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Abstract 

This article examines the historical transformation of the non-Muslim from a human being addressed within the Qur’an’s 

universal moral vision into a legal category defined by later Islamic jurisprudence. Drawing on textual, historical, and conceptual 

analysis, it argues that classical juristic classifications such as dhimmī, muʿāhid, mustaʾmin, and ḥarbī emerged within specific 

historical contexts shaped by imperial governance, military conflict, taxation, treaty-making, and communal administration. 

Although these categories served important regulatory functions in medieval Muslim societies, their continued transmission 

contributed to the institutionalization of social distance between Muslims and non-Muslims. The article distinguishes between 

revelation and jurisprudence, arguing that the Qur’an’s primary vocabulary concerning humanity is ethical and universal rather 

than administrative and classificatory. The Qur’an speaks of humankind, the children of Adam, human dignity, justice, mercy, 

freedom of conscience, moral responsibility, and mutual recognition. By contrast, later legal discourse often approached non-

Muslims through inherited categories of status and political relationship. The central claim is not that classical jurists acted 

without sincerity or intellectual sophistication, but that legal frameworks developed for medieval societies should not be treated 

as timeless definitions of human relationships. In contemporary pluralistic societies shaped by citizenship, constitutional equality, 

religious freedom, and shared civic belonging, inherited classifications require critical re-examination. The article therefore 

proposes a Qur’anic framework for Muslim-non-Muslim relations rooted in human dignity, justice, mercy, freedom, 

accountability before God, and cooperation in goodness. It concludes that sustainable reform must arise from within the Islamic 

tradition itself, not through the mere importation of external frameworks, and that recovering the Qur’an’s vision of the human 

person offers a more faithful and constructive foundation for human coexistence in the modern world. 
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1. Introduction 

Relations between Muslims and non-Muslims have occupied 

a central place within Islamic legal, political, and theological 

discourse for centuries. Classical Islamic jurisprudence devel-

oped a complex set of legal classifications designed to regulate 

relations between Muslim societies and various non-Muslim 

communities. Categories such as dhimmi, mu'ahid, musta'min, 

and harbi emerged within specific historical circumstances and 

served important administrative, legal, and political functions 

within pre-modern Muslim polities [7, 10, 14]. 

The historical significance of these classifications has been 

widely examined by scholars of Islamic law and history. Much 

of the existing literature has focused on their legal content, 

historical development, and practical application within Mus-

lim societies. Contemporary scholarship has also explored 

their relevance for ongoing discussions concerning citizenship, 

religious pluralism, constitutionalism, and human rights. Yet 

an important question remains insufficiently explored: What 

are the long-term social consequences of legal classifications 

that persist beyond their original juridical context [2, 13, 20]? 

This article argues that the significance of classical Islamic 

classifications extends beyond their legal function. Through cen-

turies of transmission, education, religious instruction, and col-

lective memory, these categories became embedded within 

broader social consciousness. As a result, classifications origi-

nally developed for legal and administrative purposes acquired 

social and psychological dimensions that influenced how reli-

gious difference was perceived and understood. This process is 

described here as the institutionalization of social distance [4, 6]. 

By institutionalization of social distance, this article refers 

to the transformation of legal distinctions into enduring social 

perceptions that shape relationships between communities. 

The concept draws attention to the ways in which legal cate-

gories may outlive the historical conditions that produced 

them and continue to influence patterns of belonging, exclu-

sion, trust, and human encounter. The significance of these 

classifications therefore lies not only in what they prescribed 

legally but also in how they contributed to the social construc-

tion of the religious other [4, 21]. 

The article further argues that this development stands in 

tension with the Qur'an's broader vision of humanity. While 

classical jurisprudence increasingly organized relations 

through categories of legal status, the Qur'an consistently ap-

proaches human beings through the language of creation, dig-

nity, moral responsibility, justice, mercy, freedom, and mutual 

recognition. The Qur'an's dominant anthropological catego-

ries are mankind and the children of Adam rather than juridi-

cal classifications based upon communal identity. 

The purpose of this study is not to dismiss the historical 

contributions of classical jurists nor to deny the legal realities 

they sought to address. Rather, it seeks to distinguish between 

historically conditioned legal frameworks and the broader eth-

ical vision of humanity articulated within the Qur'an. In doing 

so, the article proposes a constructive framework for human 

coexistence grounded in Qur'anic principles of human dignity, 

justice, mercy, freedom of conscience, mutual recognition, be-

nevolence, and cooperation in goodness. 

The article proceeds in five parts. The first examines the 

Qur'anic vision of humanity and its emphasis upon dignity, 

responsibility, and shared human origin. The second explores 

the historical development of legal classifications concerning 

non-Muslims within classical Islamic jurisprudence. The third 

analyzes the transition from legal classification to social con-

sciousness through the concept of institutionalized social dis-

tance. The fourth examines the contemporary implications of 

these inherited frameworks within modern pluralistic societies. 

The final section proposes a Qur'anic framework for human 

coexistence capable of engaging religious diversity while re-

maining rooted within the Islamic tradition itself. 

2. Literature Review 

The relationship between Islamic law and non-Muslim 

communities has generated extensive scholarly discussion 

across the fields of Islamic studies, legal history, religious 

studies, and political theory. Scholars have examined the his-

torical development of legal classifications governing rela-

tions between Muslims and non-Muslims, the evolution of Is-

lamic governance, and the implications of these frameworks 

for contemporary debates concerning citizenship, pluralism, 

and religious freedom. 

A substantial body of scholarship has focused on the histor-

ical development of classical Islamic jurisprudence and the le-

gal status of non-Muslims within Muslim societies. Scholars 

such as Wael Hallaq, Yohanan Friedmann, Milka Levy-Rubin, 

Sherman Jackson, and Bernard Lewis have provided im-

portant analyses of the emergence and operation of legal cat-

egories including dhimmi, mu'ahid, musta'min, and harbi. 

Their work has significantly advanced understanding of the 

historical circumstances in which these classifications devel-

oped and the legal functions they served within pre-modern 

Islamic political orders [7, 10-12, 14]. 

A second body of scholarship has explored the relationship 

between Islamic legal traditions and contemporary concepts 

of citizenship, constitutionalism, human rights, and religious 

freedom. Scholars including Abdullahi Ahmed An-Na'im, 

Mohammad Hashim Kamali, Khaled Abou El Fadl, Fazlur 

Rahman, and Abdullah Saeed have examined the possibilities 

and challenges of interpreting Islamic sources within modern 

contexts characterized by constitutional governance, equal cit-

izenship, and religious diversity. This literature has contrib-

uted substantially to contemporary discussions concerning re-

form, pluralism, and the compatibility of Islamic legal thought 

with modern political realities [1, 2, 13, 17, 20]. More recent 

scholarship has also examined how Islamic concepts may con-

tribute constructively to citizenship education in liberal dem-
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ocratic societies, particularly through the integration of reli-

gious identity, legal status, civic participation, and rights [9]. 

The present study also engages sociological scholarship 

concerning social boundaries, identity formation, and the con-

struction of collective perceptions. The work of Emory Bo-

gardus on social distance, Georg Simmel's analysis of the 

stranger, Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann's theory of the 

social construction of reality, and Pierre Bourdieu's examina-

tion of institutional reproduction provides valuable theoretical 

tools for understanding how legal categories may extend be-

yond their original juridical function and become embedded 

within collective consciousness [4-6, 21]. 

In addition, scholarship in law and society studies has 

demonstrated that legal concepts often shape social percep-

tions in ways that exceed their formal legal application. The 

work of scholars such as Sally Engle Merry, Brian Tamanaha, 

and John Griffiths highlights the complex relationship be-

tween legal frameworks, social practice, and collective under-

standings of identity and difference. These insights are partic-

ularly relevant for examining the long-term social conse-

quences of legal classifications [8, 16, 22]. 

While existing scholarship has made important contribu-

tions to understanding the legal status of non-Muslims, the 

historical development of Islamic law, and contemporary de-

bates concerning citizenship and pluralism, comparatively lit-

tle attention has been devoted to the relationship between ju-

ristic classification and the production of social distance. 

Much of the literature focuses either on the legal dimensions 

of classification or on contemporary questions of reform. Less 

attention has been given to the sociological processes through 

which legal categories become embedded within institutions, 

educational systems, religious discourse, and collective 

memory, thereby influencing how communities perceive and 

relate to religious others [4, 6]. 

This article seeks to contribute to that discussion by intro-

ducing the concept of the institutionalization of social distance. 

It argues that the significance of classical classifications lies 

not only in their historical legal function but also in their ca-

pacity to shape social perception across generations. By ex-

amining the transition from legal category to social conscious-

ness and by contrasting this development with the Qur'an's 

broader vision of humanity, the study offers a framework for 

understanding both the historical roots of social distance and 

the possibility of overcoming it through a recovery of Qur'anic 

principles of dignity, justice, mercy, freedom, mutual recog-

nition, and cooperation. 

3. The Qur'anic Vision of Humanity 

3.1. Creation, Dignity, and Human 

Responsibility 

The Qur'anic understanding of humanity begins not with re-

ligious classification, legal status, or communal identity, but 

with the creation of the human being itself. Before humanity 

appears as divided into nations, tribes, religions, and political 

communities, the Qur'an presents a universal narrative con-

cerning the origin, dignity, and purpose of human existence. 

This narrative establishes the foundation upon which all sub-

sequent moral and social relationships are built. 

According to the Qur'an, the creation of humanity was pre-

ceded by a divine announcement to the angels: 

"Indeed, I am creating a human being from clay. Then when 

I have fashioned him and breathed into him of My spirit, fall 

before him in prostration." (Qur'an 38: 71-72) 

In another passage, God declares: 

"Indeed, I am placing upon the earth a vicegerent (kha-

lifah)." (Qur'an 2: 30) 

The angels immediately express concern regarding the hu-

man capacity for corruption and violence: 

"Will You place therein one who will spread corruption 

therein and shed blood, while we glorify You with praise and 

sanctify You?" 

The divine response is both brief and profound: 

"Indeed, I know that which you do not know." (Qur'an 2: 

30) 

These passages establish several foundational principles 

concerning the nature of humanity. First, human beings are 

created intentionally rather than accidentally. Their existence 

forms part of a deliberate divine purpose. Second, humanity is 

entrusted with a unique role as God's vicegerent upon the earth. 

Third, human beings possess capacities that distinguish them 

from the rest of creation, including reason, moral judgment, 

freedom of choice, and accountability [18, 19]. 

Most significantly, the Qur'an presents humanity as the re-

cipient of divine honor. This principle is articulated in one of 

the Qur'an's clearest declarations concerning human dignity 

[18, 19]: 

"Indeed, We have honored the children of Adam." (Qur'an 

17: 70) 

The importance of this verse lies not only in its affirmation 

of dignity but also in its universality. The object of divine 

honor is not Muslims alone, believers alone, or members of a 

particular community. Rather, the verse speaks of the children 

of Adam, encompassing humanity as a whole. Human dignity 

therefore precedes religious affiliation, political identity, legal 

status, ethnicity, nationality, and social position. It originates 

in God's act of creation itself. 

The Qur'an further presents human beings as morally re-

sponsible agents. Humanity is granted the capacity to choose 

between right and wrong, belief and unbelief, justice and in-

justice. This freedom is inseparable from accountability. Hu-

man beings are not merely creatures; they are moral actors 

who will ultimately stand before God to answer for their ac-

tions. The Qur'anic narrative therefore links freedom, respon-

sibility, and judgment within a coherent moral framework [13]. 

This vision carries profound implications for human rela-

tionships. If every human being is created by God, honored by 

God, entrusted with responsibility by God, and accountable 

http://www.sciencepg.com/journal/ijls


International Journal of Law and Society http://www.sciencepg.com/journal/ijls 

 

332 

before God, then no human classification can fully define a 

person's worth. Legal, social, and political categories may 

serve administrative functions, but they remain secondary to 

the more fundamental reality of shared humanity. The human 

being comes before the category. 

The significance of this principle extends throughout the 

Qur'an. Again and again, the text addresses mankind (al-nas), 

the children of Adam (Bani Adam), and humanity as a whole. 

These universal categories provide the primary framework 

through which the Qur'an approaches human existence. Diver-

sity of belief and identity is acknowledged, but such distinc-

tions are introduced within the broader context of a common 

human origin, shared dignity, and collective moral responsi-

bility [18]. 

The Qur'anic vision of humanity therefore begins with in-

clusion rather than exclusion, dignity rather than hierarchy, 

and moral responsibility rather than legal classification. Any 

attempt to understand Muslim relations with others must begin 

from this foundational anthropology. It is here, at the level of 

creation itself, that the Qur'an establishes its most fundamental 

understanding of what it means to be human. 

3.2. Humanity Before Classification: The 

Children of Adam and Mankind 

The Qur'an's anthropology extends beyond the creation nar-

rative and continues through its recurring manner of address-

ing humanity. One of the most striking features of the Qur'anic 

text is its repeated use of universal categories when speaking 

about human beings. Long before discussing religious com-

munities, legal distinctions, or political relationships, the 

Qur'an consistently addresses humanity as a whole. 

Among the most significant of these expressions is the 

phrase "the children of Adam" (Bani Adam). The Qur'an de-

clares: 

"Indeed, We have honored the children of Adam." (Qur'an 

17: 70) [19] 

The importance of this formulation lies in its universality. 

The verse does not distinguish between believers and non-be-

lievers, Muslims and non-Muslims, or members of different 

communities. Instead, it identifies all human beings through 

their shared ancestry and common origin. Humanity is united 

by creation before it is divided by belief, culture, ethnicity, or 

social affiliation. 

The Qur'an likewise frequently employs the term al-nas 

(mankind, humanity, or people) when addressing its audience. 

Numerous passages begin with the expression: 

"O mankind" (Ya Ayyuha al-Nas) [18] 

This mode of address is significant because it transcends 

communal boundaries. Rather than speaking exclusively to a 

particular religious group, the Qur'an repeatedly speaks to hu-

manity itself. The object of moral instruction is often not a 

specific community but the human family as a whole. 

This universal language reveals an important feature of the 

Qur'anic worldview. Human beings are first approached as 

members of a shared humanity. Religious identity remains im-

portant and is addressed throughout the Qur'an, but it does not 

replace the more fundamental category of human existence. 

The Qur'an consistently acknowledges differences of belief 

while preserving the deeper reality of common human origin 

and dignity [13, 18]. 

The significance of this perspective becomes clearer when 

compared with later classificatory systems. Classical Islamic 

jurisprudence developed increasingly detailed legal categories 

through which individuals were identified according to their 

relationship with the Muslim political order. Such classifica-

tions served important legal and administrative purposes. Yet 

the primary vocabulary of the Qur'an remains noticeably dif-

ferent. Its dominant categories are moral and anthropological 

rather than administrative and juridical. 

The distinction is not merely linguistic. It reflects two dif-

ferent starting points for understanding human relationships. 

One begins with humanity and proceeds toward questions of 

belief, conduct, and responsibility. The other begins with legal 

status and proceeds toward questions of rights, obligations, 

and political belonging. Both approaches address important 

concerns, but they operate from different conceptual founda-

tions. 

The Qur'anic approach places humanity at the center of the 

discussion. Human beings appear first as creatures of God, re-

cipients of divine guidance, bearers of dignity, and moral 

agents responsible for their actions. Only afterward do ques-

tions of communal identity and legal relationship emerge. 

This ordering is significant because it establishes a hierarchy 

of concepts in which shared humanity precedes legal classifi-

cation [19]. 

The repeated use of universal categories such as mankind 

and the children of Adam suggests that the Qur'an's primary 

concern is not the construction of boundaries between human 

beings but the articulation of ethical responsibilities within a 

shared human condition. Diversity is acknowledged, disagree-

ment is recognized, and differences of belief are treated seri-

ously. Yet these realities exist within a broader framework that 

consistently affirms the common humanity of all people. 

From this perspective, the human person remains visible 

before the category. The individual is encountered first as a 

member of the human family and only subsequently as a rep-

resentative of a particular religious or political classification. 

This distinction will prove critical in understanding the con-

trast between the Qur'an's vision of humanity and the later de-

velopment of legal classifications concerning non-Muslims. 

3.3. Freedom, Accountability, and Equality 

Before God 

The Qur'anic understanding of humanity is inseparable 

from the concepts of freedom, accountability, and moral re-

sponsibility. Human beings are not portrayed as passive sub-

jects within a predetermined social order. Rather, they are pre-

sented as moral agents capable of making choices and bearing 
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responsibility for those choices before God. 

This principle appears throughout the Qur'an. Human be-

ings are repeatedly called to reflect, reason, consider, choose, 

and respond. The possibility of belief is consistently accom-

panied by the possibility of rejection. Moral responsibility 

presupposes freedom because accountability loses its meaning 

in the absence of genuine choice. 

For this reason, the Qur'an repeatedly emphasizes the limits 

of human authority over the conscience of others. Addressing 

the Prophet Muhammad himself, the Qur'an asks: 

"Will you then compel people until they become believ-

ers?" (Qur'an 10: 99) 

Elsewhere it declares: 

"There is no compulsion in religion." (Qur'an 2: 256) 

The Prophet is further reminded: 

"You are only a reminder." (Qur'an 88: 21) 

And: 

"You are not over them a controller." (Qur'an 88: 22) 

These passages establish an important distinction between 

persuasion and coercion. The role of the believer is to com-

municate, invite, explain, and bear witness to truth as he un-

derstands it. The acceptance or rejection of that message ulti-

mately belongs to the individual and is judged by God alone. 

Faith, according to the Qur'anic vision, must arise from con-

viction rather than compulsion [20]. 

The theological basis of this principle lies in the Qur'an's 

understanding of accountability. Every human being will ulti-

mately stand before God to answer for his or her own actions. 

No individual carries the burden of another, and no human au-

thority possesses complete knowledge of another person's 

conscience. Ultimate judgment belongs exclusively to God 

because only God possesses perfect knowledge of the human 

heart [18, 20]. 

This framework naturally leads to a profound understand-

ing of human equality. Although human societies create dis-

tinctions based upon ethnicity, nationality, social status, polit-

ical authority, and religious affiliation, the Qur'an repeatedly 

reminds humanity that all people share a common origin and 

a common accountability before their Creator. 

This principle is expressed in one of the Qur'an's most sig-

nificant declarations concerning human diversity and equality: 

"O mankind, We created you from a male and a female and 

made you peoples and tribes so that you may know one an-

other. Indeed, the most honored of you in the sight of God is 

the most righteous among you." (Qur'an 49: 13) [13]. 

The verse acknowledges diversity but refuses to transform 

diversity into hierarchy. Peoples and tribes are presented as 

means of recognition rather than instruments of superiority. 

Human distinction before God is not determined by race, 

tribe, nationality, wealth, power, or inherited identity. Rather, 

the criterion of honor is moral conduct known fully only to 

God. 

The implications of this principle are far-reaching. It chal-

lenges every attempt to establish permanent hierarchies 

among human beings based upon collective identity. It re-

minds believers that all people stand before the same Creator 

and are subject to the same ultimate judgment. Human beings 

may disagree profoundly regarding matters of belief, yet they 

remain equal in their status as creatures of God, bearers of dig-

nity, and moral agents accountable before Him. 

The Qur'anic vision therefore combines freedom with re-

sponsibility and equality with accountability. Human beings 

are free because they are responsible. They are responsible be-

cause they will be judged. They are equal because all stand 

before the same divine authority. This understanding forms a 

critical component of the Qur'an's anthropology and provides 

an essential foundation for relations among people who differ 

in belief, culture, and identity. 

While the Qur'an presents humanity through the universal 

principles of creation, dignity, moral responsibility, and ac-

countability before God, Muslim jurists were later required to 

address the practical realities of governance, political author-

ity, territorial expansion, treaty relations, and social organiza-

tion. The legal frameworks that subsequently emerged were 

developed within these historical circumstances and reflected 

the challenges of managing increasingly complex societies. 

Understanding this distinction between the Qur'an's founda-

tional vision and the historical development of jurisprudence 

is essential for examining how later legal classifications 

evolved and how their influence extended beyond their origi-

nal context. 

4. From Revelation to Jurisprudence 

4.1. The Historical Context of Juristic 

Development 

The distinction between the Qur'an's vision of humanity and 

the later development of Islamic legal classifications should 

not be understood as a contradiction between revelation and 

jurisprudence. Rather, it reflects the emergence of different in-

tellectual concerns within different historical contexts. Reve-

lation addressed the moral, spiritual, and social foundations of 

human life. Jurisprudence, by contrast, developed in response 

to the practical challenges of governance, administration, con-

flict, and communal organization [10, 11]. 

During the lifetime of the Prophet Muhammad, the Muslim 

community remained relatively small and existed within a rap-

idly changing social and political environment. Questions 

concerning belief, morality, justice, social relations, and com-

munal cohesion occupied a central place within the Qur'anic 

message. Although political and legal issues were certainly 

present, the Qur'an's dominant concern remained the moral 

formation of individuals and communities. 

The historical circumstances confronting later Muslim ju-

rists were substantially different. Within a relatively short pe-

riod after the Prophet's death, Muslim political authority ex-
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panded across vast territories encompassing diverse popula-

tions, cultures, languages, and religious traditions. Muslims 

found themselves governing societies that included Christians, 

Jews, Zoroastrians, and numerous other communities. New 

questions emerged that had not existed in the same form dur-

ing the formative Qur'anic period [10]. 

Jurists were required to address practical matters concern-

ing taxation, military obligations, commercial relations, judi-

cial authority, treaty arrangements, diplomatic relations, pub-

lic order, and the legal status of religious minorities living un-

der Muslim rule. These questions demanded systematic legal 

responses. As a result, Islamic jurisprudence gradually devel-

oped increasingly sophisticated frameworks for regulating re-

lationships between Muslim political authorities and various 

non-Muslim populations [11, 14]. 

It is important to recognize that these developments oc-

curred within the context of pre-modern empires rather than 

modern nation-states. Concepts such as equal citizenship, 

constitutional democracy, universal human rights, and secu-

lar governance did not exist in their contemporary forms. 

Like their counterparts in other civilizations, Muslim jurists 

worked within a world structured by communal identity, po-

litical sovereignty, territorial control, and religious affilia-

tion [11, 15]. 

The legal classifications that emerged during this period 

therefore reflected specific historical realities. They were de-

signed to address practical questions concerning governance 

and social order rather than to provide a comprehensive theo-

logical anthropology. Their primary purpose was administra-

tive and juridical. They sought to define legal relationships 

within the political context of medieval Muslim societies [7, 

14]. 

Recognizing this historical context is essential for under-

standing the development of Islamic legal thought. The jurists 

were not simply repeating the language of revelation. They 

were responding to new circumstances that required legal 

elaboration and institutional organization. Their work repre-

sented an effort to translate broad moral principles into con-

crete legal frameworks capable of governing complex socie-

ties [10]. 

The distinction between revelation and jurisprudence is 

therefore not a distinction between divine and human concerns, 

but between different levels of discourse. Revelation provides 

ethical principles, moral orientation, and theological founda-

tions. Jurisprudence represents the human effort to apply those 

principles within particular historical conditions. While the 

former claims universal authority, the latter inevitably reflects 

the assumptions, challenges, and limitations of the societies in 

which it developed. 

This distinction becomes particularly important when ex-

amining the legal classifications concerning non-Muslims. 

These classifications emerged within a specific historical en-

vironment and served identifiable legal purposes. Understand-

ing their origins allows us to appreciate their historical signif-

icance while also raising important questions concerning their 

continued relevance in contemporary societies organized ac-

cording to fundamentally different political and social princi-

ples [7, 11]. 

Recognizing the historical context of juristic development 

does not diminish the intellectual achievements of the classi-

cal tradition. Rather, it allows legal classifications to be un-

derstood within the circumstances that gave rise to them. The 

political structures, territorial realities, and patterns of inter-

communal relations that shaped early juristic reasoning were 

products of particular historical conditions. As those condi-

tions evolved over time, an important question emerged: 

whether classifications originally developed to address spe-

cific legal and administrative concerns would continue to in-

fluence social perceptions long after the circumstances that 

produced them had changed. 

4.2. The Construction of Legal Categories: 

Dhimmi, Mu'ahid, Musta'min, and Harbi 

As Islamic jurisprudence matured, jurists developed in-

creasingly sophisticated classifications to regulate relations 

between Muslim political authorities and non-Muslim popu-

lations. These classifications emerged as part of a broader ef-

fort to address questions of governance, security, diplomacy, 

taxation, military conflict, and communal coexistence within 

expanding Muslim societies [10, 11]. 

Among the most influential of these categories was the con-

cept of the dhimmi. The term referred to non-Muslim subjects, 

particularly Jews and Christians, who resided under Muslim 

political authority and received legal protection in exchange 

for accepting certain civic obligations. Jurists devoted consid-

erable attention to defining the rights, responsibilities, and le-

gal status associated with this category. The dhimmi frame-

work became one of the most enduring features of classical 

Islamic governance and remained influential across numerous 

Muslim polities for centuries [7, 14]. 

A second category was the mu'ahid, referring to individuals 

or communities linked to Muslim authorities through treaty 

agreements or formal covenants. Jurists developed extensive 

discussions concerning the rights and obligations arising from 

such agreements, reflecting the importance of diplomacy and 

negotiated relationships within the medieval international or-

der [7, 12]. 

A third category was the musta'min, referring to non-Mus-

lims who entered Muslim territory under a grant of security or 

safe conduct. This classification addressed questions concern-

ing temporary residence, commercial activity, travel, and legal 

protection. It reflected the need to regulate interactions among 

populations moving across political boundaries [11]. 

The fourth category, and often the most consequential in 

discussions of political relations, was the harbi. In classical 

jurisprudence, this designation generally referred to individu-

als or communities associated with territories considered out-

side treaty relationships and outside the authority of Muslim 
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governance. The category emerged within a world character-

ized by competing empires, shifting alliances, and frequent 

military conflict. It reflected the geopolitical realities of the 

medieval period rather than the assumptions of contemporary 

citizenship-based societies [7, 11]. 

Viewed individually, each of these classifications ad-

dressed identifiable legal concerns. They provided jurists with 

conceptual tools for organizing legal relationships within a 

complex and diverse political environment. In this sense, they 

represented efforts at legal systematization rather than arbi-

trary exercises in categorization. 

The significance of these classifications, however, extends 

beyond their immediate legal function. Together they created 

a framework through which non-Muslims were increasingly 

understood according to juridical status rather than shared hu-

manity. The primary question gradually shifted from "Who is 

this person?" to "What legal category does this person oc-

cupy?" The individual became visible through the lens of legal 

classification [4, 6]. 

This transformation should not be exaggerated. Classical 

jurists did not deny the humanity of non-Muslims, nor did they 

ignore broader ethical principles found within the Qur'an. 

Nevertheless, the structure of legal discourse increasingly or-

ganized social relationships around categories of status, pro-

tection, treaty, security, and conflict. Over time, these classi-

fications became central reference points within discussions 

concerning relations between Muslims and others. 

The result was the gradual emergence of a classificatory 

framework that differed significantly from the Qur'an's domi-

nant anthropological vocabulary. Whereas the Qur'an repeat-

edly speaks of mankind, the children of Adam, justice, mercy, 

and moral responsibility, juristic discourse increasingly spoke 

in terms of legal status and political relationship. The shift was 

subtle but important. Human beings remained present within 

the discussion, but they increasingly appeared through the me-

diation of legal categories [7, 11]. 

It is important to distinguish between legal classification 

and human valuation. The categories developed within classi-

cal jurisprudence were primarily intended to regulate legal re-

lationships, political obligations, and questions of governance 

within specific historical contexts. While these classifications 

shaped legal status and institutional arrangements, they were 

not necessarily conceived as comprehensive judgments re-

garding the intrinsic dignity, moral worth, or humanity of the 

individuals to whom they were applied. This distinction be-

comes particularly significant when examining how legal cat-

egories may later acquire broader social meanings beyond 

their original juridical function. 

This development marked a significant stage in the evolu-

tion of Islamic legal thought. What began as administrative 

and juridical distinctions gradually acquired broader social 

significance. The categories did not remain confined to legal 

manuals. Through education, religious instruction, scholarly 

commentary, and communal practice, they became part of the 

intellectual framework through which generations of Muslims 

understood the religious other [4, 6]. 

5. From Legal Classification to Social 

Consciousness 

5.1. The Institutionalization of Social Distance 

Legal classifications rarely remain confined to legal texts. 

Once embedded within educational institutions, religious in-

struction, scholarly discourse, and communal memory, they 

often acquire a significance that extends far beyond their orig-

inal juridical purpose. Over time, legal categories can shape 

social perceptions, influence patterns of interaction, and con-

tribute to the formation of collective understandings regarding 

both self and other [4, 6]. 

This process may be described as the institutionalization of 

social distance. The concept refers to the gradual transfor-

mation of legal distinctions into enduring social perceptions 

transmitted through educational institutions, religious instruc-

tion, scholarly discourse, communal memory, and cultural 

practice. Through this process, categories originally designed 

to regulate legal relationships acquire broader social signifi-

cance and begin to influence how communities perceive, ap-

proach, and interact with religious others [5]. 

For the purposes of this article, the institutionalization of 

social distance refers to the process through which legal dis-

tinctions become embedded within educational, religious, cul-

tural, and social institutions and are gradually internalized as 

part of collective social understanding. Over time, classifica-

tions originally developed for specific juridical purposes may 

extend beyond their legal function and become normalized as 

frameworks through which communities perceive social rela-

tionships, group boundaries, and patterns of belonging. The 

concept does not imply deliberate hostility or conscious ex-

clusion. Rather, it describes the gradual transformation of his-

torically contingent legal distinctions into enduring social as-

sumptions that continue to shape perception long after the 

original circumstances that produced them have changed. 

The concept of the institutionalization of social distance 

draws upon broader sociological insights concerning the rela-

tionship between institutions, collective perception, and social 

boundaries. Sociologists have long observed that social dis-

tance is not merely an individual attitude but a phenomenon 

reproduced through cultural, educational, and institutional 

processes. The work of Emory Bogardus demonstrated that 

perceptions of social proximity and distance can shape rela-

tions between communities, while Peter Berger and Thomas 

Luckmann highlighted the ways in which socially constructed 

categories become embedded within collective consciousness 

and subsequently appear as natural features of social reality. 

Similarly, Pierre Bourdieu's analysis of institutional reproduc-

tion illustrates how inherited frameworks may continue to 

shape perceptions long after the conditions that produced them 

have changed. These insights provide a useful analytical 
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framework for understanding how legal classifications may 

extend beyond their original juridical function and become en-

during elements of social consciousness. [4-6]. 

The significance of this concept lies in its ability to bridge 

legal history and social experience. Rather than viewing legal 

classifications as confined to courts and legal manuals, the 

concept highlights their capacity to shape collective percep-

tions across generations. It therefore provides a framework for 

examining not only what legal categories prescribed but also 

how they contributed to the formation of social boundaries 

and patterns of human interaction [16, 22]. 

The classical Islamic classifications of dhimmi, mu'ahid, 

musta'min, and harbi emerged within specific historical cir-

cumstances and addressed identifiable legal concerns. Yet 

their influence was not limited to courts, legal manuals, or ad-

ministrative institutions. Through centuries of transmission, 

these classifications became incorporated into religious edu-

cation, scholarly commentary, sermons, public discourse, and 

popular understanding. As a result, legal categories increas-

ingly contributed to the formation of social attitudes toward 

non-Muslims [7, 14]. 

This development did not necessarily require explicit hos-

tility. Social distance often emerges without animosity. It may 

arise through inherited assumptions concerning belonging, 

difference, familiarity, and trust. When individuals are con-

sistently encountered through pre-existing categories, the cat-

egory itself begins to shape perception. The religious other is 

no longer approached primarily as a fellow human being but 

as a representative of a legal or communal classification [5, 

21]. 

The process should not be exaggerated. Classical jurists did 

not deny the humanity of non-Muslims, nor did they ignore 

broader ethical principles found within the Qur'an. Neverthe-

less, the structure of legal discourse increasingly organized so-

cial relationships around categories of status, protection, 

treaty, security, and conflict. Over time, these classifications 

became central reference points within discussions concerning 

relations between Muslims and others. 

The result was the gradual emergence of a classificatory 

framework that differed significantly from the Qur'an's domi-

nant anthropological vocabulary. Whereas the Qur'an repeat-

edly speaks of mankind, the children of Adam, justice, mercy, 

and moral responsibility, juristic discourse increasingly spoke 

in terms of legal status and political relationship. The shift was 

subtle but important. Human beings remained present within 

the discussion, but they increasingly appeared through the me-

diation of legal categories [4]. 

This development marked a significant stage in the evolu-

tion of Islamic legal thought. What began as administrative 

and juridical distinctions gradually acquired broader social 

significance. The categories did not remain confined to legal 

manuals. Through education, religious instruction, scholarly 

commentary, and communal practice, they became part of the 

intellectual framework through which generations of Muslims 

understood the religious other [4, 6]. 

5.2. The Construction of the Religious Other 

One of the most significant consequences of institutional-

ized classification is the gradual construction of the religious 

other. While legal categories may initially serve administra-

tive and juridical functions, their continued transmission often 

influences the way communities perceive those who exist be-

yond their own religious boundaries. Over time, classification 

can become perception, and perception can become social re-

ality [4, 21]. 

The construction of the religious other is not unique to Is-

lamic societies. Sociologists have long observed that commu-

nities often develop symbolic boundaries through which dis-

tinctions between "us" and "them" are maintained and repro-

duced. Such boundaries are rarely sustained through legal 

structures alone. Rather, they are reinforced through education, 

collective memory, religious discourse, cultural narratives, 

and everyday social practice. Over time, these processes shape 

collective perceptions regarding belonging, difference, trust, 

and identity. The religious other thus emerges not simply as a 

theological category but as a social construction embedded 

within communal consciousness [21]. 

The transition from legal classification to the construction 

of the religious other represents a critical stage in the for-

mation of social boundaries. Once classifications become em-

bedded within collective consciousness, they begin to function 

not merely as legal distinctions but as interpretive frameworks 

through which communities understand themselves and others. 

The category increasingly becomes a lens through which hu-

man beings are perceived. Over time, distinctions originally 

intended to regulate legal relationships may contribute to 

broader perceptions of belonging, difference, familiarity, and 

exclusion. In this way, the religious other emerges not simply 

as a theological reality but also as a social construct shaped by 

inherited patterns of classification and collective memory [4, 

6]. 

The concept of the "religious other" does not arise merely 

from theological disagreement. Religious communities have 

differed in belief throughout human history without neces-

sarily producing enduring patterns of social distance. The con-

struction of the religious other occurs when difference be-

comes organized through inherited frameworks that systemat-

ically distinguish between those who belong and those who do 

not. In such contexts, individuals are increasingly understood 

not as unique persons but as representatives of broader cate-

gories [21]. 

The formation of social and religious boundaries is not 

unique to Islamic societies. Throughout human history, com-

munities have frequently developed distinctions between 

those perceived as belonging to the group and those viewed as 

existing beyond its boundaries. Sociological scholarship has 

demonstrated that such processes often emerge through col-

lective identities, inherited narratives, and institutional struc-

tures that shape perceptions of self and other. The significance 

of the present discussion therefore lies not in the existence of 
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boundaries themselves, but in examining how particular legal 

classifications may become embedded within social con-

sciousness and contribute to enduring patterns of perception 

[5, 21]. 

The classical classifications developed within Islamic juris-

prudence contributed to this process by providing an estab-

lished vocabulary through which non-Muslims could be un-

derstood and situated within the social order. The categories 

of dhimmi, mu'ahid, musta'min, and harbi addressed legal re-

lationships, yet their repeated use across generations also in-

fluenced social imagination. The non-Muslim increasingly ap-

peared not simply as a neighbor, colleague, fellow citizen, or 

fellow human being, but as a member of a predefined juridical 

classification [7, 14]. 

This development illustrates the broader sociological phe-

nomenon through which categories shape perception. Human 

beings rarely encounter one another in a conceptual vacuum. 

They approach others through assumptions, narratives, and in-

herited frameworks acquired from families, educational insti-

tutions, religious communities, and cultural traditions. When 

legal classifications become deeply embedded within collec-

tive consciousness, they can function as interpretive lenses 

through which social relationships are understood [4]. 

The consequence is often a subtle shift in human encounter. 

The primary question is no longer, "Who is this person?" but 

rather, "To which category does this person belong?" Identity 

precedes encounter. Classification precedes relationship. The 

individual becomes secondary to the collective label through 

which he or she is viewed. 

Such processes need not produce overt hostility. Social dis-

tance frequently manifests through caution, unfamiliarity, sus-

picion, or limited interaction rather than explicit animosity. 

Communities may coexist peacefully while nevertheless re-

maining separated by conceptual boundaries inherited from 

earlier periods. The result is a diminished capacity for genuine 

human encounter, mutual understanding, and shared civic be-

longing [5]. 

This dynamic becomes particularly significant in contem-

porary pluralistic societies. Modern social life increasingly re-

quires interaction among individuals of different religious, 

cultural, and ideological backgrounds. Citizenship, profes-

sional cooperation, education, commerce, and public partici-

pation all depend upon forms of engagement that transcend 

inherited communal boundaries. Frameworks that prioritize 

classification over encounter may therefore create tensions 

within environments that require cooperation and mutual 

recognition [16, 22]. 

The Qur'anic vision of humanity offers an important point 

of contrast. As demonstrated in the preceding sections, the 

Qur'an consistently addresses human beings through universal 

categories such as mankind, the children of Adam, moral re-

sponsibility, and human dignity. Difference is acknowledged, 

but it does not erase shared humanity. The human person re-

mains visible before the category. 

This distinction carries significant implications. A frame-

work centered primarily upon legal classification tends to ap-

proach the individual through collective identity. A frame-

work centered upon shared humanity approaches the individ-

ual first as a person and only subsequently as a member of a 

particular community. The difference between these ap-

proaches is not merely theoretical. It shapes how societies un-

derstand diversity, how communities relate to one another, 

and how individuals experience those who are different from 

themselves. 

The construction of the religious other therefore represents 

more than a historical development within legal thought. It re-

flects a broader transformation in social perception. Under-

standing this transformation is essential for any effort to reex-

amine Muslim-non-Muslim relations in the contemporary 

world. If social distance has been institutionalized through in-

herited classifications, meaningful renewal requires a frame-

work capable of restoring the visibility of the human person 

beyond the category [4, 6]. 

6. The Contemporary Crisis 

6.1. Medieval Categories in a Modern World 

The historical classifications developed within classical Is-

lamic jurisprudence emerged in societies organized according 

to assumptions very different from those that govern contem-

porary political life. Medieval legal frameworks operated 

within empires characterized by communal identity, religious 

affiliation, territorial sovereignty, and differentiated legal sta-

tus. Modern societies, by contrast, are increasingly organized 

around concepts such as citizenship, constitutional equality, 

individual rights, religious freedom, and shared civic partici-

pation [7, 11]. 

This transformation raises an important question: What be-

comes of historical legal classifications when the social and 

political conditions that produced them no longer exist? 

The central question is therefore not whether classical ju-

rists were correct in addressing the realities of their own his-

torical context. Every legal tradition develops mechanisms de-

signed to respond to the circumstances of its time. The more 

significant question concerns the continued influence of those 

classifications after the social and political conditions that pro-

duced them have fundamentally changed. When categories 

developed for medieval imperial societies continue to shape 

perceptions within contemporary constitutional states, ten-

sions inevitably emerge between inherited frameworks and 

present realities. It is this transition from historical context to 

contemporary consciousness that lies at the heart of the pre-

sent discussion [10, 11]. 

The contemporary significance of this discussion lies not 

primarily in the continued existence of historical legal classi-

fications, but in the enduring social assumptions that may sur-

vive long after their original legal context has disappeared. As 
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explored in the preceding sections, legal categories can be-

come embedded within collective memory, educational tradi-

tions, religious discourse, and social consciousness. When this 

occurs, inherited frameworks may continue to shape percep-

tions of belonging, difference, and social relationships even 

within contemporary societies governed by principles of equal 

citizenship and constitutional equality. It is this tension be-

tween historical inheritance and contemporary realities that 

forms the central challenge examined in this article [4, 6]. 

For many contemporary Muslims, the classical categories 

of dhimmi, mu'ahid, musta'min, and harbi possess little direct 

legal relevance. Modern states generally define individuals ac-

cording to citizenship rather than religious status. Constitu-

tional systems typically grant legal equality to citizens regard-

less of religious affiliation. International law regulates rela-

tions among states, while domestic legal systems govern the 

rights and responsibilities of individuals within society [2, 13]. 

Yet the disappearance of formal legal structures does not 

necessarily eliminate the conceptual frameworks associated 

with them. Categories may survive long after the institutions 

that produced them have disappeared. Ideas transmitted 

through religious education, scholarly literature, communal 

memory, and popular discourse often continue to influence so-

cial perception even when their original legal context no 

longer exists [4]. 

This tension is particularly visible in societies experiencing 

increasing religious and cultural diversity. Muslims living as 

minorities in non-Muslim-majority societies frequently partici-

pate in political systems built upon principles of equal citizen-

ship, constitutional protection, and civic belonging. At the same 

time, inherited frameworks developed under very different his-

torical circumstances may continue to shape understandings of 

identity, loyalty, social boundaries, and relations with non-Mus-

lims [2, 20] Recent scholarship on intra-Salafi debates concern-

ing naturalization likewise demonstrates that inherited territo-

rial and theological classifications continue to influence con-

temporary discussions of Muslim citizenship, loyalty, and po-

litical belonging in non-Muslim-majority states [3]. 

The result is a complex intellectual and social challenge. 

Modern realities require forms of cooperation, participation, 

and coexistence that transcend historical categories. Educa-

tional institutions, workplaces, civic organizations, profes-

sional associations, and democratic political systems depend 

upon sustained interaction among people of different beliefs 

and backgrounds. Yet inherited assumptions may continue to 

encourage forms of social distance that limit such interaction. 

[16, 22]. 

The challenge is not confined to Muslim minorities. Similar 

tensions can be observed within Muslim-majority societies 

where questions concerning citizenship, religious freedom, 

minority rights, and national identity continue to generate 

public debate. As contemporary states increasingly adopt con-

stitutional frameworks grounded in equal citizenship, older 

classificatory models often coexist uneasily with newer polit-

ical realities [13]. 

This coexistence produces a form of conceptual dissonance. 

Individuals may participate fully in modern civic life while 

simultaneously inheriting conceptual frameworks rooted in 

pre-modern assumptions about religious differences. The re-

sulting tension affects not only legal and political discourse 

but also everyday social relationships, public trust, and per-

ceptions of belonging. 

The contemporary relevance of these issues extends beyond 

Muslim-non-Muslim relations alone. At stake is the broader 

question of how religious traditions engage changing social 

realities while remaining faithful to their foundational princi-

ples. The challenge is not whether historical legal thought 

should be respected, but how historically conditioned frame-

works should be understood within contexts fundamentally 

different from those in which they originally developed. 

From this perspective, the central issue is not the preserva-

tion or rejection of classical classifications as such. Rather, it 

is the need to distinguish between enduring moral principles 

and historically contingent legal constructions. Such a distinc-

tion opens the possibility of engaging contemporary realities 

without abandoning the ethical and spiritual foundations of the 

Islamic tradition [2, 11]. 

6.2. Social Distance and Contemporary 

Challenges 

The institutionalization of social distance carries implica-

tions that extend far beyond questions of legal theory. Once 

embedded within collective consciousness, inherited percep-

tions of religious difference can influence patterns of interac-

tion, trust, cooperation, and civic participation. The effects are 

often subtle, yet their cumulative impact may significantly 

shape relations among communities [4, 5]. 

One of the most important consequences of social distance 

is the reduction of meaningful human encounters. Individuals 

who primarily understand others through inherited categories 

are less likely to engage them as unique persons. The category 

becomes the dominant lens through which the individual is 

perceived. As a result, opportunities for mutual understanding 

may be limited before genuine interaction even begins [21]. 

This dynamic can create obstacles to social integration in 

increasingly diverse societies. Integration does not require the 

abandonment of religious conviction, cultural identity, or 

communal belonging. Rather, it depends upon the ability of 

individuals and communities to participate within shared so-

cial and civic spaces while maintaining their distinct identities. 

Such participation requires trust, cooperation, and recognition 

of common interests that transcend religious differences [16]. 

When social distance becomes normalized, however, the 

development of such relationships may be hindered. Commu-

nities may coexist geographically while remaining socially 

separated. Individuals may work together, study together, and 

inhabit the same political environment while continuing to 

perceive one another through inherited conceptual boundaries. 
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The result is often a form of parallel existence rather than gen-

uine social cohesion [5]. 

The implications are particularly significant in democratic 

societies organized around principles of equal citizenship. 

Modern civic life depends upon the assumption that individu-

als from different religious, cultural, and ideological back-

grounds can cooperate in pursuit of shared goals. Educational 

institutions, professional organizations, public services, and 

political systems all rely upon forms of interaction that trans-

cend communal divisions. Frameworks that emphasize sepa-

ration over encounter may therefore generate tensions within 

societies built upon civic inclusion [22]. 

Social distance may also affect perceptions of religious 

freedom. If the religious other is viewed primarily through in-

herited categories of difference, theological disagreement can 

become intertwined with social suspicion. The freedom of 

others to believe, change belief, or reject belief may be re-

garded less as an expression of human conscience and more 

as a challenge to communal identity. Such perceptions com-

plicate efforts to cultivate cultures of mutual respect within 

religiously diverse environments [2, 20]. 

At a broader level, the persistence of social distance influ-

ences the formation of civic belonging. Shared citizenship re-

quires more than legal recognition. It also depends upon the 

willingness of individuals to view one another as legitimate 

participants within a common social and political community. 

Where inherited frameworks continue to define relationships 

primarily through religious boundaries, the development of 

shared civic identity may be constrained [16]. 

These challenges are not unique to Muslim societies or 

Muslim communities. Similar dynamics can be observed 

whenever social groups construct enduring conceptual bound-

aries between themselves and others. The phenomenon there-

fore reflects a broader sociological reality rather than an ex-

clusively Islamic one. Nevertheless, the specific historical 

classifications developed within Islamic jurisprudence pro-

vide an important case study through which to examine the 

long-term relationship between legal categories, social per-

ception, and communal interaction. 

Understanding these contemporary challenges does not re-

quire the rejection of religious identity or theological convic-

tion. Rather, it requires a critical examination of the concep-

tual frameworks through which human difference is under-

stood. The question facing contemporary societies is not 

whether religious communities should maintain their beliefs, 

but whether inherited categories should continue to define the 

terms upon which human beings encounter one another. 

It is precisely at this point that the Qur'anic vision of hu-

manity regains its contemporary significance. By emphasizing 

shared human dignity, moral responsibility, justice, mercy, 

and mutual recognition, the Qur'an offers a framework capa-

ble of engaging diversity without denying difference. Such a 

framework provides an alternative foundation for coexistence, 

one rooted not in social distance but in the recognition of a 

common humanity [13, 18]. 

7. Toward a Qur'anic Framework for 

Human Coexistence 

The preceding sections have argued that classical Islamic 

classifications concerning non-Muslims emerged within spe-

cific historical circumstances and gradually contributed to the 

institutionalization of social distance. While these classifica-

tions served important juridical functions in their original con-

text, their continued influence raises significant challenges 

within contemporary societies characterized by religious di-

versity, constitutional citizenship, and shared civic participa-

tion. 

The question therefore becomes whether the Islamic tradi-

tion contains resources capable of supporting a different 

framework for human relations. This article argues that such 

a framework can be found within the Qur'an's own vision of 

humanity. The Qur'an consistently approaches human beings 

through categories of creation, dignity, moral responsibility, 

justice, mercy, and mutual recognition. These principles pro-

vide the foundation for a constructive model of coexistence 

capable of engaging contemporary realities while remaining 

firmly rooted within the Islamic tradition. 

If the institutionalization of social distance describes the 

gradual normalization of inherited distinctions within collec-

tive social consciousness, the Qur'anic framework outlined in 

this article offers a different point of departure. By grounding 

human relationships in creation, dignity, justice, freedom, di-

versity, mercy, and mutual recognition, the Qur'an provides a 

framework through which social boundaries may be reconsid-

ered without denying religious difference. The significance of 

this approach lies not in eliminating diversity, but in ensuring 

that diversity is approached through principles that preserve 

the visibility and dignity of the human person before all sec-

ondary classifications. 

Rather than beginning with legal classification, a Qur'anic 

framework begins with the human person. Rather than defin-

ing relationships primarily through inherited categories of dif-

ference, it emphasizes the shared dignity of all members of the 

human family. In doing so, it offers a basis for overcoming 

social distance without requiring the abandonment of religious 

conviction or theological commitment. 

7.1. Human Dignity as the Foundation of 

Human Coexistence 

Any sustainable framework for human coexistence must 

begin with a clear understanding of human worth. The Qur'an 

establishes this foundation through its affirmation of the in-

herent dignity of the human person. Rather than deriving value 

from religious affiliation, political status, ethnicity, nationality, 

or social position, the Qur'an grounds human dignity in the act 

of divine creation itself. 

This principle finds its clearest expression in the declaration: 

"Indeed, We have honored the children of Adam." (Qur'an 

17: 70) 
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The significance of this verse lies in its universality. The 

object of divine honor is not limited to a particular religious 

community but encompasses humanity as a whole. Every hu-

man being shares in the dignity that accompanies creation. 

Human worth therefore precedes legal classification, commu-

nal identity, and social status [18, 19]. 

This understanding carries profound implications for hu-

man relationships. If all people are recipients of divine honor, 

then every social, legal, and political framework must respect 

a dignity that exists prior to human judgment. Differences of 

belief remain real and significant, yet they do not erase the 

fundamental worth that the Qur'an attributes to every member 

of the human family [13]. 

The recognition of human dignity also provides an im-

portant corrective to forms of social perception shaped primar-

ily by inherited classifications. When human beings are ap-

proached first through categories, their individuality and hu-

manity may become obscured. A dignity-centered framework 

reverses this process. The individual appears first as a human 

being honored by God and only subsequently as a member of 

a particular community, tradition, or social group. 

In this sense, human dignity functions as a unifying principle 

within the Qur'anic vision of humanity. It creates a moral foun-

dation upon which relations among people of different beliefs 

and backgrounds can be constructed. It does not require agree-

ment in matters of theology, nor does it eliminate genuine dif-

ferences of conviction. Rather, it establishes a shared moral 

starting point from which disagreement can be managed with-

out denying the humanity of those who differ [19]. 

A Qur'anic framework for coexistence must therefore begin 

where the Qur'an itself begins: with the dignity of the human 

person. Before legal status, before communal affiliation, be-

fore religious classification stands the human being, honored 

by God and entrusted with moral responsibility. It is this 

recognition that makes meaningful coexistence possible. 

7.2. Justice as a Universal Obligation 

If human dignity establishes the worth of the human person, 

justice establishes the moral framework through which human 

beings are required to relate to one another. Throughout the 

Qur'an, justice is not presented as a privilege reserved for 

members of a particular community. Rather, it appears as a 

universal moral obligation that governs all human relation-

ships. 

The Qur'an declares: 

"Indeed, God commands justice, excellence, and generosity 

toward relatives, and He forbids immorality, wrongdoing, and 

oppression." (Qur'an 16: 90) [13]. 

This verse occupies a central place within the Qur'anic eth-

ical vision. Significantly, the command is not restricted to re-

lations among Muslims alone. Justice is presented as a general 

principle rooted in the character and will of God. It functions 

as a universal standard by which human conduct is measured. 

The Qur'an further instructs believers: 

"O you who believe, stand firmly for God as witnesses in 

justice." (Qur'an 4: 135) [13]. 

Justice in this context is not merely a legal procedure but a 

moral commitment. It requires individuals to uphold fairness 

even when doing so challenges personal interests, communal 

loyalties, or inherited prejudices. The obligation to act justly 

is grounded not in group identity but in accountability before 

God [19]. 

Equally important is the Qur'anic insistence that justice 

must not be compromised by disagreement or hostility. The 

text warns believers against allowing conflict or negative feel-

ings toward others to become a justification for injustice. 

Moral integrity requires that justice remain constant regard-

less of the identity of those involved. 

This principle carries profound implications for relations 

among people of different beliefs and backgrounds. If justice 

is a divine command rather than a communal preference, then 

it cannot be limited by religious classification. The obligation 

to act justly extends to all human beings because all human 

beings stand within the scope of God's moral concern. 

Within the context of contemporary pluralistic societies, 

this understanding provides an important foundation for coex-

istence. Shared civic life depends upon the assurance that in-

dividuals will be treated fairly regardless of their religious af-

filiation, ethnicity, or social identity. The Qur'anic commit-

ment to justice supports precisely such an ethic. It calls believ-

ers to engage others according to principles of fairness and in-

tegrity rather than inherited assumptions of difference [2]. 

Justice therefore functions as a bridge between human dig-

nity and social coexistence. Human dignity affirms the worth 

of every person; justice provides the practical means through 

which that dignity is respected in everyday life. Together they 

establish a moral framework capable of sustaining relation-

ships across lines of religious and cultural diversity [13, 18]. 

In this sense, justice is not merely one virtue among many. 

It is the social expression of the Qur'an's vision of humanity. 

A community that recognizes human dignity but fails to prac-

tice justice undermines its own moral foundations. Conversely, 

a commitment to justice affirms the shared humanity that the 

Qur'an places at the center of human existence. 

7.3. Mercy as the Governing Principle of 

Human Relations 

Among the most profound themes in the Qur'an is the prin-

ciple of mercy. Mercy is not presented merely as a personal 

virtue or occasional act of kindness. Rather, it occupies a cen-

tral place within the Qur'anic understanding of God, revelation, 

and human relationships. It functions as a governing principle 

through which believers are called to engage both God and 

one another. 

This principle finds its clearest expression in the Qur'anic 

description of the Prophet Muhammad: 

"We have not sent you except as a mercy to the world." 

(Qur'an 21: 107) 

http://www.sciencepg.com/journal/ijls


International Journal of Law and Society http://www.sciencepg.com/journal/ijls 

 

341 

The significance of this verse lies in the breadth of its lan-

guage. The Qur'an does not describe the Prophet as a mercy to 

Muslims alone, nor to believers alone, nor to a particular na-

tion or community. Rather, he is presented as a mercy to the 

world. The scope of mercy extends beyond communal bound-

aries and embraces humanity in its diversity [18]. 

This understanding carries important implications for hu-

man coexistence. If the mission of the Prophet is characterized 

by mercy, then relations among human beings cannot be gov-

erned exclusively by categories of separation, suspicion, or 

exclusion. Mercy requires recognition of the humanity of oth-

ers even in the presence of disagreement. It calls individuals 

to approach differences with wisdom, patience, and compas-

sion rather than hostility and fear [19]. 

The Qur'an repeatedly associates divine guidance with 

mercy. Revelation is not presented as an instrument for dom-

ination but as a means of moral and spiritual benefit. Likewise, 

the believer's relationship with others should reflect the ethical 

character that the Qur'an seeks to cultivate. Mercy becomes a 

practical expression of the recognition that all human beings 

share a common origin, a common dignity, and a common ac-

countability before God [18]. 

Importantly, mercy does not require the abandonment of 

conviction. The Qur'an never suggests that genuine differ-

ences of belief should be ignored or denied. Theological disa-

greement remains a reality of human existence. Yet the pres-

ence of disagreement does not eliminate the obligation to treat 

others with compassion, fairness, and respect. Mercy governs 

the manner in which differences are encountered. 

This principle stands in significant contrast to frameworks 

that primarily emphasize boundaries and classifications. 

While legal distinctions may address specific administrative 

or political concerns, mercy directs attention back to the hu-

man person. It encourages believers to see beyond inherited 

categories and to recognize the shared humanity of those with 

whom they disagree. 

The contemporary relevance of this principle is considera-

ble. In increasingly diverse societies, coexistence depends not 

only upon legal equality and institutional fairness but also 

upon the cultivation of social virtues that sustain human rela-

tionships. Mercy provides one such virtue. It creates space for 

dialogue, cooperation, reconciliation, and mutual understand-

ing without requiring uniformity of belief or identity [19]. 

Within a Qur'anic framework of human coexistence, mercy 

therefore functions as more than an ethical recommendation. 

It serves as a guiding principle that shapes the believer's en-

counter with the broader human family. By emphasizing 

mercy as a defining characteristic of prophetic mission, the 

Qur'an offers a vision of human relations grounded not in fear 

of difference but in concern for human flourishing [18]. 

7.4. Freedom of Conscience and the Limits of 

Human Authority 

The Qur'anic vision of humanity rests upon the assumption 

that human beings are moral agents capable of making mean-

ingful choices. Creation, dignity, responsibility, and account-

ability all presuppose a degree of freedom through which in-

dividuals respond to divine guidance. Without freedom, moral 

responsibility loses much of its significance, for accountabil-

ity assumes the possibility of choice. 

This principle appears repeatedly throughout the Qur'an. 

Human beings are invited to believe, reflect, reason, and re-

spond. Yet the acceptance of faith is consistently presented as 

an act of conviction rather than compulsion. The Qur'an de-

clares: 

"There is no compulsion in religion." (Qur'an 2: 256) 

This statement is among the clearest expressions of freedom 

of conscience within the Qur'anic text. Faith cannot be re-

duced to external conformity, nor can genuine belief be pro-

duced through coercion. Religious commitment possesses 

moral value precisely because it arises from voluntary convic-

tion [20]. 

The same principle is reflected in the Qur'an's address to the 

Prophet Muhammad: 

"Will you then compel people until they become believ-

ers?" (Qur'an 10: 99) 

And elsewhere: 

"You are only a reminder." (Qur'an 88: 21) 

"You are not over them a controller." (Qur'an 88: 22) 

These passages establish important limits upon human au-

thority. The role of the Prophet is to communicate, explain, 

and invite. The response belongs to the individual, while ulti-

mate judgment belongs to God. Even prophetic authority does 

not extend to controlling the conscience of another person [2, 

20]. 

This distinction carries profound implications. If the 

Prophet himself is reminded of the limits of his authority over 

human belief, then all subsequent religious, political, and so-

cial authorities must recognize similar limits. Human beings 

may teach, persuade, advise, and advocate. They may defend 

their convictions and invite others to share them. What they 

cannot legitimately do is assume ownership of another per-

son's conscience [2]. 

The theological foundation of this principle lies in the 

Qur'an's understanding of accountability. Every individual 

stands directly before God and bears responsibility for his or 

her own beliefs and actions. No person can believe on behalf 

of another, and no human authority can ultimately answer be-

fore God in another person's place. The relationship between 

the individual conscience and divine judgment remains funda-

mentally personal [18]. 

Within the context of human coexistence, this principle pro-

vides a powerful safeguard against domination and coercion. 

It affirms the dignity of the individual while recognizing the 

limits of human authority. Religious communities remain free 

to maintain their convictions and communicate their beliefs, 

yet they are reminded that the final judgment of conscience 

belongs to God alone [2]. 
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The contemporary significance of this principle is consid-

erable. Modern societies are increasingly characterized by re-

ligious diversity, mobility, and freedom of belief. Questions 

concerning conversion, religious identity, and individual con-

science continue to generate debate across many parts of the 

world. The Qur'anic emphasis upon freedom of conscience of-

fers an important framework through which such questions 

may be approached [2, 20]. 

By linking freedom to responsibility and responsibility to 

accountability before God, the Qur'an presents a vision in 

which human dignity and moral agency are preserved. Free-

dom of conscience is not a rejection of faith. Rather, it is a 

recognition that faith possesses meaning only when embraced 

freely. In this sense, respect for conscience becomes an essen-

tial component of a Qur'anic framework for human coexist-

ence. 

7.5. Mutual Recognition and Human Diversity 

One of the most profound contributions of the Qur'an to hu-

man coexistence is its understanding of diversity. Rather than 

treating human difference as a problem to be eliminated or a 

threat to be feared, the Qur'an presents diversity as an inten-

tional feature of creation itself. Human plurality is not por-

trayed as a deviation from divine purpose but as one of its ex-

pressions. 

This principle finds its clearest articulation in the Qur'anic 

declaration: 

"O mankind, We created you from a male and a female and 

made you peoples and tribes so that you may know one an-

other. Indeed, the most honored of you in the sight of God is 

the most righteous among you." (Qur'an 49: 13) 

The verse begins with a universal address to humanity. Sig-

nificantly, it does not speak exclusively to believers, Muslims, 

or members of a particular community. Instead, it addresses 

mankind as a whole and reminds all people of their shared 

origin. Human diversity emerges from a common humanity 

rather than from separate creations or unequal beginnings [18]. 

The Qur'an then acknowledges the reality of human plural-

ity. Peoples, tribes, cultures, languages, and communities are 

presented as part of the human condition. Diversity is neither 

denied nor condemned. On the contrary, it is recognized as a 

reality willed by God [19]. 

Most significant, however, is the purpose assigned to this 

diversity. The Qur'an does not say that peoples and tribes were 

created so that they might dominate one another, isolate them-

selves from one another, or remain permanently separated 

from one another. Rather, they were created "so that you may 

know one another" (li-ta'arafu). 

The concept of ta'aruf extends beyond simple acquaintance. 

It implies recognition, understanding, encounter, and the de-

velopment of meaningful human relationships. Diversity be-

comes an invitation to engagement rather than withdrawal. 

Human difference is transformed from a source of division 

into an opportunity for learning and mutual enrichment [18, 

19]. 

This principle carries profound implications for contempo-

rary discussions concerning social distance. If diversity exists 

for the purpose of mutual recognition, then frameworks that 

encourage persistent separation stand in tension with the 

Qur'an's stated objective. The goal of human interaction is not 

the elimination of difference but the cultivation of understand-

ing across difference. [13]. 

The verse further reinforces this principle by rejecting com-

mon forms of human hierarchy. The measure of honor before 

God is neither ethnicity, nationality, tribe, nor communal af-

filiation. The criterion is righteousness, a quality known fully 

only to God. This shift redirects attention away from inherited 

identity and toward moral character [18]. 

Within a Qur'anic framework for human coexistence, diver-

sity therefore becomes a moral opportunity. It challenges in-

dividuals and communities to move beyond inherited assump-

tions and to encounter one another as fellow human beings 

sharing a common origin and a common destiny before God. 

The purpose of diversity is not social distance but human en-

counter. 

This vision offers a powerful alternative to frameworks that 

define relationships primarily through boundaries of exclusion. 

While differences of belief remain real and significant, they 

do not negate the possibility of mutual recognition. The Qur'an 

acknowledges diversity while simultaneously providing an 

ethical foundation for living with that diversity in a manner 

consistent with human dignity, justice, mercy, and freedom. 

In this sense, mutual recognition represents more than a so-

cial virtue. It is a theological principle rooted in the Qur'an's 

understanding of creation itself. God created human diversity, 

and He assigned to that diversity a purpose. That purpose is 

not estrangement but encounter; not hostility but recognition; 

not social distance but human relationship [18, 19]. 

7.6. Benevolence and Excellence (Ihsan) 

While justice establishes the minimum standard required 

for human relations, the Qur'an consistently calls believers to 

a higher moral ideal: ihsan. Often translated as excellence, be-

nevolence, or moral beauty, ihsan represents the aspiration to 

treat others not merely according to what justice requires, but 

according to what reflects the highest ethical character. 

This principle appears prominently in the Qur'anic declara-

tion: 

"Indeed, God commands justice and excellence (ihsan)." 

(Qur'an 16: 90) 

The significance of this verse lies in its progression. Justice 

is not abandoned or diminished. Rather, it is complemented 

by a higher ethical standard. Human beings are called not only 

to avoid wrongdoing but also to cultivate generosity, compas-

sion, patience, and kindness in their interactions with others 

[13]. 

The Qur'an repeatedly applies this principle to communica-

tion and human encounter. It instructs believers: 
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"Speak to people kindly." (Qur'an 2: 83) 

Significantly, the command is directed toward "people" (al-

nas) rather than a particular religious community. The ethical 

obligation extends beyond communal boundaries and reflects 

a broader concern for the quality of human relationships [18]. 

Similarly, the Qur'an addresses situations of disagreement 

and theological debate: 

"Invite to the way of your Lord with wisdom and good in-

struction, and argue with them in the best manner." (Qur'an 16: 

125) 

And: 

"Do not argue with the People of the Book except in the 

best manner." (Qur'an 29: 46) 

These passages acknowledge the reality of difference and 

disagreement. Yet they simultaneously regulate the manner in 

which such disagreements should be conducted. The objective 

is not humiliation, hostility, or domination. The Qur'an repeat-

edly directs believers toward wisdom, respectful dialogue, and 

the pursuit of understanding [13]. 

The same principle is reflected in the Qur'an's description 

of the Prophet Muhammad: 

"Had you been harsh and hard-hearted, they would have 

dispersed from around you." (Qur'an 3: 159) 

The verse identifies gentleness as a source of social cohe-

sion and human connection. Harshness creates distance; kind-

ness draws people together. The ability to engage others with 

patience, dignity, and respect becomes an essential component 

of successful human relations [18]. 

Within a framework of human coexistence, ihsan performs 

a vital function. Justice may prevent oppression, but ihsan fos-

ters genuine relationship. Justice establishes fairness, while 

ihsan encourages empathy. Justice protects rights, while ihsan 

cultivates trust. Together they create the conditions necessary 

for communities to live together despite differences of belief, 

culture, and identity [13]. 

The contemporary significance of this principle is consid-

erable. Increasingly diverse societies require more than legal 

arrangements and institutional protections. They require so-

cial virtues capable of sustaining everyday interaction among 

people who differ from one another. The Qur'anic ethic of ih-

san offers precisely such a virtue. It encourages individuals to 

approach others not with suspicion or hostility, but with a 

commitment to moral excellence in word and deed. 

In this sense, ihsan represents the ethical expression of mu-

tual recognition. If diversity exists so that human beings may 

know one another, then the manner of that encounter must be 

governed by wisdom, kindness, and respect. The Qur'an there-

fore moves beyond coexistence understood merely as toler-

ance and calls believers toward a higher standard of moral en-

gagement rooted in excellence of character. 

7.7. Cooperation in Goodness and Shared 

Human Responsibility 

The Qur'anic framework for human coexistence culminates 

not merely in mutual recognition but in the possibility of 

shared moral action. Human beings are not called simply to 

tolerate one another's existence or to coexist within parallel 

social worlds. Rather, they are encouraged to cooperate in the 

pursuit of what is good, just, and beneficial for human flour-

ishing. 

This principle finds clear expression in the Qur'anic com-

mand: 

"Cooperate in righteousness and piety, and do not cooperate 

in sin and aggression." (Qur'an 5: 2) 

The significance of this verse lies in its moral orientation. 

The basis of cooperation is neither tribal affiliation, ethnic 

identity, nor communal membership. Rather, cooperation is 

organized around shared commitment to what promotes jus-

tice, goodness, and human well-being. The criterion is ethical 

rather than sectarian [13]. 

Such a vision reflects the broader Qur'anic understanding of 

humanity. If all human beings share a common origin, possess 

inherent dignity, and stand equally accountable before God, 

then they also share responsibility for the moral condition of 

the world they inhabit. The pursuit of justice, the relief of suf-

fering, the protection of human dignity, and the promotion of 

peace are not exclusively communal concerns. They are hu-

man concerns [18, 19]. 

The Qur'an's emphasis upon cooperation therefore provides 

an important corrective to frameworks that define relation-

ships primarily through boundaries of difference. Diversity re-

mains a reality, and disagreement remains inevitable. Yet 

these realities do not eliminate the possibility of working to-

gether in pursuit of common goods. The existence of theolog-

ical differences does not prevent collaboration in areas where 

moral objectives are shared [13]. 

This principle possesses particular relevance in contempo-

rary societies characterized by religious, cultural, and ideolog-

ical diversity. Many of the challenges facing humanity trans-

cend communal boundaries. Poverty, violence, corruption, en-

vironmental degradation, injustice, and social fragmentation 

affect people regardless of their religious identity. Addressing 

such challenges requires cooperation among individuals and 

communities who may differ profoundly in belief yet remain 

united in their concern for human welfare [2]. 

The Qur'anic call to cooperate in goodness therefore trans-

forms diversity from a source of division into an opportunity 

for collective responsibility. Human difference is not erased, 

but it is placed within a broader framework of shared moral 

purpose. The focus shifts from protecting boundaries to serv-

ing the common good [18, 19]. 

Viewed in this light, cooperation becomes the practical ex-

pression of the principles developed throughout this article. 

Human dignity affirms the worth of every person. Justice reg-

ulates human relationships. Mercy shapes the spirit of engage-

ment. Freedom of conscience protects moral agency. Mutual 

recognition encourages understanding across difference. Ih-

san elevates human interaction through excellence of charac-
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ter. Cooperation in goodness brings these principles into col-

lective action. 

The result is a vision of human coexistence rooted not in 

separation but in shared responsibility. The Qur'an's ultimate 

concern is not the construction of distance between human be-

ings but the cultivation of a moral community in which diver-

sity, dignity, justice, and cooperation contribute to the flour-

ishing of humanity as a whole. 

8. Conclusion 

This article has examined the historical development of 

classical Islamic classifications concerning non-Muslims and 

their broader implications for Muslim-non-Muslim relations 

in the contemporary world. It has argued that while categories 

such as dhimmi, mu'ahid, musta'min, and harbi emerged 

within specific historical circumstances and served important 

juridical functions, their long-term influence extended beyond 

the realm of law. Through processes of transmission, educa-

tion, religious instruction, and collective memory, these clas-

sifications contributed to what this study has described as the 

institutionalization of social distance. 

The central argument of the article has been that legal cate-

gories do not remain confined to legal texts. Over time, they 

may shape social perception, influence patterns of interaction, 

and contribute to the construction of the religious other. What 

began as administrative distinctions within medieval societies 

gradually acquired broader social significance, affecting the 

way communities understood difference, belonging, and hu-

man relationship [4, 6]. 

At the same time, the article has argued that the Qur'an ap-

proaches humanity through a significantly different frame-

work. The Qur'an consistently begins not with legal classifi-

cation but with creation, dignity, moral responsibility, and ac-

countability before God. Its dominant vocabulary is that of 

mankind, the children of Adam, justice, mercy, freedom of 

conscience, and mutual recognition. Human beings appear 

first as creatures of God and only secondarily as members of 

particular communities and social groups [18, 19]. 

This distinction is of more than historical interest. It carries 

profound implications for contemporary societies character-

ized by religious diversity, constitutional citizenship, and in-

creasing global interdependence. The persistence of inherited 

frameworks developed for medieval conditions raises im-

portant questions concerning their continuing relevance 

within social and political contexts fundamentally different 

from those in which they originally emerged. 

In response to these challenges, the article has proposed a 

Qur'anic framework for human coexistence grounded in seven 

interrelated principles: human dignity, justice, mercy, free-

dom of conscience, mutual recognition, benevolence, and co-

operation in goodness. Together, these principles provide an 

alternative foundation for understanding relations among hu-

man beings while remaining firmly rooted within the Islamic 

tradition itself [2, 13, 18-20]. 

The purpose of this framework is not to erase difference, 

deny theological conviction, or eliminate religious identity. 

The Qur'an acknowledges diversity as a reality of human ex-

istence and recognizes the persistence of disagreement among 

people. Its contribution lies elsewhere. It offers a vision in 

which difference need not result in estrangement, and in which 

diversity becomes an opportunity for encounter rather than 

separation. 

The significance of this vision extends beyond Muslim-

non-Muslim relations alone. It speaks to broader questions 

concerning citizenship, pluralism, social cohesion, religious 

freedom, and the ethical foundations of human coexistence in 

the modern world. By recovering the Qur'an's anthropology of 

the human person, contemporary Islamic thought may dis-

cover resources capable of addressing challenges that neither 

medieval legal categories nor modern political theories can 

fully resolve on their own. 

Ultimately, the question explored throughout this article is 

not simply how Islamic jurisprudence classified non-Muslims. 

The deeper question concerns how human beings choose to see 

one another. The institutionalization of social distance begins 

when categories become more visible than persons. A Qur'anic 

framework for coexistence seeks to reverse that process by re-

storing the human being to the center of the discussion. 

Before the category stands the person. 

Before the classification stands the child of Adam. 

Before difference stands a shared humanity. 

This article has argued that the long-term significance of 

classical Islamic classifications concerning non-Muslims can-

not be understood solely through legal analysis. Their endur-

ing influence lies in the ways they became embedded within 

educational, religious, and social institutions and were gradu-

ally transmitted across generations as part of collective social 

consciousness. The concept of the institutionalization of social 

distance provides a framework for understanding how classi-

fications originally developed within specific historical cir-

cumstances may continue to shape perceptions of religious 

difference long after the conditions that produced them have 

changed. By distinguishing between revelation and jurispru-

dence, and by returning to the Qur'an's broader vision of hu-

man dignity, justice, freedom, diversity, mercy, and mutual 

recognition, the article proposes a framework through which 

contemporary societies may engage religious difference with-

out reproducing inherited patterns of social separation. 

It is here, perhaps, that the Qur'an offers one of its most en-

during contributions to the contemporary world: a vision in 

which human dignity precedes division, justice tempers power, 

mercy overcomes hostility, and mutual recognition transforms 

diversity into an opportunity for peaceful coexistence and 

shared human flourishing. 
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