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Abstract

The existing interpretations of verse 8:57 of Al-Qur’an give punitive directives to
deal with the captives if the Muslim fighters dominate the war over the
unbelievers. However, many other Qur’anic verses as well as the teachings and
actions of the Prophet (PBUH) direct the Muslims that the captives of war should
be treated with lenience and honor, and fed them properly. This research aims to
find a softer and more moderate version of the interpretation of this verse. The
necessary resources required for this research have been taken mainly from the
Qur’anic verses and hadiths of the Prophet (PBUH). The existing translations and
interpretations (Tafsirs) of verse 8:57 have been studied and the comments of
some renowned interpreters have been taken as the background resources for this
research work. It has been understood that the "ae 353 of this verse may be
interpreted differently than as interpreted in the existing Tafsirs. Supporting
Qur’anic verses, in this regard, have been identified, and the information from
these verses has been taken into account as the resources for this research. The
relevant information obtained from these verses has been adopted into the
translation and interpretation of verse 8:57. This research gives a modified and
moderate version of the interpretation of verse 8:57 of Al-Qur’an.

Keywords: Al-Qur’an, Prophet (PBUH), Verse, Captives, Interpretation,
Disperse.
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1. Introduction

Islam teaches us to be amiable to the entire creation of Allah (SWT), even
towards the non-Muslims, unbelievers as well as those who oppose Islam. Islam
only permits war in self-defense and to establish justice. One of the undesirable
occurrences of war is that the captives (prisoners of war) are taken from the
opponent forces. Islam directs us to treat the captives with lenience and honor.
However, some interpreters, in commenting on verse 8:57 of Al-Quran, refer to
the punishment of captives so that other unbelievers, who have not participated in
the war with believers, get warned or take lessons for not being involved in war
with the Muslims in the future. These interpretations may convey wrong messages
either to radical Islamic groups or to the non-Muslims. The interpreters have not
mentioned any supporting verse of Al-Qur’an as well as any saying or action of
the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) in support of these interpretations.

Regarding dealing with captives, Allah (SWT) gives us clear directives in the
followin?g Verses:

Ga B BU5IT I9ikd chsatuall 13) Bo LUBIT Ciind 1558 G st 138
oS5 we aan¥ AT £La3 3% SU3 < Waplas LoalT Al G dlas Lilp A

“So when you meet those who disbelieve [in battle], strike [their]
necks until, when you have inflicted slaughter upon them, then
secure [their] bonds, and either [confer] favor afterwards or ransom
[them] until the war lays down its burdens. That [is the command].
And if Allah had willed, He could have taken vengeance upon
them [Himself], but [He ordered armed struggle] to test some of
you by means of others. And those who are killed in the cause of
Allah - never will He waste their deeds.”

ey s USies <425 o pBLIT Gskalal
“And they give food in spite of love for it to the needy, the orphan,
and the captive.”™

s (835 s wSsls g AT ol of (T 33 Sl 3§ ol U3 (30T G
" ez 3sak AlTuesT 52305 oS 31 s

L Al-Qur’an 47:4
2 Sahih International, Translation of Verse 47:4 of Al-Quran, Quran.com
® Al-Qur’an 76:8
* Sahih International, Translation of Verse 76:8 of Al-Quran, Quran.com
® Al-Qur’an 8:70
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“O Prophet, say to whoever is in your hands of the captives, "If
Allah knows [any] good in your hearts, He will give you
[something] better than what was taken from you, and He will
forgive you; and Allah is Forgiving and Merciful.”
The mentioned verse (8:57) belongs to “Sura Al-Anfal” which was revealed after
the Battle of Badr. The Muslims, during the period of Prophet Muhammad's
(PBUH) lifetime, participated in about 80 encounters. There was no example of
punishing the captives just because they were engaged in war against the
Muslims.
Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) didn’t allow punishing the captives at all. It has
been narrated that when the Prophet (PBUH) was informed about his military
commander Khalid Ibn al-Walid killed some captives from the tribe of Jadhimah,
he said “O Allaah! | am free from what Khalid has done” (Bukhari Hadith 4339).’
Abu Musa Al-Ashari reported: The Messenger of Allah, peace and blessings be
upon him, said: “Feed the hungry, visit the sick, and set the captives free.”®
Therefore, the general directive of Islam towards captives (prisoners of war) is
that they should be treated with lenience, and honor, fed and clothed properly, and
set free if their freedom would not lead to further insecurity.
The objective of this research is to find a softer and more moderate version of the
interpretation of verse 8:57 of Al-Qur’an. The meaning of bihim (a4), the object
of bi (« ), and the object of sharrid (3& ), in this verse have been taken into
consideration as the key topics for this research. Supporting Qur’anic verses are
identified and the information from these verses has been used as the resources
for this research. The outcome of this research gives a modified version of
interpretation of this verse, which is softer and more moderate than the existing
interpretation. The research details are presented in this paper.
2. Review of Existing Interpretations
Allah (SWT) stated in verse 8:57 of Al-Qur’an:

H958% il WAlE (3 oy b (RTT § R G

® Sahih International, Translation of Verse 8:70 of Al-Quran, Quran.com
" Sahih al-Bukhari, Hadith 4339, Sunnah.com
8 Sahih al-Bukhari, Hadith 5649, Sunnah.com
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“So if you, [O Muhammad], gain dominance over them in war,

disperse by [means of] them those behind them that perhaps they

will be reminded.”®

“If ye gain the mastery over them in war, disperse, with them,

those who follow them, that they may remember.”°

“So if you gain the mastery over them in war, punish them

severely in order to disperse those who are behind them, so that

they may learn a lesson.”*!
2.1. Comments from Tafsir Ishraq al-Ma’ani
The textual word "sharrid™ literally stands for dispersal. But, some of the earliest
commentators have said that it means, "hand down an exemplary punishment.”
Ibn Abbas, Qatadah, Sa'id ibn Jubayr, Hasan al-Busri and others have said that
the Prophet (PBUH) was commanded to punish those he overpowered of his
opponents - who broke their pledges every now and then - in an exemplary
manner so as to discourage others who were watching the events and waiting for
their own chance to strike at the Muslims.”*?
2.2. Comments from Tafsir Ibn Kathir

u}.&j‘ @ Ma.a.ua HA55 ngé
“(So if you gain the mastery over them in war), if you defeat them
and have victory over them in war,”

“(then disperse those who are behind them,) by severely punishing

the captured people according to Ibn “Abbas, Al-Hasan Al-Basri,

Ad-Dahhak, As-Suddi, "Ata’ Al-Khurasani and Ibn “Uyaynah. This

Ayah commands punishing them harshly and inflicting casualties

on them. This way, other enemies, Arabs and non-Arabs, will be

afraid and take a lesson from their end.”*®
2.3. Comments from Maariful Quran
“Here, the word: ass% (tathgafannahum) means to get the upper hand against
them and the word: 3% (sharrada) is a derivation from the infinitive noun: x4
(tashrid) which essentially means to drive out or scatter away.” So, the verse

® Sahih International, Translation of Verse 8:57 of Al-Quran, Quran.com

9y ysuf Ali, Translation of Verse 8:57 of Al-Quran, Quran.com

! Muhammad Tagi-ud-Din al-Hilali & Muhammad Muhsin Khan, Translation of Verse 8:57 of
Al-12 Quran, Quran.com.

12 |shraq al-Ma’ani, Interpretation of Verse 8:57 of Al-Quran,
https://islamicstudies.info/quran/ishrag.php?sura=6&verse=56&t0=60.
3 |bn Kathir, Interpretation of Verse 8:57 of Al-Quran, Quran.com
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means: “If you overpower such people in a war, give them a drastic punishment
which becomes an instant lesson for others - so that those who are busy bashing
Islam behind the cover of such people serving as their agent provocateurs should
understand clearly that there remains no alternative for them but to run for their
lives. The drive of the instruction is that these people should be punished in a
manner which makes an impression on the disbelievers of Makkah and other
hostile tribes and sucks away any courage they may have to come back and
confront Muslims in the future.”**
3. Analysis of Existing Interpretations (Comments)
Existing interpretations give severe and harsh directives, regarding the captives,
that are summarized as:
1. “So if you gain the mastery over them in war, punish them severely in

order to disperse those who are behind them;” **
2. “The Prophet (PBUH) was commanded to punish those he overpowered
of his opponents;” *?
(then disperse those who are behind them,) by severely punishing the
captured people; This Ayah commands punishing them harshly and
inflicting casualties on them); **

4. Give them a drastic punishment; Punishing of them becomes an instant

lesson for others. ** o
The first part (conditional part) of the verse; “w)all & 2% 58 s translated as:

“If you gain dominance over them in war;” 10

“If you gain mastery over them in war;” **

“If you defeat them and have victory over them in war;
All the translations above are almost similar in meaning summarized as:

“if you have the upper hand over the unbelievers in the war or if

the war is under your control.” ]
The second part (action part) of the verse; “ aeal (/% ags 37538 > is translated as:

“Disperse with/by (means of) them those who are behind them”

(Sahih International).
How to disperse those who are behind them? “By severely punishing the captured
people, " is the general opinion of the renowned interpreters.
It is to be noted that:

3.

s 13

1 Maariful Quran, Interpretation of Verse 8:57 of Al-Quran, Quran.com
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e “Severely punishing the captured people” is not the translation of any
word of this verse; rather added by the interpreters to make clear the
meaning of the verse.

e Punishing the captured people is: unethical, against the teachings of
Islam, against humanity, Human Rights, Geneva Conversation, and the
grave cause of creating anger and hatred among the unbelievers against
the Muslims.

e Disperse others (by punishing captives) was an unrealistic task at that
time. Because the disbelievers of Makkah and other hostile tribes were
out of reach of the Muslim fighters. The unbelievers, within the reach of
Muslims, and engaged in war, were just on the battlefield.

e Finding softer and more moderate interpretations may be justified, in this
regard, and may have to require acceptance from Islamic scholars all
over the world.

4. Finding Softer/Moderate Interpretation
It has been understood that the having concentration on the following topics
would give a fruitful outcome for this research work:

¢ finding other meanings of bihim (a¢),

o finding the object of bi (&) other than captives,

e finding the object of sharrid (33 ) other than mentioned in the existing
Tafsirs,

e finding the translation and interpretation of the mentioned verse using
modified objects of sharrid (3)&) and bi ().

After going through the existing translations and interpretations, we see that:

e bihim (ag) is translated as: “with/by them,”

e the object of bi (&) is: “them (those who have been on the battlefield and
then are defeated and captured),”
o the object of sharrid (2)&) is: “those who are behind them or those who
follow them.”
We may find other meanings of bihim (a¢2) as well as the two objects, “object of

bi (<) and object of sharrid (334 ),” differently than as has been interpreted in the
existing Tafsirs, taking into consideration of the examples of some other verses of
Al-Qur’an.

4.1. Meaning of “Bihim (a=)” in Qur’anic Verses Other than “with/by Them”
We know that “with/by them” is usually translated as the meaning of bihim (a4z).
However, many verses in Al-Qur’an do not take "with/by them” as the meaning
of bihim (a4z). The following verses are examples of taking the meanings of bihim
(p¢2) other than “with/by them.”
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B3h, oSl e fpdd ng 2805 4 i3k Ak A8 556 a7 WA 35
15&3.2::»3 {Agl’aj 4.8 s |3}§_§T§
“And [mention] when We raised the mountain above them as if it
was a dark cloud and they were certain that it would fall upon
them, [and Allah said], "Take what We have given you with
determination and remember what is in it that you might fear
Allah.”*
235 (e B3 2alT Azl 3 T T UastiTy GymilTs T e 4007 o6 s
s s e Al el U RS  (5 Lol L SE
“Allah has already forgiven the Prophet and the Muhajireen and
the Ansar who followed him in the hour of difficulty after the
hearts of a party of them had almost inclined [to doubt], and then
He forgave them. Indeed, He was to them Kind and Merciful '8
Plaak 353 106 85 33 g B3 e e ool Ul 2l 5
“And when Our messengers, [the angels], came to Lot, he was
anguished for them and felt for them great discomfort and said,
This is a trying day.”?°
T oyiand b @ Rl 3e 0 g s 1AES5 s 3T
“And even if We gave them mercy and removed what was upon
them of affliction, they would persist in their transgression,

wandering blindly.”??
AT s § 481 Loy S350 Woubls Bl Lafis S OF 0005 To 0TS 3T
R I S T AP kTRt Tt T T (TR R
Onradll (8 4aslls Lagelde g adloe s UT o 5alTs allly O9a0ss @S o

5 Al-Qur’an 7:171

16 sahih International, Translation of Verse 7:171 of Al-Quran, Quran.com
" Al-Qur’an 9:117

'8 Sahih International, Translation of Verse 9:117 of Al-Quran, Quran.com
Y9 Al-Qur’an 11:77

0 5ahih International, Translation of Verse 11:77 of Al-Quran, Quran.com
2 Al-Qur’an 23:75

22 5ahih International, Translation of Verse 23:75 of Al-Quran, Quran.com
2 Al-Qur’an 24:2
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“As for female and male fornicators, give each of them one
hundred lashes, and do not let pity for them make you lenient in
"enforcing” the law of Allah, if you "truly” believe in Allah and the
Last Day. And let a number of believers witness their
punishment.”**

R g ST 0TT 8 OsaaslTs Gt el @ 5dlTs Gsalll it o

B ) b Hliglgld
“If the hypocrites and those in whose hearts is disease and those
who spread rumors in al-Madinah do not cease, We will surely

incite you against them; then they will not remain your neighbors

therein except for a little.”*®
27 - 3 o3

Ootabh o AT EmIT (39005 156 iieod oo Ul Sl dlimite 155
“They will say, "Exalted are You! You, [O Allah], are our
benefactor excluding [i.e., not] them. Rather, they used to worship
the jinn; most of them were believers in them.”?

PN Tgfln fle g Ga5a Yodad pmidd 255104
“[1ts inhabitants will say], This is a company bursting in with you.
No welcome for them. Indeed, they will burn in the Fire.”*
1335 (s o BT A1 AT § o S 321 5,05 s
“Now, we have no clue whether evil is intended for those on earth,
or their Lord intends for them what is right.”*
We have observed from the translations of the above verses that “bihim (a¢)” has
been translated as: in them; at them; to them; on/upon them; for them, instead
of with/by them.
4.2. Omitting Objects in Qur’anic Verses )
Taking other meanings of “bihim (#42)” into consideration, “ag: 334” would be
translated as:

2+ Sahih International, Translation of Verse 24:2 of Al-Quran, Quran.com
2 Al-Qur’an 33:60

%8 Sahih International, Translation of Verse 33:60 of Al-Quran, Quran.com
2" Al-Qur’an 34:41

%8 Sahih International, Translation of Verse 34:41 of Al-Quran, Quran.com
2 Al-Qur’an 38:59

% sahih International, Translation of Verse 38:59 of Al-Quran, Quran.com
3 Al-Qur’an 72:10

% sahih International, Translation of Verse 72:10 of Al-Quran, Quran.com
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“Then disperse in/at/to/on/upon them.”
The object of sharrid (33%) is apparently omitted here. But it would come from the
first part of this verse, “So if you gain dominance over them in war.”
There are some verses of Al-Qur’an where the objects are omitted. Some
examples are mentioned bellow:

Ja oy Bad5 T92305 5507 5 Wslss 10ale JiT £UIE 205 34 LAl

T 1ol 18055 i) isaliag ¥ i¥Ty Gsalag G 5

“Is one who is devoutly obedient during periods of the night,

prostrating and standing [in prayer], fearing the Hereafter and

hoping for the mercy of his Lord, [like one who does not]? Say,

"Are those who know equal to those who do not know?" Only

they will remember [who are] people of understanding.”**
We see two forms of the same verb here is & s4lx and &sals: Y. The verb ale means
“to know”, and it should have an object. However, Allah (SWT) has not
mentioned any object for & 2% in this verse. The intention of Allah (SWT) here is
not to talk about what a person knows, and what he doesn’t know. Allah (SWT)
may intend to say that the people who have knowledge of Islam are not equal to
the people who have no knowledge of Islam.

"t Llie ) 233 0 guigs D115 ) 5205 Al

“And Allah invites to the Home of Peace and guides whom He

wills to a straight path.”*®
Allah (SWT) has not said in this verse that “He calls Muslims/Arabs.” By
omitting the object, Allah (SWT) has left the verb open and general. Then,
actually, whom does Allah invite? Muslims; Arabs or Mankind in general.

Ul SB1Lck ) $375 80T § S b LbKul 1 Kads s &1 oK

37 ¢ 2.2

o @

33 33

z 3
Saa

% Al-Qur’an 39:9

% Sahih International, Translation of Verse 39:9 of Al-Quran, Quran.com
¥ Al-Qur’an 10:25

% sahih International, Translation of Verse 10:25 of Al-Quran, Quran.com
3 Al-Qur’an 22:67
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“For every religion We have appointed rites which they perform.

So, [O Muhammad], let the disbelievers not contend with you over

the matter but invite them to your Lord. Indeed, you are upon

straight guidance.”®
We see no object of “¢33” in the Arabic text of this verse. Then whom the
Prophet (PBUH) was instructed to invite? But the translation mentioned the object
as described below:

25 ) 3%

“but invite them to your Lord;”
Here “them (disbelievers)” is omitted in the original verse but included in the
translations to make the meaning of the verse clear.
4.3. Finding Object of Sharrid (33&) and Object of Bi (&)
We may adopt the principle of the above examples in verse 8:57 of Al-Qur’an. It
is already discussed by the examples of some other verses that “»¢=” may also be
translated as: in them; at them; to them; on/upon them; for them; instead of
with/by them. Taking “in/to them” (as the meaning of “~¢-") into consideration,

a4 3% would be translated as:

“Then disperse (something) in/to them.”
What is to be dispersed in/to them? The answer in this case is the object of sharrid
(35&). The direct object of sharrid (33&) would be:

“The information of the war (consequences of the war): that the

Muslims have gained dominance over them in war; that the

unbelievers have been defeated.”
The object of bi (<) is:

“To whom the information of the war is to be dispersed in/to?”” The

answer here would be: “them (those who follow them).”
5. Results: Modified Translation and Interpretation of Verse 8:57
The findings of this research have been summarized as follows:

e the meaning of bihim (a¢z) would be, “in them or to them;”
o the object of sharrid (23<) would be “information of the war
(consequences of the war)”; and

e the object of bi (&) would be “them (not the captives of war but those
who follow them, i.e., the disbelievers of Makkah and other hostile
tribes).”

These findings have been adopted into the translation and interpretation of the
verse 8:57 of Al-Quran. Now we have modified version of translation and
interpretation of this verse.

% sahih International, Translation of Verse 22:67 of Al-Quran, Quran.com
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5.1. Modified Version of Translation of Verse 8:57
ujﬁ&ﬁ@ﬁ@pww&wuﬂ\@a’ 33 'Lngé

“So, if you gain dominance over them in war, then disperse (the
information of the war) in/to them those who follow them that they
may remember.”

5.2. Moderate Version of Interpretation of VVerse 8:57

ujz_” Lg NRAAT Lngé
“So, if you gain dominance over them in war (if you gain mastery
over them in war; if you defeat them in war; if you win the war; if
the war is under your control),

°o 3% (% :}z W 3;_::&
“then disperse (the information of the war; consequences of the
war) in/to them (disbelievers of Makkah and other hostile tribes)
those who follow them (who are behind them),”

G855 pilad
“that they may remember (take lessons not to come back and
confront Muslims in the future).”
6. Discussions
It may not be justified for us to keep the concept that Allah (SWT) would instruct
the Prophet (PBUH) to severely punish the captives of war. Because, then it goes
against the directives of many other verses of Al-Quran. Rather, Allah (SWT)
may instruct the Prophet (PBUH) to disperse the information about the war in/to
those who follow them (disbelievers of Makkah and other hostile tribes), to take
lessons; according to the modified interpretation presented here.
Then Allah (SWT) even discourages His Messenger (PBUH) of having captives
until there are genuine and serious battles:
Sk A5 A (a5 Osluyde ool @ ol (55 (5l & 6683 o (o OB s
Piass S5z A 5559
“It is not for a prophet to have captives until he battles strenuously
in the land. Some desire the commodities of this world, but Allah
desires for you the Hereafter, for Allah is Almighty and Wise.”*
The directives of existing interpretations may apply to a particular group of

unbelievers who broke their pledges every time, conspired with others, and were
involved in evil-doings against the Muslims. They claimed to be at peace with

¥ Al-Qur’an 8:67
%% Sahih International, Translation of Verse 8:67 of Al-Quran, Quran.com
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Muslims while, on the other hand, they used to conspire with the disbelievers of
Makkah against Muslims. This group of unbelievers have been mentioned in the
following verse:
M- 38 F . 5. 6 i, PP R S BP o o @ oL LB
Os5 Y s 54 (8§ phiie Opladis R e St o
“The ones with whom you made a treaty but then they break their
pledge every time, and they do not fear Allah.”*
However, these directives cannot be taken as the general principles for Muslims
regarding dealing with captives. We could see how the Prophet (PBUH)
commanded good treatment of captives on the day of Badr. “Omar (RA)
suggested that a few of these prisoners were dangerous criminals who should be
executed as a matter of justice. The Prophet (PBUH) preferred the opinion of Abu
Bakr (RA) which favored pardon and mercy” (Mislim Hadith 1763), indicating
that this is the general rule in Islam.*
Therefore, the modified and moderate version of the interpretation of verse 8:57
of Al-Qur’an presented in this paper may deserve acceptance generally from the
Muslim community and especially from Islamic scholars.
7. Conclusion
The captives of war must be treated with kindness, must be fed generously, must
not be forced to beg for their subsistence, and must be clothed properly, according
to the Islamic values, based upon Islamic teachings, in both the Qur’an and
hadith. The early followers of Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) also considered it a
principle to not separate prisoners from their relatives. After the fighting is over,
captives are to be released freely, with ransom, with some prospect of survival, or
to be exchanged with Muslim prisoners. However, the existing interpretations of
the mentioned verse do not go with the proper teachings and practices of Islam.
The research work presented in this paper gives a modified, softer, and more
moderate version of the translation and interpretation of verse 8:57 of Al-Qur’an,
that does not go against the general practices of Islam, regarding dealing with the
captives (prisoners of war). Islamic scholars may evaluate this research work by
their profound knowledge and judgment. It is to be noted that, we can put our
efforts into understanding and interpreting the message of Allah (SWT) just by
our available knowledge. We may or may not be correct or successful in finding
the perfect outcomes of our efforts. The outcome of this research work may
demonstrate the decency of the religion of Islam not only to the Muslim
community but also to the non-Muslims as well.

*! Al-Qur’an 8:56
%2 Sahih International, Translation of Verse 8:56 of Al-Quran, Quran.com
%% Sahih Muslim, Hadith 1763, Sunnah.com
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