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Abstract

One argument some scholars have advanced for the validity of the
Companions’ action in selecting the first caliph rests on Qur’an 3:110:
the description of the Prophet’s Companions as “the best community”
(khayra ummah) and their fulfillment of the duty of enjoining right
and forbidding wrong are taken to show that their choice of caliph was
correct, since otherwise they would have committed a wrong. The
study aims to analyze and assess the claim that the Companions’
action in selecting the caliph was valid on the basis of Qur’an 3:110.
Drawing on documentary sources, the study adopts a descriptive-
analytical method and a comparative approach. The substantive pillars
of the claim are divided into three: (1) the Companions are the
addressees of the verse; (2) “goodness” (khayriyya) is an ontological
attribute; and (3) the Companions enjoined every right and forbade
every wrong. Since the claim requires all three, each is then analyzed
logically. Because goodness in the verse is relative and the description
conditional, its addressees are all those who fulfill the duty of
enjoining right and forbidding wrong, and this attribute cannot be
established for all the Companions. Moreover, relative praise of
individuals does not entail their infallibility. Historical evidence does
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not support the view that all the Companions agreed on the selection
of the caliph; consequently, Qur’an 3:110 cannot validly be invoked to
establish the correctness of their action in this matter.

Introduction

According to a number of scholars, one argument for the legitimacy of
the actions of those who pledged allegiance to the first caliph rests on
Qur’an 3:110: “You are the best community ever brought forth for
mankind: you enjoin what is right, forbid what is wrong, and believe
in God.” Some Sunni scholars have used this verse as independent
evidence against Imam ‘Ali’s right to succeed the Prophet
immediately. They argue that, since God praised the Muslim
community in this verse, the people’s pledge of allegiance to Aba
Bakr was valid; had ‘All been entitled to the immediate caliphate,
such praise would not have been bestowed on a community that
pledged allegiance to Abu Bakr. Sunni legal theorists have also
invoked the verse to establish the authority of the consensus and the
Sunna of the Companions, so that every instance of their agreement
would be religiously legitimate, and Sunni theologians have used it to
support the probity of the Companions and the prohibition of
disparaging them. Shi‘i scholars, for their part, have mostly rebutted
the use of the verse for the authority of consensus, often polemically,
and have paid less attention to its theological bearing on the
legitimacy of the first caliphate. The present study aims to analyze and
assess the claim that the Companions’ action in selecting the caliph
was valid on the basis of this verse.

Literature Review

Two studies are particularly relevant to this research. Rahman
‘Ashriyeh et al. (2023), in “An Analytical Evaluation of the Instance
of the Verse ‘Kuntum Khayra Ummah’ with a Hermeneutic Approach
to the Station of Imamate and Wilaya,” argue that the Imams of the
Ahl al-Bayt are the most complete instance of the verse; their
argument appears to rest on equating the goodness in the verse with
the sense of the partitive “min” in Qur’an 3:104. Mahrous Abii Qurah
(1992), in “Tafsir Qawlihi Ta‘ala: Kuntum Khayra Ummabh,” briefly
examines various aspects of the verse through ijtihad-based exegesis,
including its connection with the preceding verses, Sunni
interpretations of “kuntum,” and subsidiary rulings on enjoining right
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and forbidding wrong. Hanif Fetriani analyzes al-IjT’s argument from
the Companions’ consensus for the caliphate of Abii Bakr without
reference to the Qur’an, and several Persian works on the probity of
the Companions and the authority of consensus discuss the use of the
verse only briefly. No independent study has yet analyzed the Sunni
claim regarding the legitimacy of the first caliphate on the basis of
Qur’an 3:110. The contribution of this study lies in its logical analysis
of the pillars of this argument, its examination and critique of both the
stated and the possible evidence for each pillar, and its
interdisciplinary use of exegetical, legal-theoretical, theological, and
hadith sources.

Methodology

This study adopts a comparative approach and a descriptive-analytical
method based on documentary sources. To evaluate the claim, its
substantive pillars are divided into three: (1) the referent of “you” in
“kuntum” and of “community” in “khayra ummah” is all the
Companions of the Prophet who pledged allegiance to Abu Bakr; (2)
“goodness” (khayriyya) signifies the ontological validity of all their
actions; and (3) the Companions enjoined every right and forbade
every wrong. Only if all three pillars are established would the
argument be logically consistent. The study therefore first sets out the
stated and possible evidence for each pillar and then analyzes and
evaluates the validity of each piece of evidence.

Conclusion

The analysis shows that exegetes disagree on the referent of “you” and
“community” in the verse, which have been identified variously as the
Ahl al-Bayt, the entire community, some of its members, the
community of the Prophet’s time, or the Emigrants. The preferred
view is that the addressees are all those who fulfill the duty of
enjoining right and forbidding wrong, and that their goodness derives
from this very act; mere companionship with the Prophet therefore
confers neither superiority nor the validity of all one’s actions.
Moreover, the claimed agreement of the Companions did not occur:
historical reports name many who refused allegiance to Abu Bakr,
including Fatima, Salman, Abtu Dharr, al-Miqdad, ‘Ammar, and Sa‘d
ibn ‘Ubada, and ‘Umar himself later described the selection as hasty.
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The goodness of the community is also relative and conditional.
The contrast with the People of the Book and the circumstantial clause
“you enjoin what is right” show that the verse praises the Muslim
community as a whole relative to other nations, on condition that it
fulfills this duty and believes in God. Qur’anic verses and historical
reports attributing serious wrongdoing to some Companions are
incompatible with the claim that all their actions were valid, and
reason shows that relative praise does not entail infallibility. Nor can
the definite article in “al-ma‘rif’ and ‘“al-munkar” be read as
comprehensive, since it denotes the genus; and since a description has
no contrary implication (mafhiim al-mukhalafa), the verse cannot
establish the first caliphate by implication.

The study concludes that invoking Qur’an 3:110 for the validity
of the Companions’ action would require that they be the addressees
of the verse, that their goodness confirm all their actions, and that they
enjoined every right and forbade every wrong; none of these
conditions is met. The verse explains the superiority of the Muslim
community over other nations, a superiority that becomes actual only
when the practice of enjoining right and forbidding wrong prevails
within it.

Keywords: Consensus of the Companions; Qur’an 3:110; Khayra
Ummabh; Enjoining Right and Forbidding Wrong; Selection of the
Caliph.
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