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Abstract 

This thesis is partially a study of the references in the Qur'an to the People of the Book 

which, for Muslims, represent the theoretical groundwork of relations with them. It 

also considers the practical aspect of such relations as reflected in the Prophet's 

relationship with the People of the Book during his life. In this way, it combines both 

the theory represented by the Qur'an and the practical application of the same by the 

Prophet. By looking at these two aspects, the study aims to provide a more 

comprehensive perspective of the characteristics of the Qur'änic attitude towards the 

People of the Book, and to counter and correct some of the numerous 

misrepresentations and misunderstandings that have existed throughout history 

regarding the image of the Qur'än in the minds of Muslims and non-Muslims. 

Besides, the thesis is concerned with the study of the Muslim attitude towards the 

People of the Book (ahl al-Kitdb) in general and Jews and Christians in particular. It 

conducts detailed research based on primary sources illustrating the Qur'an and 

hadith. This formed the conceptual framework of Muslim treatment of non-Muslims. 

Part of this thesis will be dedicated to study `Umar Ibn al-Khattäb's treatment of non- 

Muslims. In order to provide more support for an accurate picture of `Umar's treatment 

of Jews and Christians, the study further analyses some historical episodes of his 

treatment of Jews and Christians. 

The study discusses and analyses the steps taken by Prophet Muhammad and `Umar 

Ibn al-Khattäb towards both Jews and Christians in early Islam. As `Umar's assurance 

of safety defines the status of Christians communities under the new Muslims rule and 

established the foundations of the way Muslims should follow when treating People of 

the Book in Islam, the study examines and critically analyses the Islamic taxation 

system introduced by Prophet Muhammad and `Umar. The debatable covenant of 

`Umar will also be discussed. Finally, the study concludes with a final discussion and 

summary of the findings, together with some critical remarks and recommendations. 
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Introduction 

The purpose of the inquiry 

The need to understand the real attitude of Islam towards the People of the Book is 

significant. Recently, this subject has received much attention from the Western and 

Muslim trends. It is one of the persistent issues that still needs more clarification. Ever 

since its advent 1400 years ago, Islam gave a peculiar attention to the People of the 

Book. It acknowledges that there is a relationship of mercy between them and Muslims 

since all having in common the bases of the true religion sent by God to be preached 

by His messengers. The study in question aims to present the Islamic perception of the 

People of the Book (ahl al-Kitäb), more precisely Jews and Christians. The study shall 

endeavour to investigate the coexistence between these two groups and Muslims within 

a specific era. 

In general, the attitude toward these People of the Book in the Islamic territories was 

shaped in principle in accordance with the concept of dhimma, meaning protection 

granted to them by agreement or treaty. In return, their lives and property were 

protected and, in accordance with the general attitude of Islam to infidels, they were 

assured liberty of faith and worship. They were also permitted to organize themselves 

as they wished, and the Jews fully availed themselves of that permission. 

Muslim attitude towards the People of the Book seems a wide subject that still 

occupies a broad-spectrum of opinions ranging from support to opposition. In order to 

achieve this objective, the researcher has therefore searched through scattered 

historical writings of different tendencies that are involved, either directly or indirectly 

on the study. This subject has not been tackled in full before in its present context 

because, most probably, it might have been not important enough in previous times 
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like nowadays. It is becoming of a vital importance in our times especially after there 

have been some misconceptions regarding the Muslim/ non-Muslim relations. This 

thesis is, however, not entirely dedicated to investigate the legal status of the People of 

the Book since this subject has already been tackled by some other authors. Nor the 

objective of which is to describe the long course of events and clashes that occurred 

throughout different historical epochs. The inquiry tries to analyze the Muslim non- 

Muslim relations within a specific era and to show to what extent these relations 

extended. Above all, the study probes to give a brief account of the encounters that had 

taken place among the followers of the three divine religions within that era. 

Furthermore, the study suggests that these spiritual kinship relations might be 

reconsidered on the basis of a religious prospective. The task of the researcher is 

primarily not to identify the relevant sources concerning the People of the Book, rather, 

is to gather these sources, analyze them, and bring them together into one separate 

work. Finally, the thesis aims to present the today's point of view of how Muslims 

should deal with the People of the Book in the light of the Qur'än and f7adith. 

Scope and limitation of the study 
The sphere of this study might cover a variety of opinions in Islamic studies. Due to 

the wideness of this subject, I have to confine myself to two significant periods: i. e. the 

mission of prophet Muhammad (571-631 AD/0-11 AH) and the reign of the Caliph 

`Umar Ibn a1-Khattäb (13-23 A. H/633-643 A. D). In doing so, the Qur'än, the 

traditions of the Prophet will be the main bases of the thesis. The views of the four 

Sunni Muslim schools of law and their importance to the subject according to the 

exigency of their times will be taken into consideration as well. The constitution of 

Medina that the Prophet concluded with the Jews of Medina is another subsidiary 

document of the thesis. In addition the practices of the Caliph `Umar will be reviewed. 
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The study considers the pact of `Umar as a document to rely on in constructing the 

thesis. 

Research Hypotheses 

This thesis examines the following three hypotheses related to the People of the Book: 

(1) The sphere of the Muslim attitude towards the People of the Book has been so 

limited in previous writings and is in need for further illustration. 

(2) The era of `Umar Ibn al-Khattäb and especially his attitude towards the People of 

the Book has not been covered in full and still needs further discussions 

Research methods 
The main aim of the inquiry is to show the Muslim perception of Christianity and 

Judaism and to confine this to a limited period of time. I have used different method 

for data collection to achieve the aim of doing this thesis. Methods that have been used 

are: 

(1) Primary sources 
Numerous are those historical classic Arabic and Western works that touch upon this 

subject. I would begin with the Arabic sources since they form the majority of the 

different sources upon which the researcher will mainly depend on. I would review 

those sources according to the structure of my study. The researcher shall use diverse 

material for this work. That will involve electronic journals, manuscripts, periodicals, 

and CD-ROMs. The most used one of this kind, which will be the basic material of the 

second chapter, would be the Harf CD-ROM Encyclopaedia of hadith. I have used 

primary sources in the form of Arabic books, English books, and doctoral theses. 

Nonetheless, these sources did not involve deeply on the Islamic attitude towards both 

Jews and Christians to the extent that they might be of a limited value to a researcher. 

3 



(2) Manuscripts 

Another method that will be used for this thesis is manuscripts. There is an important 

manuscript, which is relevant to my study. It is the one written by Ibn Zabr al-Qädi 

(Abü 'Abd Allah Muhammad Ibn Ahmad) titled: (shuurü t al-Nasärd) the regulations 

of Christians. It will be used as one of the old asänid which refers to the covenant of 

'Umar I. It is within reach at Dar al-Kutub wa al-Wathäiq al-Qawmiyyah (The 

National House of Books and Documents) in Cairo. 

(3) Electronic journals 

The last source that will be used in building up this thesis is to choose some electronic 

journals. My thesis depends slightly on these journals. They present a modem 

conception of the scope of the Muslim/non-Muslim relations and link them to some 

contemporary issues. The researcher has made every possible attempt so the thesis 

could be presented in the present form. All sources of date have been utilized for this 

thesis. 

Structure of the thesis: 

The structure of the thesis is to organize it into five chapters. Each chapter will cover a 

different angle of the study. 

Chapter one which is the longest one in the thesis is devoted to the study of the People 

of the Book as they are presented in the Holy Qur'än. An analytical study will also be 

given regarding the meanings of these Qur'änic references in accordance with the 

opinions of the selected exegetes of the Qur'an. The chapter will divide these verses 

into themes taking into consideration the different periods of the Qur'än revelation. 

Mainly it will look at the verse that praise the People of the book on the one hand, and 

on the other hand will refer to the verse that criticise them 
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Chapter two will refer to the prophetic traditions pertaining to the people of the Book. 

The chapter will deal with other relevant issues that reveal how the People of the Book 

are presented in the adTth literature. This will include the covenant of protection ('aqd 

al-Dhimmah) and the constitution of Medina that the prophet concluded with the Jews 

of Medina. The chapter will deal with the People of the Book through different 

subjects that relate to them. 

Chapter three focuses on Poll tax (jizyah) imposed on the People of the Book. This 

chapter will take into consideration the following points: 

The amount of this tax, did this amount vary from the time of the prophet till the 

caliphate of 'Umar I, who was exempted and the basis behind this tax? Why should the 

people of the Book pay such tax? Was there any other kind of taxes imposed on the 

people of the Book? The opinions of Muslim schools of law regarding these taxes will 

also be assessed. 

Chapter four will view the other two kinds of taxes i. e. Land Tax (kharäj) and tithe 

('ushr). The chapter will show the basis of these two taxes, their application, and when 

they started. The opinions of the four Sunni Muslim schools of law will be taken into 

consideration as well. 

Chapter five is mainly concerned with the covenant of 'Umar. This will include: 

a brief history of Jerusalem, its importance, and the reasons that caused the Caliph to 

conclude this covenant, the different asänid (chain of narrators) of this covenant, and 

its authenticity. An analytical study on the covenant of `Umar will be given at the end 

of this chapter. 
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Chapter one People of the Book in the Qur'än 

Chapter One: The People of the Book in the Qur'än 

1.1 Introduction 

Islamic law confers special legal status on two major religious groups, Jews and 

Christians (ahl al-Kitäb) by designating them as protected communities. They enjoy 

this status which accord them several privileges. In the study of the Qur'än, it can be 

said with full accuracy that it has various verses that refer to the followers of other 

religions. This could be found out through the entire verses that deal with different 

themes related to this issue. The People of the Book is among the important subjects 

to which the Qur'an gives a special attention, and to which dedicated a large number 

of its verses. 

This chapter is an attempt to describe and understand how the People of the book are 

viewed in Qur'än. This will involve the two periods of revelation i. e. the Meccan and 

Medinan. The verses gathered here represent different themes and objective that have 

run through the Qur'än. The aim of this chapter is not to add to the numerous works on 

the Muslim/ non-Muslim relations; rather, to study the Qur'änic perceptions of both 

Jews and Christians. A large number of the Qur'änic verses refer to Jews, particularly 

during the time of Prophet Moses. This is a wide subject to be tackled here and it has 

previously been done by other authors. Hence, the emphasis here will be mainly on the 

verses that refer to the Jewish and Christian communities during Prophet Muhammad's 

time. Another objective is to give more clarification to some misconceptions that have 

arisen due to the lack of understanding the right contexts of the verses. 

Although the phrase ahl al-Kitäb (People of the Book e. g. 2: 105 and 3: 65) occurs 

in various contexts and with different attributes and is most frequently used, another 

common phrase which has the same significance is al-Ladhina dtaynähum al-Kitäba 



(those to whom we have sent the Book) and examples are found at: 2: 121; 13: 36; 

28: 52. As Saritoprak argues, the term ahl al-Kitdb has a positive meaning. He 

explains: 

The Prophet's use of the term ahl for his family showing that the quranic approach to the 
Christians and Jews, using the same word, is tender and highly respectful. The Qur'än, by 
calling the adherents of Judaism and Christianity ahl al-Kitäb pointing out that they have a 
scripture and that they read. ' 

Similarly, al-Ladhina 'ütü al-Kitäb (those who had received the Book to be found 

at: 3: 131,5: 5, and 74: 3 1) occurs throughout the Qur'an and refers mainly to the People 

of the Book. There are two ascriptions to the People of the Book, both appearing only 

once in the Qur'än; the first one is al-Ladhina 'ütü al-71m (those who were given 

knowledge 17: 107) and the second one is al-Ladhina yagr'üna al-Kitäba min qablika 

(those who have been reading the Book from before you 10: 94). 

Furthermore, People of the Book are referred to as ahl al-Dhikr (people of 

knowledge who possess the Message, 16: 43; 21: 7). They are referred to as such due to 

the fact that they are the only group of people besides the Muslim to have a "book" 

revealed to them. The Christians had their "book" revealed to them through Jesus (`Isa) 

and the Jews through Moses (Mttsa). In addition, both groups are called banü Isrä'11 

(the Children of Israel). Although some verses use this expression to denote only Jews 

during Prophet Moses's mission (2: 40-47,5: 70,7: 137), others use it to refer to 

Christians during Prophet Jesus's mission (3: 49,5: 110,61: 6-14). While the Qur'än, on 

the one hand, defines Jews as al-Ladhina hddü ( those who followed the Jewish 

scriptures, 6: 146; 16: 118,2: 65; 5: 41,44,69), ashäb al-Sabt (people of the Sabbath 

1: 63; 16: 124; 2: 65 ), and al-Yahild (e. g. 2: 113,5: 82, and 9: 30), Christians, on the 

other hand, are called ahlu al-Injil (People of the Gospel, 5: 47) and al-Na, ärd (e. g. 

Saritoprak, Zeki. Said Nursi's teachings on the People of the Book, Islam and Christian-Muslim 
relations, 11(3), 200,321-332. 
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2: 62,5: 18, and 9: 30). Some Muslim and Western writings call them ahl al-Dhimmah 

(those who have a covenant of protection with Muslims). Although different authors 

frequently use this term, it never appears in the Qur'än in any form. Different works of 

the Qur'an exegesis have been chosen to show the Qur'änic attitude towards the People 

of the Book. This will include classical and modem exegetes who represent different 

schools of thought. 

In this connection, Gilliot assumes that some early works dealt with the exegesis 

of the Qur'an. They are: kitäb ft al Athär wa hurüf al-Tafsir of Ibn Jurayj (d. 150), 

following Mujähid, 'Atä b. Abi Rabäh, (d. 114), and the disciples of (ashäb) of Ibn 

`Abbas, then the book of Mu'ammar b. Rashid al-San`äni, (d. 154) on the prophetic 

tradition and the Muwatta' of Malik b. Anas (d. 179). Similarly, Gätje states that the 

first work of this kind was of Ibn `Abbas. Gätje further adds that among his pupils who 

wrote independent works were: Said b. Jubair (d. 713), Mujähid b. Jabr (d. 721), 

`Ikrimah (d. 724), `Atä b. Rabäh (d. 732), and Abü Sälih Bädhäm (d. 719). According to 

the same author, some other exegetes of the first hijri century who followed Ibn 

`Abbas footsteps were: al-Hassan al-Basri (d. 728), Qatädah b. Di`äma (d. 730), and 

Muhammad b. Kalb al-Qurzi (d. 735 or later). 3 

1.2.1 Who are ahl al-Kitdb? 

The Qur'än reconfirms the fact of earlier revelations from God and hence it gives to 

the adherents of "Torah" and "Injil, " Jews and Christians, the appellation of "ahl-al- 

Kitäb, " the people of the revealed scriptures. Though the Qur'än explicitly identifies 

the Jews and Christians as "ahl al-Kitäb", the term in its general import and implicit 

Qur'änic allusions extends to all religious traditions which might concur with 

2 Gilliot, Claude. The beginnings of Qur'änic exegesis, in: Rippin, Andrew. The Qur'an formative 
interpretation. Aldershot: Ashgate, 1999, pp. 3-4. 
3 Gätje, H. The Qur'an and its exegesis: selected texts with classical and modern Muslim interpretation. 
London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1976, p. 33. 
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