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Abstract
The treatment of minorities and their rights have emerged as principal indicators of
justice in contemporary global societies, especially when religious identity is
politically attached to the state. The article discusses the legal and ethical
underpinnings of minority rights in Islam during the formative Islamic era and up to
the modern era. Based on the Qur'an, Hadith, and medieval law, the analysis discusses
how the institution of Ahl al-Dhimma—protected non-Muslim subjects of Islamic
rule—created a formal yet dynamic regime of coexistence, security, and religious self-
government. Based on historical evidence on Islamic empires, the article
demonstrates how such principles were practiced with varying levels of tolerance
and inclusivity. Although the classical system is not always neatly in line with
contemporary conceptions of equal citizenship, it represents a sincere effort to
achieve peaceful coexistence within multicultural societies. The essay also speaks to
the conflict between pre-reformist Islamic categorizations and modern human rights
on the one hand and their expectations on the other, particularly in light of reformist
interpretations calling for justice, dignity, and equality for all citizens, irrespective of
religion. In conclusion, this research seeks to illuminate a rich and frequently
misinterpreted subject of Islamic law and to outline a constructive way forward—one
that honors tradition while aligning with the ethical imperatives of contemporary
pluralism.
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Introduction

In the 21st century, minority communities’ rights continue to be at the forefront in
international legal and moral discourse. In religious, secular democracies, authoritarian
states, or religious states, minorities' treatment becomes the standard against which justice,
inclusiveness, and the rule of law are measured. For Muslim-majority nations, it is an urgent
matter as they balance received religious and legal traditions with constitutionalism
demands in the modern era. The task is how to balance Islamic legal and moral teachings with
modern understandings of equality, citizenship, and pluralism.

Islam, as a comprehensive way of life, is not confined to the religious or ritual aspects. It
possesses an advanced system of law (Shari'a) which deals with social, political, and
interreligious regulations. One of the more high-profile and controversial aspects of Islamic
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law is the status of non-Muslim minorities, traditionally referred to as Ahl al-Dhimma—"the
protected people." The institution of dhimma was a legal tool in the early centuries of Islam
to incorporate religiously diverse groups within Islamic states. In return for paying the jizya
tax and the submission of the authority of the Muslim state, these groups were guaranteed
security, religious freedom, and liberty to govern their internal affairs.

Unlike common assumptions, Islamic law has a rich and intricate tradition of protecting
minorities. The Qur'an and Sunnah consistently emphasize the sanctity of human life, justice,
and mercy for all human beings, irrespective of religion. Historical data for the Umayyad,
Abbasid, Fatimid, Ottoman, and Mughal periods provide rich examples of how these ideals
were practiced, contested, and modified over the centuries.

Yet with the erosion of Islamic traditional rule and the advent of the modern nation-state,
most of these classical models went out of use or were misused. Internal conflicts (e.g., the
development of sectarianism and extremism) and international conflicts (e.g., globalization
and international human rights rhetoric) of recent decades have made it necessary to
reexamine Islam's position on minority rights. Some hold that classical notions such as
dhimmi status are inimical to contemporary ideals of universal and equal citizenship, while
others try to reinstate them as contextually appropriate alternatives to Western models.
This essay aims to follow a critical and analytical investigation of minority rights within Islam
through an examination of both the legal norms drawn from Islamic sources and the
historical practice of Muslim societies. It also looks at the application of these traditions in
the modern world and analyzes whether and how Islamic instruction might inform a more
inclusive and just model of plural societies in the modern world. In doing so, this research
seeks to avoid oversimplification and present a balanced account that honors the richness,
diversity, and ethical potential of the Islamic tradition in its response to safeguarding
minorities.

Protection of Minority in Core Islamic Sources

Islamic principles for the treatment of minorities are based on the Qur'an and the Sunnah
(the words and deeds of the Prophet Muhammad £). Islam from the very beginning stressed
justice, compassion, and safeguarding for everyone, including non-Muslims. The holy books
contain clear teachings on living together, religious tolerance, and moral governance.

The Qur’anic Perspective

The Qur’an contains several verses that promote respectful coexistence with non-Muslims:
“There is no compulsion in religion. The right path has become distinct from the wrong.”
(Qur’an, 2:256)

This verse is frequently cited as evidence that Islam guarantees freedom of belief—a
cornerstone of modern human rights discourse. Additionally, the Qur’an acknowledges the
People of the Book—namely Jews and Christians—as communities possessing divine
scripture, commanding Muslims to engage with them in a just and kind manner (Qur’an,
29:46).

Prophetic Practice: The Constitution of Medina
One of the most compelling examples of minority rights in early Islam is the Constitution of
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Medina, drafted by the Prophet Muhammad # after his migration to the city. This document
served as a pluralistic social contract, granting full protection and religious freedom to
Jewish tribes living in Medina.

Key principles in the Constitution include:

o Equality before the law for Muslims and non-Muslims.

o Mutual defense and cooperation.

o Freedom of worship.

. The recognition of distinct religious and cultural identities.

This foundational document represents one of the earliest examples of interfaith
governance based on shared responsibility and respect for diversity.

Legal Status of Non-Muslims under Classical Islamic Law

As Islamic empires expanded, scholars and jurists developed legal frameworks to govern the
rights and responsibilities of non-Muslim communities living under Muslim rule. These
communities, typically referred to as Ahl al-Dhimma (people under protection), were
guaranteed certain rights in exchange for fulfilling specific obligations.

Who Are Ahl al-Dhimma?

Ahl al-Dhimma primarily included Jews, Christians, and later extended to other religious
groups such as Zoroastrians, Hindus, and Buddhists, depending on the geographical
context. These groups were allowed to:

) Practice their religion freely without interference.

. Run their own family and religious affairs under their own laws.
o Own property and conduct business.

. Receive protection from external threats and internal injustice.

Dhimma Contract: Rights and Responsibilities

The Dhimma contract was essentially a legal and social pact between the Islamic state and
its non-Muslim citizens. In return for paying the jizya (a poll tax), dhimmis were exempt from
military service and the zakat tax, which Muslims were obligated to pay.

Importantly, the jizya was not meant as a punishment or humiliation, but rather a civic
obligation in exchange for protection. Jurists such as Imam Abu Hanifa and Imam Malik
emphasized that this arrangement was to be implemented with dignity and fairness. The
Prophet Muhammad # himself warned:

“Whoever hurts a dhimmi, [ am his opponent, and I will oppose him on the Day of Judgment.”
(Sunan Abu Dawood)

Legal Limitations and Social Hierarchies
Despite these protections, dhimmis were often subject to certain limitations:

o They could not hold positions of authority over Muslims.
) Their public religious expressions were sometimes restricted.
o They paid the jizya, which distinguished them from Muslims.

These conditions varied over time and across regions, and while not equal in a modern
democratic sense, they represented a relatively advanced form of minority protection for
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that era.

Historical Practice: Examples from Islamic Civilizations

While Islamic legal theory provided the foundation for minority rights, its practical
implementation varied across time and place. Several Islamic empires stand out for their
treatment of minorities, showing both admirable tolerance and, at times, shortcomings
depending on political, economic, or social pressures.

The Umayyad and Abbasid Caliphates

During the Umayyad (661-750 CE) and Abbasid (750-1258 CE) periods, non-Muslims
held prominent roles in administration, medicine, and scholarship. Christians and Jews
contributed significantly to the translation movement in Baghdad, preserving and
transmitting Greek, Persian, and Indian knowledge into Arabic.

The Abbasids specifically founded Bayt al-Hikma (House of Wisdom), where Muslim and non-
Muslim scholars collaborated together. Dhimmis, although referred to as separate by dress
or tax status, were otherwise handled in deference as being necessary to city life.

The Ottoman Empire

The Ottoman millet system is undoubtedly the most well-known such instance of pluralist
rule in Islamic history. Each religious community (millet)—Orthodox Christians, Armenians,
Jews—was autonomous in internal affairs like marriage, divorce, education, and religion.
While not perfect, it enabled minorities to thrive, and Jewish refugees from Spain (1492) were
welcomed and integrated into Ottoman society. Istanbul was a center of Jewish religious and
cultural activity under the aegis of the Ottomans.

The Mughal Empire of India

The Mughal Empire (1526-1857), particularly under leaders such as Akbar the Great,
practiced policies of religious tolerance. Akbar ended the jizya and embraced Sulh-e-Kul
(peace with all), an interfaith justice and harmony philosophy. Non-Muslims were made
officers, such as the Hindu minister Birbal.

But later rulers like Aurangzeb overturned such policies, reinstating the jizya and keeping
non-Muslims from participating in governance, proving that political philosophy could
supersede religious tolerance.

Modern Issues and Interpretations

In the contemporary globalized world, Islam's historical and legal traditions on minority
rights are being reassessed in light of contemporary values of pluralism, democracy, and
international human rights law. The fundamental principles of Islam are unchanged, but their
application are being reexamined by reformists and scholars in the world of Islam.

Tensions with Modern Concepts of Citizenship

Contemporary constitutional democracies turn equal citizenship, whether on grounds of
religion, ethnicity, or background, into a constitutional concern. Traditional Islamic law,
however—while safeguarding minorities—did not necessarily accord identical political
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rights to Muslims and non-Muslims. This has raised questions as to whether Islamic legal
systems can ever completely subscribe to secular human rights standards.

Others urge abandoning such classifications as jizya or dhimmi status in modern states as
being discriminatory. Others support these were contextual practices that might be replaced
with new systems better suited to meet modern needs.

Reformist and Progressive Accounts

Contemporary Muslim intellectuals like Fazlur Rahman, Abdullahi An-Na'im, and Tariq
Ramadan call for reinterpretation of classical texts (through ijtihad) in light of contemporary
circumstances. They contend that the maqgasid al-sharia (purposes of Islamic law)—justice,
welfare, and dignity—make full integration of minorities as equal citizens reasonable.

A few modern Muslim-majority countries have gone this way:

. Tunisia's constitution ensures equal rights for all citizens, regardless of religion.

o Indonesia, the world’s largest Muslim country, recognizes multiple faiths and
provides legal protection for religious minorities.

o Morocco has undertaken legal reforms to promote interfaith harmony and protect

minority cultural heritage.

Rise of Extremism and Sectarianism

Unfortunately, recent decades have also seen violence and discrimination against
minorities in the name of religion. Groups such as ISIS and Al-Qaeda have distorted Islamic
teachings to justify persecution of Christians, Yazidis, and even other Muslim sects. These
actions have been widely condemned by mainstream Muslim scholars and communities as
violations of Islamic principles.

Reclaiming the Islamic Ethos of Protection and Coexistence

Despite historical fluctuations and contemporary misinterpretations, the essence of Islamic
teachings promotes justice, mercy, and protection for all human beings. In the face of
modern challenges, there is a growing movement within the Muslim world to revive and
reaffirm the inclusive and protective values embedded in Islamic tradition.

Ethical Foundations in the Sunnah

The Prophet Muhammad # consistently emphasized the sanctity of life and human dignity
regardless of religious background. His interactions with Christians, Jews, and even pagans
reflected profound compassion and fairness. A famous hadith reads:

"Whoever kills a person who has a treaty with the Muslims will not smell the fragrance of
Paradise.”

(Sahih al-Bukhari)

Such teachings are the moral bedrock for any sincere approach to minority rights in Islam.

Building Inclusive Muslim Societies

Reclaiming the inclusive Islamic legacy requires both legal reforms and civic education:

o Reforms: Modern Muslim-majority countries can revisit outdated legal provisions
through ijtihad, aligning with the universal values of equality and human dignity.
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o Education: Curricula should emphasize the Qur’anic messages of respect,
coexistence, and shared humanity to dismantle intolerance at its roots.

Interfaith Conversation and Global Discussion

Muslim leaders and scholars are increasingly involved in interfaith dialogue to close gaps of
misunderstanding and achieve peaceful coexistence. Declarations such as the Amman
Message in 2004 and the Marrakesh Declaration in 2016 have especially resonated with the
protection of non-Muslim minorities and asserted that it is a religious and moral obligation
based on Islamic teachings.

Conclusion

The issue of minority rights is not simply a contemporary issue—it is indicative of the moral
and legal orientation of a civilization. In Islamic civilization, from Prophet Muhammad * to
different dynasties and empires, there was a well-established system to safeguard and coexist
with non-Muslim communities. Under the Qur'an, Hadith, and the juristic literature of
classical jurists, the Islamic legal tradition developed well-established principles which
ensured religious freedom, security, and restricted autonomy for non-Muslim minorities
under Muslim domination.

The dhimmi system, while frequently today misinterpreted, was successful in its day,
providing protection in an era when religious tolerance was the rule. These legal systems
allowed Christian, Jewish, and other religion-based groups to prosper intellectually,
economically, and culturally within Islamic societies. While flawed by today's standards, they
tended to be more tolerant and pluralistic than their European or other counterparts.
However, in the contemporary age, the same frameworks are subject to growing criticism.
The demands of equal citizenship, secular government, and universal human rights call on
Muslim societies to reinterpret traditional practice in the light of new realities. This does not
require the discarding of Islamic principles, but reinventing them through the prism of ijtihad
(independent reasoning), justice, and moral relevance.

Modern Muslim thinkers and reformist thinkers have undertaken this work—urging
reinterpretation of traditional teachings and highlighting Islam's innate commitment to
dignity, justice, and mercy. Unencumbered by political manipulation and literalism, Islamic
teachings can make a valuable contribution to inclusive, pluralistic societies—not only in
Muslim countries but around the world.

In reclaiming this rich tradition of coexistence, safeguarding, and conversation, Muslims are
not betraying Islam—they are living it. The path forward is to reclaim the vision of the Shari'a,
which strives to promote welfare (maslahah), prevent harm (mafsadah), and promote justice
(‘adl)—for every soul, whether of creed or community.
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