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A group of Qur’anic exegetes have interpreted the verse “There is no
compulsion in religion” (Qur’an 2:256) as signifying the prohibition of
coercion in accepting religion. In order to subgtantiate this view, they define
religion primarily as a set of faith-based and doctrina beliefs, arguing tha
religious convictions are intellectua and inner matters that cannot be produced
through coercion. The present study raises two fundamental questions. First,
why is religion reduced exclusively to doctrina and belief-based matters,
whereas in redlity it encompasses doctrind, ritud, and ethica dimensions?
Second, why is the latter part of the verse- “Indeed, the right path has become
digtinct from error ”-which explicitly emphasizes the clarity of guidance and
misguidance and their consequences, not regarded as evidence for the innate
(figr) nature of religious rulings? Employing a descriptive-analytical method
and examining a wide range of classcad and contemporary Qur’anic
commentaries, the Findings of this study demonstrate that although the notion
of “non-compulsion in accepting religion” may be derived from other
Qur’anic verses, the verse “There is no compulsion in religion” 1S not
primarily intended to convey this meaning. The central claim of the article is
that the core message of the verse is not the negation of coercion per se, but
rather the intrinsic compatibility of religion with human nature, meaning that
religious teachings are consonant with the innate disposition (fizrah) of
humankind and thus do not require compulsion for their acceptance.
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Introduction

In interpreting the verse “There is no compulsion in religion; indeed, the right path
has become distinct from error ” (Qur’an 2:256), many exegetes have stated that “there is
no coercion in accepting religion, because the correct path has become clearly
distinguished from the path of deviation.”

The underlying assumption of this study is that although doctrinal and theoretical
beliefs must be accepted willingly in order to be effective a a higher and more
meaningful level-and indeed, religious beliefs must originate from rational and heartfelt
conviction, since beliefs are fundamentally intellectual matters-the critical issue here is
twofold: First, in this verse, religion does not denote merely intellectual or doctrinal
matters. Second, the verse is not primarily aimed at asserting that “the acceptance of
religion must not be coercive.” Rather, the noble phrase emphasizes that what has been
prescribed in religion is grounded in fisrah and does not conflict with human nature, nor
doesit generate aversion or repulsion withinit.

M ethodology

To examine the centra issue of this article—namely, the rejection of the interpretation
that the verse implies “religion should not be accepted through coercion”—the study
adopts a descriptive-analytical method. The views of both Sunni and Shi‘i exegetes are
analyzed, with particular emphasis on supportive and opposing interpretations. Following
a critical assessment of these perspectives, the preferred interpretive conclusion is
presented.

Discussion

From the perspective of various Qur’anic commentators, the verse “There is no
compulsion in religion” has been interpreted in severa ways, including the following:

a) Based on this verse, faith and coercion cannot coexist; coercion may only influence
outward behavior, not inner belief.

b) The verse serves as a response to those who claimed that Islam spread through
force and the sword.

c) According to this verse, after truth has been clarified and distinguished from
falsehood, coercion may be employed in religious matters.

d) If religion is defined as the verbal confession of the two testimonies and
commitment to Idamic rulings, then compulsion in religion is conceivable.

e) If aperson attains spiritua perfection and a high degree of submission, the concept
of coercion losesits relevance.

f) Some exegetes have argued that this verse has been abrogated by the verses of
combat (qital) and the verses of Sarat al-Tawbah.

g) According to another interpretation, the term religion refers specifically to Shi‘ism,
and the verse indicates the absence of compulsion in accepting the authority (wilayah) of
ajust Imam.

h) Some scholars have pointed to juridical (fighi) applications of the verse “There is
no compulsion inreligion.”

i) Others have utilized this verse to argue that an obliged person toward the rulligs
(mokallaf) is not obligated in cases beyond his or her capacity.
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j) From atheological perspective, the verse is cited as evidence that accepting religion
is not compulsory.

k) Imam Khomeini also interpreted the verse as negating coercion in religion.

|) Based on this verse, Allah has created human beings with free will and choice.

m) In Islam, thought and belief are free, and no one has the right to compel another to
accept a particular belief.

Conclusion

The principa and central claim of this article is that the noble phrase “There is no
compulsion in religion” does not mean that “acceptance of religion must not be
compulsory.” Rather, it signifies that what has been established in religion is harmonious
with human fizrah and does not stand in contradiction to human nature.

This conclusion is supported by two fundamental considerations. First, the term
religion in this verse encompasses a comprehensive set of doctrinal, devotional, and
ethical teachings. Second, the phrase “Indeed, the right path has become distinct from
error” clarifies that religious teachings are congruent with human nature and do not
opposeit.

Accordingly, the meaning of “There is no compulsion in religion” closely paralels
the Qur’anic statement “And He has not placed upon you any hardship in religion”
(Qur’an 22:78), which affirms that Allah has imposed no undue burden or constraint
upon human beings within the religious system.
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