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Abstract: In the Qur’an, the People of the Book are addressed
through several expressions-alladhina ata al-kitab, Ahl al-
Kitab, and alladhina ataynahum al-kitab. Identifying the
semantic distinctions among these terms, which may appear
synonymous at first glance, constitutes the main question of
this study. Using a descriptive-analytical method, and
examining the semantic components and chronological usage
of the expressions across Makkan and Madinan revelation, the
study analyzes their nuanced differences. The findings indicate
that alladhina ataynahum al-kitab refers to an elevated group
of learned members of the People of the Book-primarily

semantics.

present

in Makkah-who affirmed the prophethood of

Muhammad (s) and believed in the Qur’an. In contrast,
alladhina ata al-kitab, occurring predominantly in Madinan
verses, designates a group of corrupt scholars and elites who,
despite knowing the truth of Islam, concealed it. This is
supported by their frequent association with terms such as
knowledge, recognition, covenant, clear proof, and
concealment. Ahl al-Kitab, meanwhile, encompasses both
groups in addition to the general population of the People of
the Book-believers and disbelievers alike-who, according to the
Qur’an, followed their religious authorities. This group also
appears extensively in Madinan contexts.
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Introduction

The expressions Ahl al-Kitab, alladhina ataynahum al-kitab, and alladhina uti al-kitab appear
more frequently in reference to the People of the Book than other related designations, and their
distribution across Makkan and Madinan revelations is far from uniform. In Makkan verses, this
group is most often addressed as alladhina ataynahum al-kitab, whereas in Madinan passages
they are more commonly referred to as alladhina ati al-kitab or Ahl al-Kitab. The central
question of this study is: What semantic distinctions exist among these three expressions in
addressing the People of the Book, why are they used differently in the two phases of revelation,
and how do these differences affect the interpretation of divine intent? Adopting a descriptive-
analytical method, the author examines Qur’anic discourse, the semantic components of each
term, and intertextual and contextual clues to uncover and explain these distinctions.
Methodology

The study investigates the differences among Ahl al-Kitab, alladhina ataynahum al-kitab, and
alladhina uti al-kitab by identifying the semantic components associated with each expression
and examining the contextual indicators in the verses, together with exegetical opinions. First, the
collocates accompanying each expression are analyzed; next, the “social categorization”
embedded in these terms is discussed-that is, which groups among the People of the Book
(scholars, lay followers, or both) are referenced by each expression. The third stage traces the
chronological usage of the three terms across Makkan and Madinan revelation. Through analyzing
these elements, the semantic differences among the expressions are extracted and the overall
findings are presented.

Findings

The study demonstrates that the Qur’an employs these designations with precision and purpose,
thereby constructing a multifaceted and nuanced depiction of interreligious relations in the
formative period of Islam. These subtle semantic distinctions not only deepen our understanding
of Qur’anic discourse but also contribute to historical and sociological analyses of Muslim—non-
Muslim interactions in early Islam.
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Conclusion

The semantic features of Ahl al-Kitab, alladhina uti al-kitab, and alladhina ataynahum al-kitab

reveal two main layers of difference:
1. Socio-religious Layer:
Based on Qur’anic usage, Ahl al-Kitab refers broadly to adherents of monotheistic traditions,
including both their religious elites and common followers, whose responses to revelation
range from positive to negative. Alladhina dati al-kitab predominantly identifies the sinful or
dishonest scholars of the People of the Book who, despite their covenant with their prophets
and their knowledge of the Prophet Muhammad and the Qur’an, concealed the truth. In
contrast, alladhina ataynahum al-kitab usually refers to the believing scholars of the People of
the Book who affirmed the Prophet’s message.
2. Chronological / Contextual Layer:
The exclusive Makkan use of alladhina ataynahum al-kitab reflects the Qur’an’s largely
positive engagement with this group during the Makkan period and the early phase of the
Prophet’s arrival in Madinah. The appearance of the other two terms in Madinan verses
corresponds to the more complex and dual (positive and negative) interactions with this
minority after the establishment of the Muslim community. These patterns reflect both the
Prophet’s changing position in the two cities and the varying responses of the People of the
Book to the Islamic message.

Overall, the findings confirm that despite their apparent similarity, each expression denotes a

distinct subgroup within the People of the Book and appears in specific Qur’anic contexts that

highlight different dimensions of their engagement with revelation.
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