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Abstract

Surat al-A‘raf, one of the seven long chapters of the Holy Qur’an, has been regarded by
contemporary exegetes as a text whose concepts can be interpreted in relation to the theme
of social life. Content analysis of this chapter, in addition to confirming this point,
demonstrates that it places greater emphasis on the characteristics of a good ruler among the
components of social life. Attention to the theme of social life and to governance as its most
significant component can offer exegetes a different perspective on Strat al-A‘raf,
particularly the verses concerning the people of al-A‘raf. Regarding the identity of the
“people of al-A‘raf,” various interpretations have been presented by both Shia and Sunni
exegetes. Some exegetes have identified the people of al-A‘raf as prophets or righteous
individuals, while others have regarded them as the guardians of Hell, angels, jinn, or
children who have not reached maturity. Yet another group has interpreted them as a
community whose good and bad deeds are equal. The understanding of this chapter through
a structural exegetical approach can not only help determine the identity of the people of al-
A‘raf, but also provide a new explanation for their position between the inhabitants of Hell
and Paradise, as well as for their failure to enter Paradise. Historical semantics and the
etymological analysis of the term “al-A‘raf” indicate that al-A‘raf refers to an elevated
place upon which rulers stand. The people of al-A‘raf recognize the inhabitants of Paradise
and Hell by their faces, grant permission to the people of Paradise to enter it, and reproach
the inhabitants of Hell for their arrogance and denial. These verses are intrinsically
connected to the overall structure of Siirat al-A‘raf, as the chapter addresses the narratives
of the prophets and their actions within society. In fact, the characteristics of a good ruler, as
the most significant component of social life, can be identified within this stirah. Content
analysis of Strat al-A‘raf—particularly the verses concerning the people of al-A‘raf—
reveals various indicators of a good ruler that can be applied to the characteristics of
effective governance in social life. These indicators include interpersonal relations,
compassion, decision-making, awareness, corruption control, and foresight.
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