed during the early Madinan period. There-
fore, it seems that the opening of al-M¥’idah commenced at the
end of the second and beginning of the third Hijri year, as indi-
cated by the occasion of the revelation of 5:51, and continued
until the end of the Qur’anic revelation, when the largest part of
al-M¥’idah was revealed. 

Now, after proving the occasion of the revelation of 5:51 as
sound, it becomes clear that the imperative prohibiting Muslims
from taking the Jews and Christians as their patrons (awliy¥’)
has been based on a specific historical event, which plays a para-
mount role in understanding the cause and the scope of this
imperative. The prohibition therefore emerged from the histori-
cal context of the first religious conflict which took place
between the Muslims and Jews following the Muslim victory
over the Makkan polytheists at the battle of Badr. At this stage,
as the oldest monotheists in the region, the Jews of Madinah
were expected to show support for Islam. However, instead of
supporting the Muslims, the Jews of Ban‰ Qainuq¥¢ chose to
transgress their covenants, threaten the Prophet, make a mock-
ery of the Muslims, and violate the dignity of a Muslim
woman.141 Consequently, all these provocations led to a war
between the Muslims and Jews of Ban‰ Qaynuq¥¢. But, since the
axis of that war was religious, with allies and enemies grouped
along religious lines, the Muslims were forbidden to team up
with the Jews of Ban‰ Qaynuq¥¢ against the Prophet and his 
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followers. In other words the verse is telling Muslims not to trust
and take as protectors those who were their enemies. Therefore,
the different attitudes each of ¢Ub¥dah ibn al-ß¥mit and
¢Abdullah ibn Ubay ibn Sal‰l, in the context of religious conflict,
served as an occasion to prohibit all Muslims in all times to take
Jews and Christians as religious patrons, or to team up with
them against Muslims. 

In summary, as historical analysis shows the reason for the
prohibition in verse 5:51 was to caution Muslims at a time of
religious conflict which aimed to involve the Islamic faith in reli-
gious turmoil and also to exterminate it. Accordingly, the scope
of the prohibition pertains only to those among the Jews and
Christians attempting to religiously fuse Muslims or engage
them in a religious conflict against the followers of Islam. These
reasons aside, it has also been historically proven that the
Prophet himself, both before and after the conflict with the Jews
of Ban‰ Qaynuq¥¢, engaged with the Jews and Christians in
mutual understanding, mutual co-operation in all that is good,
and mutual support against all that is evil.  

Textual and Intertextual Study of Verse 5:51

An inseparable and integral part of Qur’anic exegesis is
(methodologically speaking) the examination of both the textual
and intertextual contexts of content. Failure to do so makes
determining the precise meaning of any verse impossible. For
this reason, a selective approach, which disregards the different
contexts of Qur’anic verses, tends to distort the true meanings of
those verses. Thus, in accordance with this stipulation, and to
complete our analysis, we next examine verse 5:51in terms of
textual and intertextual context. 

With regard to the textual aspect, it should be noted that the
verse’s linguistic structure consists of an imperative addressed to
all believers applicable for all times: “O ye who believe! Take not
the Jews and the Christians for your patrons” (5:51). Grammat-
ically the subject, that is the addressees, of the imperative cannot
be limited to a certain historical period, as Osman seems to 
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suggest,142 since the particularity of the occasion of the revela-
tion does not restrict the general sense of the Qur’anic words.
However, what is subject to limitation is the grammatical object
of the imperative, namely “the Jews and the Christians as
awliy¥’.” Just as not all meanings of the term awliy¥’ can be
accommodated to serve as the object of the imperative in this
particular context, so neither can all Jews and Christians be con-
sidered as the object of this imperative. This is largely clear from
Qur’anic principles which call for universal moral values, as 
well as from the example of the Prophet concerning interfaith
relations. 

Now, it is worth quoting al->abarÏ’s conclusion on this verse,
wherein he states: “God has forbidden all believers to take the
Jews and the Christians as supporters and allies against those
who have belief in God and His Messenger.”143 It is obvious
from this that al->abarÏ limits the meaning of awliy¥’ to “sup-
porters” and “allies” against the followers of Islam. Moreover,
al->abarÏ refers to this meaning of awliy¥’ as forming partisan-
ship, that is favoring the Jews and the Christians against the
Muslims, ta^azzub.144 Hence, according to al->abarÏ’s under-
standing of the verse, the prohibition concerns only that kind of
support and alliance with the Jews and Christians which is
directed against God, His Messenger, and the believers. He goes
further however to regard this, what is in effect betrayal if you
like, as apostasy. For this reason, he literally interprets the state-
ment “And he amongst you that turns to them [for protection] is
of them” (5:51).145 Hence, grammatically the object of the
imperative “Take not” (in the 2nd person masculine plural
(form VIII) imperfect verb, jussive mood) is limited in al->abarÏ’s
interpretation to partisanship with the Jews and the Christians
against Islam and thus to the realm of religious apostasy.

Two centuries after al->abarÏ’s relevantly liberal conclusion,
al-ZamakhsharÏ chose to expand the focus of the prohibition to
such a degree that he derives a “legal norm” from the verse of
“obligation to avoid religiously different others and to isolate
them.”146 Of course, this generalisation underpinned by the
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legal term obligation conflicts not only with the normative
teachings of Islam towards others, but also with the history of
interfaith relations and any constructive reasoning. And it is this,
al-ZamakhsharÏ’s conclusion, which may have provided good
reason (if not ammunition) for certain parties to understand the
term awliy¥’ as meaning “friends,” thus allowing them to pro-
mote the view that Islam is an intolerant religion which does not
make any room for religious pluralism. 

Whilst citing al-ZamakhsharÏ’s avoiding the religiously other
as an obligation assumption, al-R¥zÏ also adds that the prohibi-
tion means neither to seek the protection of Jews or Christians or
to show them affection.147 We are left with a generalised state-
ment which does not qualify the circumstances, if any, under
which this action is to take place, opening the door wide to
adverse speculation and misleading conclusion. Note for exam-
ple in contrast that the Prophet himself sought the protection of
the Christians in Abyssinia against Makkan oppression and per-
secution. 

Modern sources of Qur’anic exegesis differ little, echoing
much the same interpretation of the prohibition. In fact, barely a
significant difference exists. For instance, Ibn Ashur states that
the meaning of awliy¥’ in 5:51 pertains to notions of affection
and protection.148 In his opinion the reason for the prohibition
of taking Jews and Christians as awliy¥’ can be understood in the
light of the verses preceding 5:51, wherein God describes some
of the People of the Book as having corrupted their holy scrip-
ture, corrupted the moral example of their prophets, and
attempted to religiously misguide Muslims.149 In fact, even
though Ibn Ashur does not state so explicitly, his explanation of
the cause of the prohibition implies that the scope of the impera-
tive does not inclusively cover all People of the Book, as the
descriptions provided by him are not applicable to all of them.

Another modern exegete, al-Tabataba’i, argues strongly that
the meaning of awliy¥’ in 5:51 is related mainly to love and affec-
tion. He asserts that though the prohibition is specific to histori-
cal context, and has a meaning linked to alliance, this neverthe-
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less cannot restrict application of awliy¥’s general sense which
conveys a meaning of love and affection. To defend his state-
ment, al-Tabatabai applies both textual and intertextual app-
roaches to interpreting verse 5:51.150 Yet, the issue once again
remains of qualifying a statement, that is al-Tabatabai does not
provide a clear distinction between those Jews and Christians
who are not to be treated on the basis of love and affection, and
those who can be. Moreover, al-Tabatabai does not seem to dis-
tinguish between different reasons for showing love and
affection to People of the Book. Consequently, generalisation,
deprived of accurate distinction between different notions and
conceptions, tends to lead to a conclusion that claims prohibi-
tion for all Muslims to show any kind of love and affection to any
Jews and Christians. If this were so, it would not explain how the
Qur’an could permit a Muslim man to lawfully marry a Jewish
or a Christian woman yet simultaneously prohibit him from
showing any love or affection to her. It has to be emphasised,
such contradictions are not becoming of any scripture, and are
certainly not characteristic of the Qur’an considered by Muslims
as divine revelation.  

In sum, as analysis reveals, the object of the prohibition in
verse 5:51 has been differently defined, fluctuating between
absolute generalisation and excessive restriction. In this case, it is
methodologically necessary to use a thematic approach to exam-
ine the textual as well as intertextual context of verse 5:51 in
order to reconcile the different definitions.  

Analyzing the content of the whole of surah al-M¥’idah, it
becomes obvious from the very beginning that the surah encour-
ages cooperation and thus mutual engagement with the other:
“Help ye one another in righteousness and piety” (5:2).
Moreover, to facilitate implementation of this, the same surah
stipulates that the food and women of the People of the Book are
made lawful for Muslims (5:5). Similarly, surah al-M¥’idah also
promotes mutual contribution in the context of religious divers-
ity through competing with the other in good works (5:48). Note
however the textual context of al-M¥’idah also commands
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Muslims to “take not for friends and protectors (awliy¥’) those
who take your religion for a mockery or sport” from among the
People of the Book and disbelievers (5:57). At this point, it
should be borne in mind that both verses 5:51 and 5:57 occur in
the context of discussion on the issue of apostasy, which is a clear
sign that the prohibition in 5:51 cannot be reduced to the issue of
friendship and affection.   

Moving on to the intertextual context as thematically related
to verse 5:51, it is apparent that, in addition to the broad
Qur’anic sphere of human brotherhood, the Qur’an fosters the
objective of mutual understanding through the human initiative
of knowing each other (49:13). This culminates in the Qur’an’s
emphasis on the need for mutual support between religions with
the aim of protecting religious freedom and repelling oppression
(22:40). 

Additionally, another thematic circle can be traced in the
Qur’an, which clearly identifies different categorisations of the
People of the Book. This thematic circle seems to start from the
statement that “not all of them [the People of the Book] are
alike” (3:113), and ends at two different positions. The first
position pertains to those among the People of the Book who
when “hearing what has been revealed to the Messenger, you see
their eyes overflowing with tears because of what they have
recognised of the truth” (5:83), whereas the second corresponds
to the following Qur’anic statement: “and that which has been
revealed to you from your Lord will increase many of them [the
People of the Book] in transgression and disbelief” (5:68). Of
course, between these two positions, the Qur’an discusses other
attitudes adopted by the People of the Book towards Muslims.
However, what is essential to stress here is that the object of the
prohibition in 5:51 certainly should be limited to those among
the Jews and the Christians who represent the second position. 

Another intertextual thematic reading explicitly shows that
only those who are enemies of God, the Prophet, and Muslims
are not to be taken as awliy¥’ as well as not to be treated on the
basis of love and affection by Muslims. The Qur’an says: “O you
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who believe! Take not My enemies and yours as awliy¥’ – offer-
ing them (your) love” (60:1). The reason for this prohibition is
explained in the same verse; it is because those enemies have
“driven out the Prophet and yourselves (from your homes), (sim-
ply) because you believe in Allah your Lord!” (60:1). However,
in the same surah it is advised that “Allah forbids you not, with
regard to those who fight you not for your faith nor drive you out
of your homes, from dealing kindly and justly with them” (60:8).
The Arabic word for “dealing kindly and justly with them” is
tabarr‰hum, which carries the meaning of honest treatment on
the basis of love and compassion. 

Therefore, all these foregoing elements151 thematically related
to verse 5:51 construct necessary limitations to our understand-
ing of the grammatical object of the command. In other words, a
thematic reading of the Qur’an does not allow for generalisation
of the prohibition stipulated in 5:51 to include reference to all
People of the Book, claiming that any kind of friendship, alli-
ance, mutual support, and protection in respect of the Jews and
Christians is not allowed for Muslims.

Overall, based on semantic, historical, and textual study,
analysis of verse 5:51 reveals that the Qur’an’s command to not
take the Jews and Christians as awliy¥’ is limited to two aspects.
The first is purely theological, wherein the prohibition is related
to Muslims’ reliance on the Jews and Christians as a source of
religious guidance aiming at religious fusion, and thus leading to
apostasy. The root cause of the prohibition in this aspect is related
to the idea of preserving religious particularities, which, in fact,
constitute an essential element of the structure of religious plu-
ralism. The second aspect pertains to any involvement in parti-
sanship with the Jews and the Christians against Islam. The 
reason behind the prohibition in this respect is enmity and trans-
gression. Consequently, the scope of the prohibition in this
second aspect is limited to those among the Jews and the
Christians who are people of transgression, aggression, and
enmity towards the Muslims. Apart from these two aspects, any
kind of friendship with Jews and Christian based on love and
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affection, and any kind of alliance with them seeking to spread
all that is good and fight all that is evil, is not subject to prohibi-
tion in the case of verse 5:51. 

[3]
Conclusion

In summary, analysis reveals that Qur’anic exegesis sources do
not systematically present the Qur’an’s concept of fighting
against, or alliance with, non-Muslims contextualised to inter-
faith relations. Misinterpretation and confusion characterise
understanding of the prohibitions stipulated, primarily their
root cause, scope and objective, as reflected in the inconsistency
of statements and conclusions scattered throughout the sources.
This in turn creates a vast area for speculation and misleading
conclusions. By employing a holistic-thematic approach to sys-
tematically examine the historical, linguistic, and contextual
aspects of, in this case, the command to fight non-Muslims and
not take them as awliy¥’, we discover no contradiction to exist
between the Qur’anic conception of normative religious plural-
ism and the command to fight. This is because the root cause for
this command is not the belief system of others, but their initia-
tion of war on peaceful people. Thus, the scope of the Qur’anic
imperative to fight refers only to people of war.

Similarly analysis of verse 5:51 and the prohibition against
taking the Jews and Christians as awliy¥’ reveals that it is limited
to two aspects. The first is purely theological, whereby Muslims
are forbidden to rely on Jews and Christians as a source of reli-
gious guidance aiming at religious fusion, and thus leading to
apostasy. The second pertains to any involvement in partisan-
ship with the Jews and Christians against Islam. The reason for
the prohibition in this respect is enmity and transgression.
Consequently, the scope of the prohibition here is limited to
those among the Jews and Christians who are hostile to Muslims
and their faith, in other words people of transgression, aggres-
sion, and enmity towards Muslims. Putting these two aspects
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aside, and keeping commitment to their faith, in relation to verse
5:51 Muslims are not barred from any kind of friendship with
the Jews and Christian based on love and affection, and any kind
of alliance with them seeking to spread all that is good and fight
all that is evil. 

It is clear Qur’anic prescriptions play an important role in
preventing the process of the normative religious pluralism from
corruption, and remain as relevant today in our fractured times
as when first revealed, since these prescriptions are related to
issues such as aggression and transgression, but not to the belief
systems of non-Muslims and not to people of peace.
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