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allow the Arabian lex talionis. For other 
parts of this passage, parallels can be sup-
plied from elsewhere in the Pentateuch: the 
ninth, for example, concerning weights 
and measures (q.v.), which echoes Leviticus 
19:35. There are also divergences where 
biblical parallels are harder to fi nd, as in 
the case of the fi fth command prohibiting 
infanticide (q.v.).
 None of this, however, amounts to very 
much: Commands such as these are the 
common stock of ethical monotheism and 
their collective grouping here need not 
suggest a failed qur�ānic attempt to appro-
priate the biblical Decalogue. It is not clear 
what particular importance the Qur�ān
attaches to this list, although it is interesting 
to note that the abbreviated version in the 
sixth sūra is juxtaposed with a reference to 
Mosaic revelation. Although Muslim com-
mentators have not generally connected 
the list with the Ten Commandments, Ibn 
�Abbās (d. ca. 67-8⁄686-8) is said to have 
referred to q 6:151f. as the “essence of 
scripture” (umm al-kitāb, Ibn Kathīr, Tafsīr,

ii, 178), and Ibn Kathīr (d. 774⁄1373) re-
marks, after giving a rare Muslim transla-
tion of much of the biblical Decalogue, 
that many consider the content of the “ten
words” to be present in these verses from 
the sixth sūra (Ibn Kathīr, Bidāya, i, 281).
W. Brinner has argued that q 17:22-39 and 
6:151-3 represent less an incomplete Deca-
logue than a uniquely Muslim code of 
ethics (see ethics in the qur��n), albeit one 
perhaps shaped by a desire to rival Moses. 
The presence of this code in the seven-
teenth sūra may locate it, according to 
Brinner, in the context of Mu�ammad’s
divine ascension (mi�rāj, see ascension), tra-
ditionally associated with the fi rst verse of 
this sūra if not explicitly mentioned in the 
Qur�ān. Just as Moses received the tablets 
while in the immediate presence of God, 
so too Mu�ammad’s commandments 
might be seen as the product of a similar 

experience, as the juxtaposition of Mu-
�ammad’s code with Mosaic revelation 
(q 6:155) might suggest (W. Brinner, Islamic 
decalogue, 73-5, 81). Such a conclusion 
must remain speculative since neither the 
Qur�ān nor tradition unambiguously asso-
ciates these verses with the Ten Command-
ments and the connection between the 
divine ascension and the seventeenth sūra
is likely to be secondary. See also law and 
the qur��n; lawful and unlawful.

Keith Lewinstein
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Community and Society in the 
Qur�ān

It is noteworthy that the Qur�ān, as Islam’s
preeminent source of information about 
God, is also the tradition’s defi nitive guide 
to what constitutes a godly community 
and society, in both theory and practice. 
Although the Qur�ān’s discourse on social 
dimensions of human existence is intended 
principally for guidance, inspiration and 
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regulation of Muslims in the service of God, 
there is also an abundance of information 
on a diverse range of human groupings 
viewed from a religious perspective.
 The Qur�ān is not a textbook that expli-
cates the sociology of ancient Arabia (see 
pre-islamic arabia and the qur��n); that 
must be constructed from a wide variety of 
sources, including the Qur�ān. An exten-
sive modern literature has been devoted 
to that task since the appearance of W. 
Robertson Smith’s Kinship and marriage 

in early Arabia in 1885. Scholarship has 
ranged widely, embracing both ancient 
Arabia (e.g. H. Lammens, L’Arabie occiden-

tale and B. Fares, L’honneur chez les Arabes)
and more recent Middle Eastern tribal 
societies (e.g. T. Ashkenazi’s analytical es-
say, La tribu arabe). For an extensive list-
ing of sources and studies, see the articles 
“al-�Arab,” “Badāwī” (Bedouin, pastoral 
nomads),“�abīla” (tribe), and “Nasab”
(genealogy) in ei 2. A relatively recent, com-
prehensive study, embracing the qur�ānic
period and early Islamic history, is R. al-
Sayyid, Mafāhīm al-jamā�āt fī l-Islām (con-
cepts of human groups in Islam). See also 
arabs; bedouin; kinship; tribes and clans.

The ancient Arabian context of qur�ānic

religio-communal ideas and institutions 

A stimulating and infl uential older study, 
with special reference to early Islam, is 
W.M. Watt’s Muhammad at Mecca (1953) and 
a sequel Muhammad at Medina (1956) which 
provides detailed analyses of the Arabian 
tribes and clans that fi gured in the forma-
tive phases of the Muslim community’s
(umma) development. The birth of Islam as 
a new socio-religious system, unprece-
dented in some ways yet peculiarly and 
effectively adapted to the existing social 
and value system of the 
ijāz, is addressed 
within the context of a theory of “tribal
humanism” (Muhammad at Mecca, 24f.). 

This was, in Watt’s view, the effective value 
system, really a functional religion, signifi -
cantly advanced beyond the old cults of 
veneration of trees, sacred stones and 
springs, with an extensive and diverse pan-
theon (see south arabia, religion in 
pre-islamic). Tribal humanism, focusing 
on social and economic matters far more 
than transcendent spiritual concerns, was 
itself also in decline by the time of Mu-
�ammad. Its character can best be dis-
cerned in the poetry of those times which 
witnesses to a strong veneration of tribal 
heritages, a fi ercely defended sense of 
 honor, bravery in combat and generosity 
of a sometimes prodigal character. The 
tribe with its kinship subdivisions was the 
main focus of values rather than the indi-
vidual, tribal unity and survival being the 
greatest good. There is little if any aware-
ness of the possibility of a personal after-
life and this fact becomes a key element in 
the Qur�ān’s challenge to the old Arabian 
worldview, with its fatalistic resignation 
(see fate) and materialistic emphasis, de-
nounced frequently by the Qur�ān as pre-
ferring the life of this world (
ayāt al-dunyā,

e.g. q 2:86; 9:38; 16:107) over the afterlife 
(al-ākhira, see heaven and hell).
 According to Watt (as summarized in his 
more recent work, Muhammad’s Mecca, 

1988, 15-25), the Arabian tribal system at 
the time of Mu�ammad was organized 
principally in the male line (see patriar - 
chy). Kinship of a matrilineal type had 
earlier been known also in Medina (q.v.). 
q 25:54 speaks of God having created 
humankind from water (q.v.; see crea- 
tion), then establishing relationships both 
of consanguinity (nasab) and by marriage 
or affi nity (	ihr) which latter may possibly 
also refer to matrilineality, according to al-
Bayāwī’s commentary (Anwār, ad loc.). 
The Qur�ān also says (q 49:13) that God 
created all humankind from one male and 
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female couple and made them into nations 
(shu�ūb) and tribes (qabā�il) so that they 
might know each other.
 Tribes were subdivided into clans which 
contained families (see family), but accord-
ing to Watt (Muhammad’s Mecca, 16; also F. 
Donner, see below) the highly elaborated 
and differentiated defi nitions of ancient 
Arabian tribal kinship were largely a later 
development. During Mu�ammad’s time a 
kinship group was most often referred to as 
“the sons of ” (banū) a certain tribal fi gure. 
The word qawm occurs very often in the 
Qur�ān with the general meaning of “peo-
ple.” Little can be learned from the Qur�ān
about the specifi cs of tribal organization 
and structure. Watt points out the word 
mala�, a collective term for the leading 
males of a tribe and, in the Qur�ān, it 
sometimes connotes a council or assembly 
(e.g. q 10:75 for Pharaoh’s [q.v.] mala�,

q 27:29 for the Queen of Sheba’s [see 
bilq�s], q 2:246 for the Children of Israel’s
[q.v.] “chiefs” as Yūsuf �Alī renders the 
term in his translation of the Qur�ān). The 
Qur�ān also speaks of al-mala� al-a�lā

(q 37:8; 38:69), an “exalted assembly” of 
angels (see court). Mecca (q.v.) apparently 
had a mala� comprised of clan representa-
tives, mentioned in q 38:6 as Mu�ammad’s
opposition (see opposition to mu�ammad).
 Leadership of a tribe was in the hands of 
a sayyid or “chief,” a term not found in the 
Qur�ān in this precise sense. A tribal chief 
was in no sense an autocratic ruler or he-
reditary monarch but a fi rst among equals, 
respected for experience, character, good 
judgment, courage, hospitality and wisdom 
as well as the ability to provide protection. 
This last virtue Watt considers to be the 
most important aspect of pre-Islamic Ara-
bian tribal life (Muhammad’s Mecca, 17-20).
Protection included the law of retaliation 
(lex talionis), where an injury or killing in 
one kinship group was answered in kind by 

the other group. This is supported by the 
Qur�ān, when it repeats the Mosaic law 
(q 5:45) of “life for life, eye for eye, nose for 
nose, ear for ear, tooth for tooth and 
wounds equal for equal” and when it sets 
forth a guide for Muslims (q 2:178f.) 
which is similar and also provides, as in 
 ancient Israel, an opportunity for remission 
through a just compensation known as 
blood money (diya, see blood money). Kill-
ing people outside of one’s group was not 
necessarily considered wrong per se but it 
could bring a most costly and bloody retal-
iation (q.v.; see murder; bloodshed). What 
is more, both warfare (
arb) and raiding 
(ghazw) had clearly understood rules and 
worked within the social system (see war; 
battles and expeditions). War was the 
norm in pre-Islamic Arabia but it became 
unlawful under Islam for Muslims to shed 
their co-religionists’ blood. Yet holy war 
( jihād, q.v.) was permitted, indeed encour-
aged under certain circumstances in order 
to defend the Muslims as well as to extend 
the territories to be governed by Islamic 
principles. War between Muslims and non-
Muslims was to become a permanent state 
of affairs but governed by the principles 
and practices of Islamic law (sharī�a) with 
respect to the treatment of prisoners 
(see captives) and other matters (see M. 
Khadduri, War and peace).
 People not belonging by blood to a pro-
tecting tribal structure could often fi nd 
protection (q.v.) by attaching themselves to 
a powerful group in a protected neighbor 
( jār) relationship. The Qur�ān speaks of 
this arrangement in various ways: It re-
gards good done toward both the distant 
and unknown as well as the near and inti-
mate neighbor as meritorious (q 4:36); it 
reveals that whereas God protects ( yujīru)

all things, he is himself unprotected (lā
yujāru �alayhi, q 23:88); and it advises that 
seeking protection from God is far more 
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secure than relying on the material world 
even if there is no evidence beyond belief 
and trust in him (q 67:28-9; see trust and 
patience). Expressions in a new light of an 
old Arabian protection option did much to 
promote the idea of a Muslim community, 
an umma, that would far exceed tribal affi li-
ation in benefi ts bestowed.
 Watt adds (Muhammad’s Mecca, 19) that a 
more common notion of protective affi lia-
tion was that of friend or protector (walī,

pl. awliyā), terms that occur frequently in 
the Qur�ān. The word walī may apply to 
either the one protected or the protector as 
patron or guardian (see clients and 
clientage). q 3:68 states that “God is the 
protector (walī) to those who believe” while 
q 10:62-4 asserts “Truly, the friends (aw-

liyā�) of God, no fear will be on them, nor 
shall they be sorrowful; those who believe 
and are god-fearing for them is good news, 
in the life of this world and in the here-
after.” The helpless individual in ancient 
Arabian society could seek protection from 
a human group of higher status whereas 
Islam raised that paradigm to a theological 
level by providing membership in a com-
munity that itself received protection from 
the highest authority. Because the Qur�ān
was able to express old ideas and to refor-
mulate customs in new and appealing 
ways, Islam gained additional authenticity 
while preserving much of the old values 
and security. And, for example, the qur-
�ānic teaching on walī-hood would have far 
reaching effects in the elaboration of later 
Islamic ideas about human interpersonal 
and inter-group relations no less than 
divine-human relations, particularly in 
�ūfī confraternities (see ��fism and the 
qur��n).
 Yet even though Islam could claim a 
 larger authority than the traditional tribal 
system for the ordering and regulation of 
community life, the old system was by no 
means simply abandoned. Rather it was 

incorporated into the larger complex of 
Muslim community life by means of what 
Fred M. Donner calls “genealogical legiti-
mation” (Narratives, 104-11), an ancient 
practice in the Near East. And although 
the Qur�ān rejects claims that the super-
iority of people is based on their kinship 
affi liation, in post-qur�ānic times there 
 developed a well-elaborated science of 
genealogy, as has been mentioned. Donner 
sees at the base of this a strong commit-
ment by the dominant Arabs, however they 
were defi ned, to preserving hegemonic 
control in the early empire over the subject 
peoples of other ethnic-linguistic groups. 
Arab tribal legitimation became stronger, 
not weaker, as other peoples embraced 
Islam and questioned the Arab suzerainty. 
“Arabians were able to respond that their 
rule was legitimate because, as the people 
to whom the Prophet had been sent and in 
whose language the Qur�ān had been re-
vealed, they were the rightful heirs of the 
Prophet, whose mission was, after all, uni-
versal” (ibid., 109). Further, Donner’s anal-
ysis of the sources for early Islamic history 
includes attention to what he calls “themes
of hegemony” (ibid., 174-82) whereby Mus-
lim conquerors, leaders and claimants to 
leadership came to control not only non-
Muslims but fellow Muslims as well. A ma-
jor issue was fi tna, variously translated as 
temptation or sedition, within the Muslim 
community itself and the ways in which 
various groups and interests justifi ed them-
selves politically as fi t to rule. In other 
words, war was not simply a matter of 
confl ict between insiders and outsiders, 
Muslims and non-Muslims; increasingly, it 
became an intra-communal phenomenon 
with fateful consequences. Though the 
Qur�ān provides general principles for Is-
lamic community life, history itself posed 
the greatest challenges to these ideals of 
harmony and cooperation. See politics 
and the qur��n.
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 Donner’s contribution to our understand-
ing of the beginnings of Islamic historical 
writing includes a useful treatment of 
“themes of community” (Narratives, ch. 6)
in which he traces the umma idea from its 
qur�ānic context and relates it closely to 
another theme that he calls prophecy 
(nubuwwa, Narratives, ch. 5; see prophets 
and prophethood). Although Donner sees 
the centrality of the qur�ānic message in 
the Prophet’s development as both prophet 
and community leader or shaper, he also 
combines many other aspects of the com-
plex history in a coherent manner. Thus, in 
addition to Mu�ammad’s establishment of 
social and ritual practices which were foun-
dational, Donner includes consideration of 
how the cult of the community was rou-
tinized over time and administered in a 
larger context of government and taxation 
(q.v.). Donner’s approach is important for 
its attention to the diverse historical sources, 
of which the Qur�ān is but one, however 
fundamental. He makes clear that one can-
not arrive at a full understanding of com-
munity and society in the age of the Qur-
�ān and in the aftermath of the umma’s
founding from the Qur�ān alone.
 A richly documented study of the evolu-
tion of ideas about community and society 
since the pre-Islamic period in the Arabian 
peninsula is Riwān al-Sayyid’s al-Umma

wa-l-jamā�a wa-l-sul�a. Dirāsāt fī l-fi kr al-siyāsī

l-�arabī l-islamī (The umma, the community 
and political authority. Studies in Islamic 
Arab political thought). Drawing upon 
modern scholarship as well as traditional 
sources about Arabian religion and society 
before Islam, the author proceeds to dem-
onstrate the novelty of the Islamic umma

as a universal community intended to 
unite humankind in a system of common 
belief and action. The work is an absorb-
ing example of a theologically  informed 
sociology that utilizes not only the Qur�ān
and other contemporary documents but 

also �adīth, qur�ānic interpretation (tafsīr),

poetry (see poetry and poets), history, 
prophetic biography (sīra, see s�ra and 
the qur��n) as well as qur�ānic sci ences 
(see traditional disciplines of qur- 
��nic study) in addition to commentary 
(e.g. asbāb al-nuzūl and nāsikh wa-mansūkh

discussions; see occasions of revela- 
tion; abrogation) to show how the umma

evolved over time into a multi-dimensional, 
charismatic community.
 It has been important to situate the Qur-
�ān within its larger historical, social, cul-
tural, linguistic and religious contexts —
which can only be suggested here — before 
turning to an exploration and survey of its 
complex, evolving discourse on society and 
community throughout the period of Mu-
�ammad’s prophetic vocation. The re-
mainder of this article focuses princip ally 
upon the contents of the Qur�ān itself with 
respect to this subject.

Religio-communal terms and ideas in the 

Qur�ān: umma
The idea of Islamic community is based 
defi nitively, if not exclusively, on the qur-
�ānic meanings of the ancient Semitic root 
that produced the Arabic word umma (pl. 
umam). Umma possibly derives ulti mately 
from the Akkadian ummatu ( Jeffery, For. vo-

cab., 69) or from the Hebrew umma or the 
Aramean umetha (Horovitz, Jewish proper 
names, 190). In the Qur�ān, umma most of-
ten means a human religious community 
although additional meanings include: any 
traditional value or belief system (q 43:22,
23); a tribe or subgroup (q 7:164; 28:32); a 
fi xed term or time (q 11:8; 12:45); a para-
gon or exemplar (see below in connection 
with Abraham in q 16:20); and genera of 
animals (q 6:38; see animal life). This last 
is far-reaching in its moral and ecological 
implications, for animals and birds form 
“ummas like unto you” (see natural world 
and the qur��n).
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 The term umma occurs in both Meccan 
and Medinan passages a total of 62 times 
(including 15 plurals). The term fi rst occurs 
in Nöldeke’s (gq ) second Meccan period 
where it refers to ummas either before or 
concurrent with the Qur�ān’s revelation 
(see chronology and the qur��n). The 
most numerous occurrences are in Nöl-
deke’s third Meccan period. The term has 
a variety of references before it comes to 
designate, more or less exclusively by the 
Medinan period, a fl edgling Muslim com-
munity under Mu�ammad’s guidance after 
the Muslim umma as both a religious and 
political entity had been established there 
(see medina).

q 2:128 speaks of an umma muslima, a 
community submitting to God; q 2:213
refers to an umma wā
ida, meaning human-
kind as an archetypal “single community”
or a specifi c unifi ed community (q 21:92);
and 2:143 identifi es the believers in the qur-
�ānic message as an umma wasa�an, a “mid-
most community,” properly balanced and 
standing as a kind of model among other 
communities in relation to God. To every 
umma has been given a prophetic messen-
ger (q 10:47; see messenger) preaching both 
good news (q.v.) and warnings (see warn- 
ing). And every umma has been provided by 
God with a ritual system (mansak) to ob-
serve (q 22:67; see ritual and the qur��n).
 Although nowhere does the Qur�ān ex-
plicitly state this, it is not inaccurate to as-
sert that the Muslim umma is seen in Islam’s
scripture as the “qur�ānic umma.” The 
word al-kitāb, meaning the scripture or 
book (q.v.), is frequently associated with 
religious communities such as the Jews, 
Christians and Muslims (see people of the 
book). When kitāb is used in connection 
with the Muslims it generally means the 
Qur�ān, as in q 2:2-4: “This is the book 
(kitāb); in it is guidance sure, without 
doubt, to those who fear God… who be-
lieve in the revelation (see revelation and 

inspiration) sent to you [Mu�ammad],
and sent before your time, and they are 
certain of the hereafter.” In q 32:3 the 
book is designated as a message for those 
who had not previously received admon-
ishment, namely the pagan Arabs (cf. 
q 36:2-6 where qur�ān replaces kitāb). And 
in q 42:7 an Arabic Qur�ān is declared to 
have been inspired in order to warn the 
“mother of cities,” Mecca (q.v.). There 
have been and continue to be other entities 
known as ummas, but by the end of the 
Qur�ān’s revelatory stages the term refers 
defi nitively, if not exclusively, to the Mus-
lims as just stated. (Further consideration 
of umma will be given as it relates to other 
terms and concepts, but for a more exten-
sive survey see F. Denny, The meaning of 
ummah.) Still, the qur�ānic concept of umma

as it described the actual human groupings 
of the early Islamic generations should not 
be overemphasized. According to J. van 
Ess, “the umma-concept, which today has 
become so highly esteemed, hardly played 
a role”; tribal and partisan associations 
were far more prominent (tg, i, 17).

Other prominent religio-communal terms and 

concepts in the Qur�ān 

Although the umma idea is the most fully 
developed qur�ānic concept of the commu-
nity as applied to Muslims, other terms 
and concepts are also signifi cant, both in 
themselves and as part of a comprehensive 
qur�ānic framework of socio-communal 
meaning. There seems to be a category for 
every type of individual and community in 
the Qur�ān’s view and these categories 
present a broad range of values from ex-
emplary religio-moral qualities to disap-
proved and condemned characteristics.


anīf ( pl. �unafā�)
An example of the fi rst is the type of ge-
neric monotheist — being neither Jew 
nor Christian — identifi ed by the Qur�ān
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as 
anīf (q.v.). Although there is consider-
able scholarly literature about the origins 
and meanings of the word 
anīf in the 
Semitic languages (see F. Denny, Religio-
communal), the Qur�ān employs the term 
twelve times in late Meccan and Medinan 
passages with distinctive emphases. Ten of 
the occurrences are in the singular, of 
which eight refer to Abraham (q.v.). Of 
these eight, fi ve also contain the term milla,

commonly translated as religion (q 2:135;
3:95; 4:125; 6:161; 16:123) and one 
(q 16:120) includes umma. All of the twelve 
passages but one (q 4:125) directly contrast 
idolater (mushrik) and 
anīf as opposites. So 
one fi nds in the Qur�ān, apart from the 
traditional monotheisms of Judaism and 
Christianity, an ideal of an Abrahamic ur-

monotheism, as it were, that precedes them 
as a paradigm of what God intends as reli-
gion for his human creatures. q 3:67 states: 
“Abraham was neither a Jew nor a Chris-
tian; but he was a 
anīf, a muslim and was 
not of the mushriks”; (see idolatry and 
idolaters; polytheism and atheism).
 anīf is not strictly a term denoting com-
munity but it does stipulate what the Is-
lamic umma is meant to embody and from 
where it should draw its inspiration: not 
from the older monotheistic siblings men-
tioned but from Abraham and his commu-
nity at the beginning of authentic religion. 
Abraham was both a 
anīf and an umma.
The latter application seems somewhat 
strange so that instead of thinking of the 
patriarch as a community to himself, some 
have suggested that umma in q 16:120
either has an eponymous meaning or 
means paragon of virtue as Fakhr al-Dīn
al-Rāzī (d. 606⁄1210) speculated in his 
commentary (Tafsīr, ad loc.).

Milla ( pl. milal)
This word is clearly a religio-communal 
term, most often related to Abraham, as in 
the phrase millat Ibrāhīm (e.g. q 2:130; 3:95;

4:125; 6:161). Milla is a loan-word from 
Aramaic and in the Qur�ān a synonym for 
the Persian-derived dīn (Nöldeke, i, 20 n. 2).
Although milla and umma overlap in their 
meanings to some extent, the former is a 
much more restricted term referring to any 
religion and, by extension, to its commu-
nity but without defi ning or representing a 
tradition theologically or ethically. A milla

simply is whereas the umma, in the sense of 
the Muslim community, becomes an histori-
cally particular community through faith 
(q.v.), responses to challenges (see trial)
and maturation. When the Qur�ān declares 
in q 109 “The Unbelievers” (Sūrat al-
Kāfi rūn): “To you your religion and to me 
my religion,” (lakum dīnukum wa-liya dīn,

q 109:6) it could just as well have used milla

as dīn. W.C. Smith has wondered if milla

“is not the only word in any language or 
culture that designates a specifi c and trans-
ferable religion, one as distinct from others, 
and nothing else” (The meaning and end of 

religion, 294). Of course, that the Qur�ān
could employ terms such as milla, with the 
assumption that they would be understood 
by the fi rst hearers, implies that the 
ijāzī
Arabs shared fully in the general Semitic 
worldview that featured close relations be-
tween religions and communities, between 
ethics and society in a pluralistic framework 
(see ethics in the qur��n; theology and 
the qur��n). The qur�ānic message, though 
it sets forth absolute truth as it sees it, nev-
ertheless also defi nes the rest of the world 
in terms of a range of options that assume 
close relationships between religious 
commitments — whether traditional and 
inherited or confessional (in the philoso-
pher Karl Jaspers’ sense) and thus change- 
able — and socio-communal groupings.

Submitters and believers constitute the Muslim 

umma
Arabic plural forms for human groups con-
stitute much of the Qur�ān’s categories of 
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society and community. Two of the most 
frequently encountered terms also are pi-
votal for the Islamic religion: muslimūn and 
mu�minūn, submitters (i.e. Muslims) and be-
lievers, those who have faith (īmān). The 
two terms occur frequently, although per-
haps surprisingly “believers” occurs fi ve 
times as frequently (ca. 200 times) as “sub-
mitters” (ca. 40). Faith (īmān) is a weightier 
concept than submission (islām) both
throughout the Qur�ān and in the devel-
oped Muslim theological tradition (see 
faith; islam).
 Only rarely does umma occur in close 
conjunction with islām, īmān, muslim or
mu�min. However, when it does it is a signi-
fi cant passage as in q 3:110: “You are the 
best umma that has been raised up for hu-
manity. You enjoin right conduct and for-
bid indecency; and you believe (tu�minūna)

in God. And if the People of the Book 
had believed (law āmana), it had been bet-
ter for them. There are believers (mu�minūn)

among them but most of them are wicked 
transgressors.” This passage appears to say 
that being a nominal Jew or Christian is 
not suffi cient to be acceptable to God; one 
must also be a believer. q 3:113-4 states 
that “of the People of the Book there is an 
upright group (umma qā�ima)… [who] be-
lieve in God and the last day [see apoc- 
alypse; last judgment]… they are in the 
ranks of the righteous (wa-ulā�ika min al-

	āli
īn).” This seems to be just as true of 
Muslims who without faith are under-
stood to be merely submitters and at an 
inferior level of spiritual awareness and 
development.
 The occurrences of umma along with ref-
erences to faith and submission are gener-
ally found in the most highly developed 
instances of umma, those in Medinan pas-
sages when it refers to the Muslims exclu-
sively. For example, q 3:102-4 states, “O
you who believe, fear God as he should be 
feared, and do not die except as muslimūn.

And hold fast together to the rope of God 
(
abl Allāh), and do not become divided 
among yourselves.… Let there arise from 
you a community (umma) inviting to all that 
is good, enjoining what is right and forbid-
ding what is wrong. Those, they are the 
prosperers.” Islam’s legendary sense of 
strong community loyalty and solidarity 
may be seen in its qur�ānic iteration in pas-
sages such as this. A similar passage 
(q 2:256), that addresses the individual as 
much as the group, speaks of “the strong-
est handhold” (al-�urwa al-wuthqā), which is 
available to those who avoid evil and be-
lieve in God. It should be recalled that 
throughout the Qur�ān’s discourse on com-
munity the emphasis is not on community 
as such; the ancient Arab world did not 
lack understanding and appreciation of 
strong social and communal networks. The 
important thing is the Qur�ān’s consistent 
pattern of linking community with belief 
and morals within a monotheistic para-
digm. This was one of the principal ap-
peals of the new religion to tribal as well as 
town folk who already placed such a high 
value on kinship and covenants.
 Watt has compared the Medinan Muslim 
umma to a kind of tribe that was based not 
on blood but on a common faith (Mu
am-

mad at Medina, 239). The new order did not 
discard kinship relations; rather it placed 
them within the larger circle of loyalties 
and affi liations brought by Islam. Just as 
the Qur�ān appealed to its fi rst hearers 
because of its excellence in Arabic ex-
pression so also there appears to have 
been an elective affi nity between its socio-
communal emphases and the Arabs’ own 
strong community-mindedness, albeit at 
different levels. The “pattern-maintenance 
system,” to borrow the sociologist Talcott 
Parsons’ useful concept, of Arabian society 
and kinship was to be enhanced by that of 
the qur�ānic vision of submission, belief, 
obedience (q.v.) and solidarity within the 
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umma. It is worth noting here that, accord-
ing to Watt at least, the term umma appar-
ently did not dominate the discourse on 
Muslim community to the end of the Me-
dinan period for, after Mecca was incor-
porated, other terms, both non-qur�ānic
and qur�ānic, such as, respectively, jamā�a

and 
izb Allāh (party of God) took its place 
in extra-qur�ānic documents and treaties 
(Muhammad at Medina, 247).
 The important contemporary, extra-
qur�ānic document known as the Constitu-
tion of Medina uses the term umma but 
with a somewhat different meaning from 
that of the Qur�ān — moving in the direc-
tion of a political confederation more than 
a single community united by a common 
creed (see creeds). There is a diverse mod-
ern scholarly literature on this document 
that is fairly summarized by R. Stephen 
Humphreys in his Islamic history. A framework 

for inquiry (92-8).
 Faith as a higher value than submission 
may also be seen in a dramatic passage 
(q 49:14-5) where desert Bedouin declared 
to Mu�ammad: “‘We believe (amannā).’
Say [Mu�ammad], unto them, ‘You do 
not believe yet.’ Say rather, ‘We have sub-
mitted (aslamnā), for faith (īmān) has not 
yet entered your hearts’… The believers 
(mu�minūn) are those who believe in God 
and his apostle [Mu�ammad], and after-
wards never doubt, but struggle with their 
wealth and their lives in the way of God, 
such are the sincere ones.” Passages like 
this may mislead one into imagining that 
submission (islām) is not such a profound 
matter in the Qur�ān after all. It clearly is, 
but it must be understood in relation to 
other things. Submission is the crucial 
gateway to the service of God, without 
which faith would not be possible; humans 
themselves are capable of submitting ac-
cording to their own will and power where-
as faith is bestowed as a grace (q.v.) later 
on. As T. Izutsu has expressed the matter, 

“surrender, far from being, as is suggested 
by [q 49:14]…, a lukewarm and superfi cial 
sort of belief, or the fi rst stumbling step in 
the faith, is the very foundation on which 
the whole religion of Islam is based” (Con-

cepts, 190-1). Faith and submission are often 
coupled and placed as opposites to other 
terms such as unbelievers (kāfirūn), idola-
ters (mushrikūn) and sinners (mujrimūn). The 
last group are often spoken of as a sinful 
people (qawm, e.g. q 6:147; 15:58; see also 
belief and unbelief; sin and crime).

Servants (�ibād) of God 

When the most important dimension of 
individual and group identity and values 
is religion, it is not surprising that funda-
mental distinctions will be made between 
insider and outsider, brother (see brother 
and brotherhood) and other. The striking 
early Meccan sūra, q 109 “The Unbeliev-
ers” (Sūrat al-Kāfi rūn) reveals the tension 
among Mu�ammad’s contemporaries that 
was brought by the preaching of Islamic 
monotheism. This brief, vital sūra is a tour-
de-force focusing on the Arabic root letters 
�-b-d, from which are derived the terms for 
worship of and service to God: �abd, slave 
or servant of God, �ibāda, worship and 
�ibād, servants, especially of God. The ac-
tive verbal form of the root applies in the 
sūra both to Muslims and to disbelievers, 
as both are viewed as serving some supe-
rior power. The Muslims serve God 
whereas the disbelievers serve, according 
to classical commentary, idols and are thus 
mushriks as well as disbelievers (kāfi rūn). The 
terse ending of q 109 sharply distinguishes 
the speaker’s community, the Muslims, and 
the opposition’s, which according to the 
commentaries, is devoted to disbelief (kufr)

or idolatry (shirk): “Say: O unbelievers, I 
serve not what you serve and you are not 
serving what I serve, nor will I serve what 
you have served, neither will you serve 
what I serve. To you your religion (dīn) and 
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to me my religion.” Although the qur�ānic
use of the �-b-d root generally refers to wor-
ship of and service to God, this early sūra
shows how it can be neutral as well, refer-
ring to the worship of anything.
 The servant of God is not a passive 
 adorer; active exertion is a key aspect of 
this status. There is a strong sense of work 
involved, in a manner that parallels the 
Jewish idea of worship (avoda), a Semitic 
parallel that also means service. A Chris-
tian parallel is the medieval Benedictine 
monastic expression, the work of God 
(opus dei), meaning the Divine Offi ce of 
daily prayers and worship as the primary 
task of monks and nuns. The Qur�ān de-
clares that the “servants of the Merciful 
are those who walk humbly on the earth, 
and when the ignorant address them say, 
‘Peace.’ Who spend the night (in prayer), 
prostrate and standing” (q 25:63-4; see 
bowing and prostration). Clearly, the 
qur�ānic idea of true religion is strongly in-
vested in service, in “work” for God in 
ways parallel to Islam’s older, cognate tra-
ditions of Judaism and Christianity (see 
work; servant; worship; prayer).

Excursus: Concerning category formation in the 

Qur�ān

It is all too easy for western readers of the 
Qur�ān and other Arabic texts to fall into 
the practice of reifying dynamic, verbal ex-
pressions such as islām, īmān, muslim, mu�min,

shirk, mushrik and their human plural forms. 
Stated differently, it would be a distortion 
to consider muslimūn, mu�minūn, mushrikūn,

mujrimūn (“sinners”) and so forth as rigid, 
unchangeable categories of human associ-
ation based on this or that virtue or offense 
(see virtues and vices; boundaries and 
precepts). Nor do words like islām, īmān,

shirk and kufr refer to static abstractions; 
they are essentially active and engaged.
 Although it is true that the Qur�ān views 
human groups according to their degree 

of religion and⁄or impiety, generally the 
message also regards human beings as 
capable of repentance (see repentance 
and penance) and conversion (q.v.) to the 
“straight path” of Islam (see path or way 
[of god]). So, to denominate people as 
fated to sin or deceit or falsehood, at least 
in the present, is generally un-qur�ānic if it 
means there is no hope (q.v.) of deliverance 
(q.v.) or, to be more idiomatically qur�ānic,
no hope of success or prosperity ( falā
).
Although the noun falā
 does not occur in 
the Qur�ān, it appeared early on in Islamic 
history in the clause of the call to prayer: 
“Hasten to success” (
ayy �alā l-falā
, see 
prayer formulas). Verbal forms derived 
from the Arabic root letters f-l-
, as well as 
the human plural al-mufli
ūn, the success-
ful, do appear in strong ways, as in the fre-
quently recalled q 2:1-5, where those who 
fear God, believe in the unseen (see hidden 
and the hidden), persist in prayer, share 
their wealth (q.v.) with others, believe in 
divine revelation, and anticipate the here-
after will be considered to be “on true 
guidance from their Lord, and it is these 
who will be successful (humu l-mufli
ūn).”
 Hence human groupings as described in 
ethical and spiritual terms are not rigid, 
unchanging realities in principal. Of 
course, the Qur�ān frequently presents its 
teachings through reference to historical 
groups whose fate was already sealed. 
Sometimes such groups saw the error of 
their ways, repented, and were forgiven 
and set on a new course (see forgiveness).
An example is when Moses’ (q.v.) followers 
repented of their sin of creating and wor-
shipping the graven image of a calf 
(q 7:152-5; see calf of gold). At other 
times, groups fell into error (q.v.) from 
which they did not recover, as was the case 
of the people of certain unnamed towns in 
q 7:94-102 who failed to heed God’s wrath 
(see anger) after they were warned. “Did
they feel secure against the trickery (makr)
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of God? But no one feels safe from God’s
stratagem (makr) except a people who have 
utterly lost their bearings (al-qawm al-

khāsirūn)” (q 7:99; see also punishment 
stories).
 Those who are saved and those who lose 
out from previous generations do not re-
ceive their recompenses because they are 
urban, or rural, or Jews, or Christians, or 
foreigners; they are judged according to 
their dispositions and behavior. The qur-
�ānic denomination of signifi cant human 
groups, in the religious and moral senses, 
usually pertains to faith and right eousness 
or their absence. This universality of theo-
logical and moral vision has been funda-
mental in enabling Islam to be a world reli-
gion transcending social, cultural, political 
and regional boundaries. The umma ideal is 
thus global in both its intent and scope. 
(See F. Donner, Narratives, 141-6, for a clas-
sifi cation of historiographical themes cru-
cial for understanding the early Muslim 
community’s “collective vision of the past”
and how these enabled Muslims to make 
sense of their experience.)

The ideal of a unified umma and the People of 

the Book

Humankind were one umma but then they 
went in different directions and split up 
(q 2:213). From a somewhat different slant, 
the Qur�ān states that God could have 
created a unifi ed umma but declined that 
option so that people might be tested and 
fi nd their own way as morally accountable 
beings (q 5:48; see freedom and predes- 
tination). A single umma of humankind 
would have included both unbelievers and 
believers, the bad and the righteous 
(q 43:33). The Qur�ān does not equate 
humankind or the people (al-nās) with an 
umma, at least not descriptively. Ideally, it 
may turn out that all people will submit 
and follow God’s teachings, but until then 
an umma will be a selective grouping 

drawn out from the larger human family 
to be a specially dedicated cohort.
 q 23:52-4 states, concerning the People 
of the Book: “Lo, this umma of yours is one 
umma, and I am your Lord so show piety 
(q.v.) towards me. But they cut their affairs 
into pieces amongst them in the matter of 
scripture, each sect (
izb) in what is with 
them rejoicing. Leave them in their confu-
sion for a time.” This passage is from the 
second Meccan period (according to Nöl-
deke, gq), before umma came to refer more 
exclusively to the Muslims under Muham-
mad’s guidance. If the Nöldeke chronology 
is accepted, by the second Meccan period, 
umma in its true sense is a religious commu-
nity, ideally unifi ed in its beliefs, although 
not necessarily Muslim in the sense of 
Mu�ammad’s umma. During the Meccan 
periods of the Qur�ān’s revelation, much 
attention is paid to Jews and Christians as 
fatefully important precursors of the Is-
lamic venture between the archetypal era 
of Abraham who was neither a Jew nor 
Christian but a pure monotheist (
anīf )

and the prophetic career of Mu�ammad.
Although the People of the Book had been 
called to serve God, many of them failed 
in their religion and fell astray (q.v.).
 In addition to submission, belief, idolatry, 
and other frequently expressed qur�ānic
ideas by which human groups are catego-
rized, “brand name” communities are also 
identifi ed. Ahl al-kitāb, the People of the 
Book, has already been mentioned as refer-
ring to the Jews and Christians, Islam’s im-
mediate precursors in scriptural monothe-
ism. The phrase occurs about 30 times. 
Jews ( yahūd or hūd) occurs some nine times 
(with hūd occurring three times; see jews 
and judaism). Christians (na	āra) occurs 14
times and the adjective Christian (na	rānī)

once (with reference to Abraham’s not be-
ing such, or Jewish, yahūdī, in q 3:67; see 
christians and christianity). The Sons of 
Israel (Banū Isrā�īl, see children of israel)
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occurs some 40 times, whereas the Sons of 
Adam (banū Ādam), i.e. humanity, occurs 
seven times. �ābi�ūn, referring to the Sabi-
ans (q.v.; probably meaning Man daeans, a 
Jewish-Christian sect in Iraq), occurs three 
times. Muslims, Jews, Christians, Sabeans, 
Magians (q.v.; i.e. Zoro astrians) and poly-
theists are all mentioned together in 
q 22:17 as peoples among whom God will 
judge. In his commentary on this verse, al-
Zamakhsharī (d. 538⁄1144) recalls the view 
that, according to the Qur�ān, there are 
fi ve religions, four belonging to Satan (see 
devil; ibl�s) and one to God (Islam). In this 
schema, the Sabians are considered to be 
a branch of Chris tianity (Zamakhsharī,
Kashshāf, ad loc.).
 There are some very negative remarks 
directed at the Jews in the Qur�ān, much 
more so than against Christians (see 
polemic and polemical language). An 
example is q 5:82: “The strongest among 
men in enmity to the believers are the Jews 
and idolaters; and the nearest to them in 
love are those who say, ‘We are Christians.’
Because among these are priests and 
monks (see monasticism and monks) and 
they are not arrogant.” Al-Zamakhsharī
comments that because the Jews are men-
tioned before the idolaters in the passage, 
they are at their head. The great rationalist 
commentator closes his interpretation of 
this passage by citing q 2:96 wherein the 
Jews are portrayed as grasping for life as 
much as a thousand years; but God would 
still punish them at the end for “all that 
they do” (as translated in H. Gätje, The 

Qur�ān, 134). Al-Zamakhsharī declares: 
“The Jews are like this, and even worse!”
Then he quotes a prophetic �adīth: “If a 
Muslim is alone with two Jews, they will try 
to kill him” (Gätje, The Qur�ān, 134). The 
Muslims had a great confl ict with Jews in 
Medina and this is refl ected in strongly 
critical qur�ānic passages such as q 5:82

(quoted above). Nevertheless, the Jews 

were also considered, in the Constitution 
of Medina, to be an umma alongside the 
Muslim umma. And for a period Jews and 
Muslims worshipped together facing Jeru-
salem (q.v.) as their common prayer orien-
tation (qibla [q.v.], see F. Denny, Umma, 44;
also R. Humphreys, Islamic history, 92-8).
 The Qur�ān’s criticism of Jews and, to a 
lesser extent, Christians, exhibits early Is-
lam’s struggle to defi ne itself over against 
the older siblings of the Abrahamic tradi-
tion. The disagreements between Islam 
and the other two religions are not like the 
fundamental controversy with the polythe-
ists because there is a basic common foun-
dation for the monotheistic traditions. The 
disagreements over actual behavior versus 
lofty ideals, as occurs in qur�ānic criticisms 
of Jews or over a doctrine regarded as 
heretical, such as the Christian Trinity 
(q.v.), are nevertheless disagreements 
among cognate systems. It is like a large, 
extended family with diverse branches: 
Their theological, scriptural and, with re-
spect to Jews and Muslims, ritual, disagree-
ments and confl icts only make sense within 
their common monotheistic framework, 
however generalized that may be. Religion 
is fi rst of all an embodied and socially em-
bedded reality in the Qur�ān’s view, so it is 
individual Jews, Christians and others, as 
well as groups of them, that are the focus 
of criticism and occasional admiration 
(as in q 5:82, quoted above) rather than 
Judaism and Christianity per se. From this 
perspective, it is hoped that the People of 
the Book will someday see the light and 
submit to God as proper Muslims; but 
meanwhile they are to be tolerated be-
cause they are not all astray and they do 
have a valid heritage in covenant (q.v.) 
with God. (For an extended qur�ānic dis-
course, see q 3:64-115; covenant ideas are 
treated below).
 Fred Donner (From Believers to Mus-
lims,) hypothesizes that the Muslim follow-

c o m m u n i t y  a n d  s o c i e t y



379

ers of Mu�ammad in the community’s for-
mative period did not necessarily make a 
strong distinction between themselves and 
other monotheists in their environment but 
viewed them as fellow believers (mu�minūn)

before the term Muslim took on the in-
creasingly political and exclusionary mean-
ings of the caliphal era (see caliph). There 
is much to commend in Donner’s carefully 
argued general thesis that the community 
of believers in the period of the Prophet 
and for a time thereafter did not constitute 
a distinct religious confession although 
such an argument certainly goes against 
the traditional Muslim view of the matter.

The Muslims as a covenant people and a people 

united by devotion to the Prophet of God

The Muslim umma, like its Jewish and 
Christian predecessors, is a covenant 
(�ahd or mīthāq) community. Contracts, 
covenants and treaties were important fac-
tors in pre-Islamic Arabian society (see 
contracts and alliances; breaking trusts 
and contracts). A key term was wafā�,

“to fulfi ll, be faithful to.” This idea was 
well established in pre-Islamic times as in 
the ode of Zuhayr: “Whoever keeps his 
word (man yūfi) goes unblamed; he whose 
heart is set on the sure path of piety (q.v.) 
needs not to fear or falter” (A.J. Arberry, 
Seven odes, 117; cf. Izutsu, Concepts, 87). This 
idea is clearly refl ected in the following 
qur�ānic passage, which chides some Peo-
ple of the Book for not fulfi lling concluded 
agreements with ignorant pagans (ummiy-

yūn): “No! The one who fulfi lls his promise 
(�ahd) and is godfearing — truly God loves 
the godfearing (al-muttaqīn, q 3:76).
 The Muslim community came to view 
God as the guarantor of oaths (q.v.) and 
covenants. This belief in a divine witness-
ing of agreements contributed greatly to 
the establishment of an Islamic ideal of 
justice (see justice and injustice; law and 
the qur��n) that would be honored 

throughout an ever-increasing umma. In a 
way it refl ects the notion that can be dis-
cerned in the Hebrew Bible, Genesis 31:49,
the famous Mizpah Benediction, wherein 
Jacob and his uncle Laban, after much 
confl ict and disagreement over property 
and relationships, solemnly declared to-
gether: “May the Lord watch between you 
and me when we are absent from one an-
other.” The core of this agreement is that 
God sees all and will judge any misdeeds 
accordingly. q 16:91 refl ects this idea: “Ful-
fi ll the covenant of God when you have en-
tered into it, and do not break your oaths 
(aymān) after you have confi rmed them; 
you have indeed made God your surety 
(kafīlan), for God knows what you do”
(q 16:91). Islam adopted this idea and ap-
plied it both to human social relations and 
to the divine-human relation of religion.
 The establishment of the Muslim umma

on the occasion of the emigration (hijra) of 
Mu�ammad and his fellow Meccan Mus-
lims (known henceforth as al-muhājirūn, the 
Emigrants) to Medina in 622 c.e. (see 
emigration) marked a defi nitive trend 
away from tribalism toward a supra-com-
munity knit together by faith more than by 
kinship, as was noted earlier. Before the 
umma’s founding, there had been an inter-
tribal confederation for mutual defense 
known as 
ilf al-fu�ūl, which Mu�ammad is 
said to have admired. Even so the Prophet 
reportedly declared that there was to be 
no 
ilf in Islam (see E. Tyan, 
ilf, and C. 
Pellat, 
ilf al-fuūl).
 The Qur�ān frequently refers to the Mo-
saic covenant (�ahd) as a paradigm of the 
divine-human relationship (e.g. q 7:134).
In the Bible, the covenant is not between 
God and Moses, but between God and 
the community of Israel. The Qur�ān, 
however, presents a covenant (mīthāq) that 
is fi rst between God and his prophets —
Noah (q.v.), Abraham (q.v.), Moses (q.v.), 
Jesus (q.v.) — and then through them to 
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the Jews, Christians and Muslims (q 33:7;
cf. 3:81). There is, in the Qur�ān, a society 
of prophets, as it were, that will endure 
until judgment day and vindication, with 
their communities safeguarded by their 
faith. A vigorous declaration of these 
 closely related convictions is the following 
passage from the Medinan period, 
q 58:21-2: “God has decreed: ‘Verily, I and 
my messengers shall prevail…’ You will not 
fi nd any people believing in God and the 
last day, loving those who resist God and 
his messenger, even though they were their 
fathers or their sons, or their brothers, or 
their kindred. For such he has written faith 
(al-īmān) in their hearts, and strengthened 
them with a spirit from himself. And he 
will admit them to gardens beneath which 
rivers fl ow, to dwell therein forever. God 
will be well pleased with them and they 
with him. They are the party of God (
izb

Allāh). Truly it is the party of God that will 
be successful (al-mufli
ūn).”
 The word 
izb (pl. a
zāb) occurs a num-
ber of times and is pertinent to this dis-
course because it can mean sect, party or 
confederacy in the religious sense. A 
izb of 
Satan is mentioned in q 58:19 and shortly 
afterward countered by a 
izb Allāh

(q 58:22). q 33 takes its name, “The Con-
federates” (Sūrat al-A�zāb) from a group-
ing of clans opposed to Mu�ammad at the 
Battle of the Ditch (khandaq) in 5⁄627. Ear-
lier occurrences of a
zāb refer to ancient 
peoples who had rejected their prophets 
(e.g. q 38:11-3; discussed in F. Rahman, 
Major themes, 138-9). The idolaters are char-
acterized in q 30:32 as “Those who split 
up their religion (dīn), and became sects 
(shiya�) — each party (
izb) rejoicing in that 
which is with itself.” Unlike umma, the term 

izb does not come to refer to the Muslims 
exclusively. Even so, it does have a power-
ful rhetorical impact when conjoined with 
the divine name, as in 
izb Allāh. The party 
of God trumps all other parties and is the 

opposite of sectarianism and division. 
The Qur�ān claims unity and communal 
coherence in belief and practice, and that 
not only for Islam as the religion estab-
lished under the prophetic guidance of 
Mu�ammad. The Qur�ān further insists 
that “the same religion (dīn) has he estab-
lished for you [i.e. the Muslims under Mu-
�ammad’s leadership] as that which he 
enjoined upon Noah — that which we 
have sent by inspiration to you — and that 
which we enjoined on Abraham, Moses, 
and Jesus: Namely, that you should remain 
steadfast in religion and make no divisions 
therein” (q 42:13). Passages such as this 
help us to understand better the direction 
and character of qur�ānic criticisms of 
Jews and Christians. The message is not 
denying the validity of those traditions’
fundamental covenants and doctrines —
indeed it is strongly affi rming it; the prob-
lem is a perceived deviation from the pri-
mordial monotheism that the Qur�ān views 
as having been established by Abraham, 
Moses and Jesus preeminently. The quarrel 
is, as it were, a family affair. Inasmuch as 
the old-style “Muslims” have slipped and 
deviated as well as split up into sects, then 
the fresh Muslims of the Mu�ammadan
renewal movement — and such it is viewed 
to be — must fi ll the breach and constitute 
the party of God.
 The principal covenant term in the Qur-
�ān is mīthāq, from wathiqa, meaning to place 
confi dence in someone. In the third form 
the verb means to enter a compact or treaty. 
Mīthāq can have a secular sense, as in 
q 4:21 where it concerns a marriage price 
compact. Most often, however, mīthāq in
the Qur�ān refers to a religious agreement 
between God and humans or more specifi -
cally between God and his prophets, usu-
ally in the context of the People of the 
Book (ahl al-kitāb). The term occurs 25
times, principally in Medinan passages.
 Another important qur�ānic term for 

c o m m u n i t y  a n d  s o c i e t y



381

 covenants and contracts is �ahd, whether 
with reference to the Children of Israel 
(e.g. q 2:40) or to the Muslims. The root 
occurs more than 50 times, mostly in Me-
dinan passages. (A valuable exploration 
and analysis of covenant ideas in the an-
cient Semitic world is J. Pedersen, Der Eid 

bei den Semiten; a review of selected theories 
concerning covenant in the Qur�ān is F. 
Denny, Religio-communal terms).

Some negative religio-communal terms

We have mostly considered positive com-
munal terms and concepts such as umma,

milla, 
anīf⁄
unafā�, submitters, believers 
and the People of the Book. The strongly 
negative and accursed category of idola-
ters (mushrikūn) has also been included 
because of its frequent binary opposition 
with the various positive dimensions of 
monotheistic theology and ethics. Also, 
there are the so-called hypocrites (see 
hypocrites and hypocrisy), a category 
represented in the Qur�ān more than 25
times often in contrast to the believers. 
Although the historical Hypocrites (al-

munāfiqūn), a disaffected Medinan commu-
nity that, covertly, supported the Meccan 
Quraysh (q.v.), were nominally Muslim, 
they are consigned, together with the un-
believers, to hell (q 9:68 with both mascu-
line and feminine plural forms so as to 
specify equal accountability and treatment; 
cf. q 4:140; q 33:73 has the hypocrites and 
idolaters, male and female, paired for pun-
ishment; see reward and punishment).
 Another strongly negative category cen-
ters upon kufr, which can be translated as 
unbelief, ingratitude or covering and con-
cealing the truth (see gratitude and in- 
gratitude). The root occurs three times as 
often as the root (s-l-m) for Islam and Mus-
lim. Only the root for faith (�-m-n) occurs 
more frequently among the terms we are 
examining here. To disbelieve in or be un-
grateful to God is not always considered to 

be as heinous as idolatry (shirk) but it is a 
grave offense and is sometimes understood 
as interchangeable with idolatry. So preva-
lent is the Muslim awareness of being a 
people strongly demarcated from other 
communities and so persistent is the 
Qur�ān’s condemnation of unbelievers that 
Muslims have throughout history referred 
to non-Muslims as kāfirūn, “unbelievers, 
infi dels,” although the degree and type of 
unbelief has been a topic of refl ection and 
mitigation (cf. Jewish characterizations of 
outsiders as Gentiles (goyyim) and Christian 
references to infi dels and gentiles, whether 
Muslims or others). In this regard, recall 
q 109, known as “The Unbelievers” (Sūrat 
al-Kāfi rūn), quoted and discussed above.
  Another frequent signifi er for humans 
engaging in disapproved beliefs and be-
havior is the Arabic root k-dh-b, which 
occurs in the Qur�ān in active verbal forms 
as well as plural forms, e.g. mukadhdhibūn,

“those who falsely accuse or deny.” In 
q 77, an early Meccan litany of punish-
ments to come, the following phrase punc-
tuates the building tempo ten times: “Ah
woe, that day, to the rejecters of truth 
(al-mukadhdhibīn)!”

“Those who are astray, in error” are 
known in the Qur�ān as �āllūn. This term 
often implies a willful straying and not a 
haphazard mistake. An example is q 3:90:
“But those who disbelieve after they be-
lieved, and then go on adding to their dis- 
belief — never will their repentance be 
accepted; for they are those who have [of 
set purpose] gone astray (ūlā�ika humu l- 

�āllūn).” The most frequently encountered 
example of this group term is in q 1 “The 
Opening” (Sūrat al-Fāti�a): “Show us the 
straight path, the path of those on whom 
you have bestowed your grace, not [the 
path of ] those whose portion is wrath, nor 
of those who go astray (al-�āllīn)” (q 1:6-7).
One school of classical Qur�ān commen-
tary (tafsīr) has interpreted this term in this 
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particular passage to refer to the Chris-
tians, with the Jews being understood as 
the objects of the divine wrath. This is a 
questionable interpretation of the meaning 
of the references at the time of their reve-
lation, however, because the sūra is univer-
sally regarded as very early and, thus, is 
more pertinent to the confl icts between 
Mu�ammad and the polytheistic Quray-
shīs of Mecca during a period when Mus-
lim prayers at the Ka�ba (q.v.) sanctuary 
were a vexed issue. (But see F. Donner, Nar-

ratives, 162-3, for a discussion of the matter 
in the early Medinan context).
 Another negative term applied to groups 
is mutakabbirūn, “arrogant ones” (e.g. 
q 39:60 where hell is the “abode for the 
haughty”; see arrogance). Although this 
category does not denote a moral meaning 
as such, the desert Arabs (al-a�rāb) are 
viewed somewhat negatively in the Qur�ān,
as in q 9:97: “The Arabs of the desert are 
the worst in unbelief and hypocrisy, and 
most fi tted to be in ignorance of the com-
mand which God has sent down to his 
messenger.” But not all desert Arabs are 
considered wicked and, although some 
went to Mu�ammad claiming to be be-
lievers, they had not quite reached that 
level yet (q 49:14) as is described above. 
This survey has not been exhaustive but it 
does suggest the range of negative terms 
by which human groups or types are cate-
gorized.

Marriage and family

Marriage and domestic interrelations be-
tween the sexes fi gure fairly prominently in 
the Qur�ān. This is not surprising consider-
ing the importance of kinship in ancient 
Arabian society. Although before the 
founding of the Muslim umma there were 
no stable, large scale social groups, particu-
larly of a political character, beyond the 
tribal level, kinship was a well delineated 
social reality with varied, complex levels. 

The Qur�ān does not explicate this topic 
although key terms and concepts occur 
here and there.
 Perhaps the most explicit treatment of 
kinship relations in the Qur�ān in a socio-
logical (as well as a legal and moral) sense 
involves the immediate family level in con-
nection with what is permitted and forbid-
den with respect to marriage, family (q.v), 
sexual relations (see sex and sexuality),
women’s rights, orphans (q.v.), inheritance 
(q.v.) and related matters (see social 
relations). The fourth sūra, “Women”
(Sūrat al-Nisā�), is in a way a parallel with 
the Jewish mishna’s book on women. 
There is no sūra about men as such be-
cause the society into which the Qur�ān
came was an increasingly patriarchal and 
patrilineal society albeit with some vestiges 
of matrilinearity (if not matriarchy), de-
pending on how the sources are inter-
preted (see W.R. Smith, Kinship and mar-

riage, ch. 3; W.M. Watt, Muhammad at 

Medina, 272-3; L. Ahmed, Women and gender,

41f.; A. Wadud-Muhsin, Qur�ān and 

woman, 1992; see women and the qur��n).
 Watt contends, as was noted earlier, that 
the pre-Islamic Arabian family tended 
most often towards a matrilineal type with 
both women and men “reckoned as be-
longing to their mother’s groups. Tribes 
and individuals are known as sons of 
females.” (Muhammad at Medina, 272). Mar-
riage was uxorial and property was com-
munally owned by the matrilineal group. 
Women in this system could have several 
husbands concurrently. But Watt fi nds 
evidence of patrilineal practices as well, 
strongest in Mecca. The Qur�ān favors 
patrilinealism and probably de-emphasized 
continuing evidence of matrilineal prac-
tices. By the time of the emigration (hijra)

to Medina both systems existed side by 
side, according to Watt, and “often inter-
mingled” (ibid., 273). Watt theorizes that 
the patrilineal system came to replace 
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matrilineal tradition by the time Islam 
emerged and that it was based on increas-
ing individualism. Males’ interest in their 
own children went against the matrilineal 
tradition when it came to distributing in-
heritances. Under patrilineal authority a 
man could control the distribution of his 
wealth after his death and preserve it for 
his own sons especially, whereas under the 
matrilineal custom the inheritance would 
normally devolve to his sister’s son. As 
patrilineal practices increased in infl uence 
men were much more interested in who 
was in fact father to sons while under a 
matrilineal system that was not deemed to 
be very important. Watt argues that the 
Qur�ān encourages patrilinearity, for ex-
ample, in its legislation concerning the 
waiting period (�idda) between divorce and 
remarriage of a woman — to see if she 
were pregnant from her former husband. 
“In the case of divorce the man, if he was 
a ‘gentleman,’ would do nothing during 
the waiting period that would prevent can-
cellation of the divorce should his wife 
present him with a son” (ibid., 274).
 The Qur�ān exhorts men to marry up to 
four wives (q 4:3). In pre-Islamic Arabia 
men sometimes married more than four 
wives concurrently but the Qur�ān stipu-
lates that if wives cannot be treated equally 
then only one woman should be married. 
There is much concerning marriage in q 4.
There is also a detailed listing of people 
whom it is forbidden for a male to wed 
(q 4:22-4), namely his mother, daughter, 
sister, aunt (on either side), his brother’s
or sister’s daughter, his wife’s mother or 
daughter or his father’s or son’s wife, 
someone who has nursed the male, step-
daughters (provided their mother and the 
male have consummated their marriage), 
women who have been married to one’s
sons or two sisters concurrently (see mar- 
riage and divorce).
 The forbidden degrees of marriage just 

summarized are complemented by a listing 
of the legal bounds of consanguinity in 
q 24:31. This regulation is situated in a dis-
cussion of personal and family privacy and 
propriety governing believers: They should 
not enter houses other than their own 
without gaining permission, and both men 
and women should be exceedingly modest 
in their relations with each other (see 
chastity). Women, particularly, should 
draw their veils (see veil) over their bo-
soms and not display their beauty except to 
their husbands, their fathers, their hus-
bands’ fathers, their sons, their husbands’
sons, their brothers or their brothers’ sons 
or their sisters’ sons or their women, or the 
slaves whom their right hands possess or 
male servants free of physical needs (see 
slaves and slavery) or small children who 
have no understanding of the nakedness of 
women (cf. q 24:31).
 Those enumerated in q 4:22-4 are known 
in Islamic law as forbidden (ma
ram) to 
marry because of being within the bounds 
of legal consanguinity (see lawful and 
unlawful). Until the present, Muslims 
have, more often than not, conducted their 
social lives strictly within these boundaries 
with the result that free mingling between 
the sexes, as is often found in the schools, 
workplaces, markets, entertainment centers 
and so forth of western societies, is severely 
censured by the traditionally-minded. 
Needless to say, strict interpretation of the 
qur�ānic teachings concerning social rela-
tions between the sexes is strongly chal-
lenging Muslim families and individuals 
now residing in western countries where 
such behavior is normal (see social inter- 
actions).
 There is material in the Qur�ān pertain-
ing to the prophet Mu�ammad’s marriages 
and family life (see family of the 
prophet). In q 33:50 we read that, for a 
period, he was permitted by God to marry 
without limit, whereas other Muslims were 
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limited to four wives concurrently. But this 
permission to Mu�ammad was later with-
drawn (q 33:52) so that he ceased taking 
wives (except for Mary the Copt, but she 
was sometimes reported to have the status 
of concubine, not wife). One of the issues 
that loomed large in the Medinan period 
of Mu�ammad’s prophetic career was 
privacy and security for his family in a 
growing and sometimes unruly social 
milieu. The Prophet’s family situation, 
with multiple wives and households be-
yond the four permitted to Muslims by the 
Qur�ān, required special attention and reg-
ulation. Watt characterizes Mu�ammad’s
households as a “plural virilocal family”
(Muhammad at Medina, 284), meaning that 
his residence was the base with close prox-
imity of his wives’ separate households. 
The Prophet visited his several wives in a 
scheduled manner and sought always to be 
equitable and just in his dealings with each 
of them. Mu�ammad’s wives had special 
status above other women in the early 
Islamic movement (see wives of the 
prophet). This is seen, for example, in the 
institution of veiling or covering (
ijāb)

addressed by the Qur�ān in q 33:53: “O
you who believe! Do not enter the Proph-
et’s houses until leave is given to you, for a 
meal, but not so early as to await its prepa-
ration. But when you are invited, enter; 
and when you have taken your meal, dis-
perse without small talk. Such behavior 
bothers the Prophet; he is ashamed to dis-
miss you, but God is not ashamed to tell 
the truth. And when you ask of the women 
of his household anything, do so from be-
hind a screen (
ijāb): That is more pure for 
their hearts and for yours.” A bit farther in 
the same sūra, additional admonition is 
provided: “O Prophet, tell your wives and 
daughters, and the women of the believers, 
that they should draw their jilbabs [ jalābīb,

fl owing garments covering the bosom and 
neck, or even the whole body] about them-

selves. That is better, that they be recog-
nized [sc. as respectable women] and not 
bothered (q 33:59).” Whatever the original 
reasons for such regulations, Muslims ever 
since have drawn on the above two pas-
sages for guidance in the conduct of their 
social relations, particularly regarding 
male-female contact, the presentation of 
the female self and proper deportment 
generally.
 The original context for the revelations 
was clearly one of stressed conditions 
wherein the Prophet’s family was subjected 
to more or less public display because of 
the proximity of their households to the 
center of power in Medina. People appar-
ently attempted to access the Prophet by 
seeking the intervention of members of his 
household which in the case of his wives 
could lead to gossip and even scandal (see 
W.M. Watt, Muhammad at Medina, 285).
There were also tensions and confl icts 
between the elements of Mu�ammad’s
extended households.
 There has been considerable discussion 
and debate over whether the passage about 
the screen, or curtain, namely the 
ijāb,

applies only to the Prophet’s wives in that 
context or more generally to Muslim 
women in all times and places. There is no 
consensus in a restricted sense although 
Muslims generally accept the passages as 
serious advice however the specifi cs are 
interpreted and emulated.

Society perfected

Although the Qur�ān’s treatment of society 
and community is focused principally on 
the historical world, considerable attention 
is also given to the afterlife, whether in 
heaven or hell. The Companions of the 
Garden (a	
āb al-janna), those who believed 
and lived upright lives, will live an eternal 
existence of happiness in the company of 
God, the angels (see angel), the lovely 
female denizens or houris (
ūr, see houris)
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and the community of the saved. As for 
this last grouping, believing husbands and 
wives will be together (q 43:69-70) as will 
their pious parents and offspring (q 13:23;
cf. 52:21). Also in heaven will be those who 
fought in the way of God. The blessed of 
the garden will praise God (q 10:10) and 
the angels in heaven will address the be-
lievers with: “Peace be unto you because 
you persevered patiently! How excellent is 
the fi nal home!” (q 13:24). q 52 contains 
additional details about the heavenly soci-
ety with its ranks of saved: persons reclin-
ing on couches (q 52:20), the availability of 
good fruit and meat to eat (q 52:22), the 
sharing of a convivial cup (q 52:23; see 
cup) and enjoyment of mutual inquiry and 
discussion without fear (q 52:25; see gar- 
den; paradise; blessing).
 The damned, called Companions of the 
Fire (a	
āb al-nār) will suffer eternal woe 
and pain. The horrors of hell are de-
scribed in various passages. The saved will 
be able to observe the damned and com-
municate with them in a limited way 
(q 7:44). Some humans and jinn (q.v.; the 
creatures, made from fi re, that have a mo-
ral nature similar to that of humans and 
include some converted by the Qur�ān;
q 72:1-19) will be consigned to hell 
(q 7:179). Generally speaking, the saved in 
heaven will enjoy life in a society of purity, 
mutual respect and courtesy, and con-
tinued awareness of the blessings of God 
and his created order at an exalted level 
whereas the damned will suffer not only 
the literal pains of the fi re (q.v.) but the 
alienation and meaninglessness that prevail 
when there is no meaningful social exist-
ence or community life. For the person 
who is consigned to hell, “therein shall he 
neither die nor live” (q 20:74).

Conclusion

This article has covered the principle di-
mensions of the Qur�ān’s views of society 

and community and it has attempted to 
place them in the social and cultural con-
text of pre-Islamic Arabia. Although the 
material in the Qur�ān concerning more 
descriptive dimensions of our subject is 
limited, the doctrines and views contained 
there have nevertheless had the most im-
portant infl uences on the history, customs 
and attitudes of Muslim peoples every-
where. Even today we fi nd Muslim coun-
tries aspiring to order their lives according 
to the Qur�ān, treating it as a charter and 
constitution for their societies.
 Surely the most enduring and infl uential 
qur�ānic idea and ideal of community is 
that of umma and so fl exible is it in specifi c 
social, religious, and political terms that it 
can be embraced across a wide range of 
concerns by Muslims without their losing a 
general sense of common cause and con-
sensus concerning the big questions of 
belief and the proper conduct of life both 
individually and communally. Indeed, the 
umma idea has enabled Muslims to endure 
serious setbacks as in the times of western 
colonialism when political power was at a 
low point in many Muslim regions. What is 
more, the umma ideal does not require a 
unifi ed political order among Muslims in 
order to be realized and activated. In 
America, for example, Muslim prison in-
mates constitute ummas in the facilities 
where they are incarcerated. And North 
America itself, as is often said, is a place 
where the umma is being established (see 
african americans). There is one umma

ideally but there are multiple instances of 
the umma being established, empowered 
and enjoyed as an enduring religio-moral 
community in touch with the Muslim 
mainstream.
 Wherever one looks in the spreading 
Muslim populations of today — in the 
traditional centers of Muslim civilization 
and in new locales such as Europe, the 
Americas, Australia, New Zealand and the 
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Pacifi c — the qur�ānic foundations and 
models of social and communal life of 
Muslims predominate and provide an ever 
fresh and innovative approach to defi ning 
what it means to be Muslim and how to 
live in a pluralistic world alongside other 
communities and societies, whether reli-
gious or secular in nature. For an examina-
tion of the qur�ānic terminology relating to 
the commercial and economic aspects of 
communal life, see selling and buying.

Frederick Mathewson Denny
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Companions of the Prophet

The body of people who had known or 
seen the Prophet Mu�ammad during his 
lifetime. The plural “Companions of the 
Prophet” (a	
āb al-nabī), otherwise known 
simply as “the Companions” (	a
āba), is 
derived from the root 	-
-b and has re-
ferred, at least since the classical period, to 
this group. (On the question of whether a 
merely ocular encounter with the Prophet 
could be considered a suffi cient criterion to 
render someone a Companion, cf. Gold-
ziher, ms, ii, 240.) For Sunnī Muslims, a 
 reference to the Companions serves not 
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