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Understanding the nature of the Messenger of God’s (PBUH) interaction with
the Dhimmis and comprehending its underlying foundations is of particular
significance, given his status as a model and exemplar for Muslims. Dhimmis,
who comprise those People of the Book living under the protection of the
Islamic government through a covenant of dhimmah, included a wide range of
Christians, Jews, Sabians, and Zoroastrians during the early Islamic period.
This study seeks to describe the nature of the Prophet’s interaction with them
as reflected in his conduct (Strah). Employing a descriptive-analytical method,
the study concludes that the general principle governing the Prophet’s
treatment of the Dhimmis was peaceful coexistence. The Prophet Muhammad
(PBUH) consistently emphasized the observance of the rights of the Dhimmis.
He endeavored to ensure their personal and financial security, guarantee their
freedom, safeguard their rights, and promote tolerance and accommodation
toward them within the Islamic community, while avoiding violence and
mistreatment. The foundations of these practices are rooted in religious
teachings. These teachings recognize the religious freedom of the Dhimmis as
well as the protection of their lives and property, emphasize benevolent
conduct toward non-Muslims, and underscore the necessity of respecting their
rights.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The issue of peaceful coexistence between Muslims and non-Muslims has long occupied a central
position in Islamic thought, particularly in relation to the conduct of the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) as
the supreme model for Islamic governance and social relations. Among non-Muslim communities residing
under Islamic rule, the Dhimmis—namely Jews, Christians, Sabians, and Zoroastrians who entered into a
covenant of protection with the Islamic state—constituted a significant segment of the population during
the formative period of Islamic civilization. The present study investigates the foundations of the Prophet’s
peaceful coexistence with the Dhimmis and seeks to identify the religious and ethical principles that
shaped his conduct toward them. Using a descriptive-analytical method and relying primarily on early
historical, juridical, and exegetical sources, the research examines both the practical dimensions of the
Prophet’s interactions with the Dhimmis and the theological foundations underlying those interactions.
The concept of dhimmah itself emerged as a legal and social framework designed to establish a stable and
secure environment in which religious minorities could reside under Islamic authority while maintaining
their religious identity and communal integrity. Scholars have described the dhimmah covenant as a
mechanism for ensuring mutual obligations, whereby non-Muslims contributed financially through the
payment of jizyah while the Islamic state assumed responsibility for protecting their lives, property, honor,
and religious rights (Musa, 3%+; Malik ibn Anas, Y+ ¢; Ranjbaran, Y+Y); Malekzadeh et al., Y+ V).
Historical evidence indicates that the Prophet’s policies toward religious minorities were not merely
pragmatic political arrangements but were rooted in enduring religious principles intended to regulate
relations among diverse communities. Consequently, understanding the Prophet’s conduct toward the
Dhimmis is not only of historical significance but also offers important insights for contemporary
discussions regarding interreligious relations, minority rights, and peaceful coexistence within pluralistic

societies (Awosati, Y+ +7; Tabatabaei, ¥+ ) ¢).

One of the most important manifestations of peaceful coexistence in the Prophet’s conduct was his
recognition of the religious freedom of the People of the Book. Examination of historical and biographical
sources reveals no credible evidence that the Prophet ever compelled Jews, Christians, or other protected
communities to embrace Islam. Rather, his mission was understood as communicating and presenting the
message of Islam while leaving acceptance or rejection to individual choice. The Constitution of Medina,
established shortly after the Prophet’s migration to Medina, explicitly recognized the religious identity
and communal autonomy of the Jewish tribes living in the city (Ibn Hisham, n.d.). Even the later conflicts
that occurred between the Prophet and certain Jewish tribes were not motivated by religious disagreement
but resulted from breaches of treaty obligations and collaboration with hostile forces against the Muslim
community (Wagqidi, ) ¢+ 9%; Ibn Hisham, n.d.; Ibn Sa‘d, ) 3A%). The religious foundations of this policy
are deeply embedded in the Qur’anic worldview. Numerous Qur’anic verses reject coercion in matters of
faith and emphasize that genuine belief must emerge from free conviction rather than external compulsion
(Qur’an Y:Yo7;1.:49; YA:¥4), Classical and contemporary exegetes have consistently interpreted these
verses as affirming the principle that religious commitment cannot be imposed through force because faith
is fundamentally an act of conscious assent and personal conviction (Tusi, n.d.; Tabataba’i, Y+));
Makarem Shirazi, ' 19Y). The Prophet’s own statements and practices reinforced this principle. Traditions
attributed to him emphasize that he was sent as a teacher and a facilitator rather than an enforcer who
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compels people into religious submission (Ibn Hanbal, n.d.). Thus, religious freedom constituted one of
the primary foundations upon which peaceful coexistence between Muslims and the Dhimmis was
established, allowing protected communities to preserve their beliefs, rituals, and communal institutions
within the broader framework of the Islamic polity.

A second dimension of the Prophet’s coexistence policy concerned the formal recognition of the
Dhimmis through legal agreements and the collection of jizyah. Historical sources indicate that the
Prophet extended dhimmah status not only to Jews and Christians but also to Zoroastrians, recognizing
them as recipients of scriptural traditions and therefore eligible for protection under Islamic law (Abu
Ubayd, Y4AY; Kulayni, ) 4AY; Saduq, Y44Y). Although some companions questioned this decision, the
Prophet defended the inclusion of Zoroastrians by referring to their prophetic heritage and revealed
scripture (Kulayni, Y3AY; Saduq, Y%9Y). Numerous treaties concluded during the final years of the
Prophet’s life illustrate the practical implementation of this policy. The agreements with the Jews of
Khaybar and the Christians of Najran established frameworks through which non-Muslim communities
retained security and communal autonomy in exchange for fulfilling agreed financial obligations (Waqidi,

Vf-9; lbn Sa‘d, YaAq). These treaties did not impose arbitrary restrictions or seek cultural assimilation;

rather, they focused primarily on maintaining security and social order. The famous covenant with the
Christians of Najran explicitly guaranteed the protection of their lives, property, religion, families, and
economic activities under the protection of God and His Messenger (Ibn Sa‘d, Y3A%). Such agreements
demonstrate that the institution of jizyah was conceived not as an instrument of humiliation but as a legal
mechanism regulating reciprocal rights and responsibilities within a pluralistic society. Later Muslim
communities understood this policy so clearly that even groups with otherwise radical theological
positions, such as certain Kharijite factions, continued to emphasize the necessity of respecting the
Prophet’s covenant with protected non-Muslims (Mubarrad, Y3AY; Abu Yusuf, Y4VA). These historical
precedents reveal a consistent commitment to legal inclusion and peaceful coexistence rather than
exclusion or coercion.

The Prophet’s concern for the personal and financial security of the Dhimmis represented another
essential pillar of his coexistence policy. Security constituted the central objective of many treaties and
agreements concluded with protected communities. By guaranteeing safety and legal protection, the
Prophet sought to create a social environment conducive to stability, prosperity, and mutual trust. The
treaty with the Christians of Najran provides a particularly clear example of this commitment, as it
guaranteed comprehensive protection for their persons, property, religious practices, and economic
interests (Ibn Sa‘d, Y 4A4). The Qur’anic foundations for this policy are equally significant. Several verses
prohibit aggression against individuals who maintain peaceful relations with Muslims and honor their
agreements (Qur’an 2:¢), while others establish that the payment of jizyah marks the end of legitimate
hostilities and secures legal protection for non-Muslim communities residing under Islamic authority
(Qur’an 4:Y9). Classical and modern commentators have rejected interpretations suggesting that these
verses justify humiliation or degradation of the Dhimmis. Instead, they argue that the Qur’anic language
emphasizes lawful submission to the political order rather than social degradation or mistreatment
(Makarem Shirazi, Y34Y; Tabataba’i, Y+))). The dhimmah covenant itself reflected this protective
orientation. It was based on mutual consent, could be terminated voluntarily by the protected community,
and imposed binding obligations upon the Islamic government to safeguard minority rights (Malekzadeh
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et al., Y+VY). Later Islamic authorities, including Imam Ali (AS), continued to emphasize the sanctity of
Dhimmi lives and property and prohibited officials from committing injustices against them (Tabari, ) 1AY;
Nahj al-Balagha, Letter ). These principles collectively demonstrate that the Prophet viewed the
protection of non-Muslim minorities not as a concession but as a moral and legal obligation grounded in
Islamic teachings.

Equally important was the Prophet’s emphasis on benevolent conduct, tolerance, and respectful
interaction with the Dhimmis. Historical reports contain numerous examples illustrating his patience,
courtesy, and willingness to accommodate protected non-Muslim communities. For instance, he permitted
Dhimmis to discharge certain financial obligations through alternative forms of payment when necessary,
a policy interpreted by jurists as evidence of leniency and consideration for their circumstances (Ibn
Zanjuyah, Y+ +7). Reports also indicate that he addressed non-Muslim religious leaders respectfully and
employed honorific forms of address when communicating with them (Katani, n.d.). Perhaps the most
illustrative example concerns a Jewish creditor who persistently demanded repayment of a debt from the
Prophet. Despite the creditor’s insistence and the discomfort it caused, the Prophet refused to permit his
companions to threaten or mistreat the man, explaining that God had not sent him to oppress either
covenantal or non-covenantal non-Muslims (Saduq, Y+ *+). This episode demonstrates that patience,
dignity, and moral restraint were integral elements of the Prophet’s character and contributed significantly
to the attractiveness of Islam. The Qur’an repeatedly reinforces these values by encouraging forgiveness,
kindness, moderation, and courteous dialogue with others, including non-Muslims (Qur’an Y:)eo4; e\ Y;
Y1V Ye; Y4:£7) It also permits positive social interactions, shared meals, and constructive engagement
with the People of the Book (Qur’an ©:°). Furthermore, Qur’anic teachings distinguish between hostile
adversaries and peaceful non-Muslims, explicitly authorizing benevolence and justice toward those who
do not wage war against Muslims (Qur’an 1+:A). These teachings provided the ethical foundation for the
Prophet’s policy of coexistence and contributed to the development of enduring norms governing Muslim
relations with religious minorities (Javadi Amoli, Y+ YY; Kalantari Arsanjani, )%9°; Makarem Shirazi,
144Y).

The findings of this study indicate that peaceful coexistence constituted the overarching principle
governing the Prophet Muhammad’s (PBUH) relationship with the Dhimmis. Although protected
communities were subject to certain legal regulations associated with their status within the Islamic state,
these regulations operated within a broader framework of rights, protections, and mutual obligations. The
Prophet consistently recognized their religious identity, safeguarded their lives and property, respected
their communal autonomy, and encouraged fair and humane treatment toward them. The foundations of
this coexistence were deeply rooted in Islamic teachings concerning freedom of belief, legal justice,
human dignity, social harmony, and respect for the rights of others. Historical evidence demonstrates that
instances of conflict between the Prophet and certain non-Muslim groups were exceptional situations
arising from political betrayal, treaty violations, or collaboration with hostile forces rather than from
religious differences alone. Consequently, the Prophet’s model reveals a vision of society in which
religious diversity could exist within a framework of legal order, mutual respect, and shared security. This
model remains a significant source for understanding Islamic approaches to minority rights, interfaith
relations, and peaceful coexistence in contemporary pluralistic societies.
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