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Reflections of the Holy Quran and the
Mediterranean diet: A culturally congruent
approach to obesity?

Basil H. Aboul-Enein∗

University of South Dakota, School of Health Sciences, Vermillion, SD, USA

Abstract.
BACKGROUND: The Holy Quran is considered to be the authoritative spiritual and behavioral guide for practicing Muslims
all around the world. With obesity becoming a growing public health problem in the predominantly Muslim Arab countries,
culturally competent dietary and health-promoting strategies and interventions are warranted. The traditional Mediterranean-style
diet (MD), which is considered among the healthiest diets, holds both a cultural and historical context within the dietary traditions
of North Africa and the Middle East.
OBJECTIVE: To conduct a narrative study of relevant passages mentioned in the Holy Quran which supports the characteristic
features associated with the MD.
METHODS: A narrative review of the Holy Quran in both electronic and hard cover format was carried out to identify key foods
and features that are characteristic of the MD.
RESULTS: A total of 24 relevant passages were identified with a significant focus on fruits, vegetables, and whole grains
commonly associated with the MD.
CONCLUSION: This study suggests that the Holy Quran could serve as a significant influential source for culturally competent
health educators, dietitians, and health professionals serving in Muslim populations in North Africa and the Middle East for
improving and maintaining dietary patterns and features that resemble the MD.
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1. Introduction

According to the World Health Organization (WHO), the obesity crisis has reached epidemic proportions with
more than one billion adults classified as obese (Body Mass Index [BMI] between 30–39.9) and nearly 300 million
as clinically obese (BMI ≥40) [1]. Factors contributing to this epidemic has been characterized by an increased
consumption of energy-dense, nutrient-poor foods that are high in saturated fats and refined sugars complemented
by a reduction in physical activity [1]. In the predominately-Muslim Arab countries of North Africa and the Middle
East, the prevalence of obesity has drastically increased over the last 30 years [2–4]. The Middle East region has the
second highest mean BMI after North America and the second highest mean waist-to-hip ratio after South America
[2]. Consequently, the burden of obesity-associated co-morbidities i.e. cardiovascular diseases (CVD), cancers, and
type 2 diabetes in these Muslim Arab countries have increased [5].

Studies [6–11] have shown a significant dietary shift, particularly among Arab adolescents and young adults,
towards unhealthy calorie-dense dietary patterns characterized by frequent eating out, ready-to-eat convenience
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foods, and overeating replacing wholesome, nutritious diets rich in fruits, vegetables, legumes, and whole grains.
A cross-sectional survey [12] in the North African country of Morocco found a reduction in adherence to the
Mediterranean-style diet (MD) and that dietary patterns have transitioned towards a western style dietary pattern.
In Lebanon, there has been a transition from the typical MD towards convenient food patterns [13]. Other studies
[9, 14–16] reported similar dietary deviation away from the MD in North Africa and the Eastern Mediterranean
region. Regarded as one of the healthiest diets, the MD is the dietary pattern traditionally consumed among the
populations bordering the Mediterranean Basin. The dietary foundation of the MD includes a significant focus on
fruits, vegetables, unrefined whole grains, legumes, dried nuts, poultry, eggs, fish, low-fat dairy products, a low
consumption of red meat, physical activity, and a liberal use of olive oil [17]. Several studies [18–21] have firmly
established the MD as an ideal evidence-based dietary model and weight management guideline for healthy eating
with a significant reduction in the risk of many chronic diseases associated with obesity and cardiovascular health. The
American Heart Association, supported by the Lyon Diet Heart Study, issued an evidence-based advisory advocating
that a MD pattern possesses positive and protective effects against CVD [22].

With obesity becoming a growing public health concern particularly among Arab populations, culturally competent
dietary and health-promoting strategies and interventions are warranted. Musaiger [23] offers a unique culturally
relevant dietary guideline, the Arab Food Dome, designed for Arab countries with food groups common to the MD
and specific to the Middle East and North African region. Such culturally competent health promoting campaigns
and dietary guidelines continue to be necessary to help reduce the growing obesity problem facing Muslim Arab
countries.

This study offers the traditional MD patterns with special reference given to passages from the Holy Quran to help
address the growing obesity epidemic in Arab countries bordering the Mediterranean basin. Regarded as the word of
God and divided into 114 Surah (Chapters) and ayah (passages), the Holy Quran is regarded as the divinely inspired
authoritativetextforpracticingMuslimsworldwide.Forthisreason, theaimofthisnarrativestudyistoexaminepassages
from the Holy Quran and narratively compare these passages with the characteristic dietary theme of the MD.

2. Methods

A narrative review of the Holy Quran was carried out using both electronic and hard copy formats [24, 25] in order
to compare the accuracy and translation of each relevant Quranic passage. Both formats were reviewed and evaluated
qualitatively for foods, features, and thematic content that are characteristic of the MD. All passages were translated
to the English language and tabulated by topic, Quranic citation, and passage (Table 1).

3. Results

A total of 24 relevant passages out of 6236 total passages were identified in this narrative review (See Table 1).
Surat An-Nahl (The Honey Bees) had four passages. Surat Al-Baqara (The Cow), Al-An’am (The Livestock), and
Al-Mu’minun (The Believers) had two in each chapter. Surat Ar-Ra’d (The Thunder), Maryam (Mary), Ya-Sin
(Y.S.), As-Saffat (Those Ranged in Ranks), Ar-Rahman (The Most Gracious), Al-Waqi’ah (The Inevitable Event),
Al-Naba (The Announcement), Abasa (He Frowned), At-Tin (The Fig), Al-Ma’idah (The Table), Al-Kahf (The Cave),
Muhammed or Al-Qital (The Fighting), An-Nur (The Light), and Sad (The letter S.) had one passage in each chapter.
Sixteen passages focused on fruits, vegetables, and whole grain, three passages on fish and seafood, two passages on
milk and dairy products, two passages on olive oil, and one passage on physical activity. Specific foods mentioned
in the Holy Quran included figs, grapes, pomegranates, dates, pumpkins, cucumbers, garlic, lentils, onions, olives,
fish, whole grains, and olive oil. These foods are commonly found in Arab countries, particularly those bordering
the Mediterranean basin, and concurrently serve as the dietary foundation that characterizes the traditional MD.

4. Discussion

Although different regions in the Mediterranean basin have their unique diets, the traditional dietary pattern that
exists within North African and Middle East countries, share a common dietary theme [17]. This universal theme
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Table 1

Selected passages from the Holy Quran

Topic Citation Passage

Fruits, Vegetables,

& Whole Grains

Surat Al-Baqara (The

Cow) 2:61

“And when you said, O Moses! We cannot endure one kind of food. Therefore,

pray to your Lord to produce for us what the earth grows, its herbs, its

cucumbers, its garlic, lentils, and onions.”

Surat Al-Baqara (The

Cow) 2:266

“Would any of you wish to have a garden full of date palms and grapes through

which rivers flow underneath? He would have all sorts of fruits in it.”

Surat Al-An’am (The

Livestock) 6:99

“It is He who sends down water [rain] from the sky, and with it We bring forth

vegetation of all kinds, and out of it We forth green stalks, from which We

produce thick clustered grains arranged in layers. And from the date palm

and its spathe come forth of its emerging fruit are clusters hanging low and

near. And [We produce] gardens of grapes and olives and pomegranates,

each similar [in kind] yet different [in variety and taste]. Look at their fruits

when they begin to bear, and the ripeness thereof. Indeed! In that are signs

for a people who believe.”

Surat Al-An’am (The

Livestock) 6:141

“And it is He Who produced gardens, both trellised and untrellised, and date

palms, and crops of different shape and taste (their fruits and their seeds) and

olives, and pomegranates, similar (in kind) and different (in taste). Eat of the

fruits when they ripen.”

Surat Ar-Ra’d (The

Thunder) 13:4

“On the earth are neighboring tracts, and vineyards, and cultivated green fields,

and date palms growing diversely, watered from a single source, yet we

make some of them (fruits) exceed (quality of) in food value to eat. Behold,

verily in these things there are signs for those who use their reason.”

Surat An-Nahl (The

Honey Bees) 16:11

“With it (the rain) He brings up for you the crops, olives, dates, the grapes and

every kind of fruit.”

Surat An-Nahl (The

Honey Bees) 16:67

“And from the fruits of date palms and grapes you derive intoxication and

wholesome nourishment. Verily, therein is indeed a sign for people who have

wisdom.”

Surat Maryam (Mary)

19:25–26

“And shake the trunk of date-palm towards you; it will let fall fresh ripe dates

upon you. So eat, drink and be content.”

Surat Al-Mu’minun

(The Believers)

23:19

“Then We brought forth for you therewith gardens of date palm and grapes,

wherein as much fruits for you, and whereof you eat.”

Fruits, Vegetables,

& Whole Grains

Surat Ya-Sin (Y.S.)

36:33

“And from it (the earth) we produced whole grains, so that they eat thereof.”

Surat As-Saffat

(Those Ranged in

Ranks) 37:146

“And We caused to grow over him a gourd [pumpkin] fruit.”

Surat Ar-Rahman

(The Most

Gracious) 55:11-12

“Therein are fruits, dates producing sheathed fruit-stalks; and grain wrapped in

husks and sweet-scented plants.”

Surat Al-Waqi’ah

(The Inevitable

Event) 56:29

“And [banana] trees layered [with fruit] piled one above another.”

Surat Al-Naba (The

Announcement)

78:32

“Gardens and grapes.”

Surat Abasa (He

Frowned) 80:27–31

“And caused to grow within it grains; and grapes and nutritious plants; and

olives and dates; and gardens dense with many trees; and fruits and herbage.”
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Table 1

(Continued)

Topic Citation Passage

Surat At-Tin (The

Fig) 95:1

“By the fig and the olive.”

Fish & Seafood Surat Al-Ma’idah

(The Table) 5:96

“Lawful to you is game from the sea and its food as provision for the benefit of

yourself and those who travel, but forbidden to you is land-game while you

are in the state of pilgrimage. And be conscious of God, unto whom you

shall be gathered back.”

Surat An-Nahl (The

Honey Bees) 16:l4

“And He it is Who has subjected the sea (to you), that you eat thereof fresh

fish.”

Surat Al-Kahf (The

Cave) 18:61–62

“But when they reached the junction of the two seas, they forgot their fish, and

it took its way through the sea as in a tunnel. So when they had passed

beyond it, [Moses] said to his boy, Bring us our morning meal. We have

certainly suffered in this, our journey, [much] fatigue.”

Milk & Dairy Surat An-Nahl (The

Honey Bees) l6:66

“And Verily! In the cattle, you have a worthy lesson. We give you to drink of

that which is in their bellies, between the cud and blood: pure refreshing

milk for those who drink it.”

Milk & Dairy Surat Muhammed or

Surat Al-Qital (The

Fighting) 47:15

“(Here is) a Parable of the Garden which the pious are promised, in it are rivers

of water the taste and smell of which are not changed; rivers of milk of

which the taste never changes; rivers of wine delicious to those who drink,

and rivers of clarified honey. They will have, in it, all sorts of fruits; and

Grace from their Lord.”

Olive Oil Surat Al-Mu’minun

(The Believers)

23:20

“And [We brought forth] an olive tree issuing from Mount Sinai which

produces oil and [it is a] relish for those who eat.”

Surat An-Nur (The

Light) 24:35

“The Lord is the Light of the heavens and the earth. The example of His light

is like a niche within it a lamp, the lamp is within glass, the glass as if it were

a brilliant star lit from [the oil of] a blessed tree, an olive, neither of the east

nor of the west, whose oil would almost glow even if untouched by fire.

Light upon light. God guides to His light whom He wills. And God presents

examples for the people, and God is Knowing of all things.”

Physical Activity Surat Sad (The letter

S.) 38:41–42

“Remember Our servant, Job, when he called on his Lord: Satan has afflicted

me with exhaustion (by ruining my health) and suffering. For the Lord

replied: Strike the ground with your feet! And this is a cool spring of water

to wash in and for drinking too.”

has traditionally been characterized by a foundation based on fruits, vegetables, legumes, and whole grain followed
by a liberal use of olive oil. In addition, Arab countries bordering the Mediterranean basin share a common access
to fish and seafood.

The Middle Eastern origin of the MD dates as far back as ancient times [26, 27]. Comparable to passages from the
Holy Quran, the Bible also mentions food components such as wheat, barley, grapes, figs, pomegranates, olives, and
dates [26]. These foods are indigenous to the Middle East and North Africa and have been scientifically recognized for
its nutritional benefits [28–34]. A reflection between the Holy Quran and the MD indicate a comparative foundation
characterized by a significant focus on fruits, vegetables, and whole grain, followed closely by olive oil, fish and
seafood, milk and dairy, and physical activity. In addition, previous studies have supported the use of the Holy Quran
as a culturally relevant health-promoting resource and guide intended for target populations [35–38].
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5. Conclusion

Given the worldwide obesity crisis, particularly facing Muslim Arab countries, culturally relevant-based nutrition
education programs and interventions targeting Arab Muslim populations continue to be warranted. With a significant
focus on fruits, vegetables, and whole grains, the Holy Quran could serve as a significant faith-based resource
for culturally competent dietitians, public health educators, and health professionals serving in Arab countries to
assist target populations in making healthful food choices and developing nutritionally wholesome dietary habits.
Employing passages from the Holy Quran as an authoritative source for health interventions would help individuals
embrace a healthy diet reflective of the MD and promote a healthier lifestyle. Because Arab countries vary in their
socio-economic and political situations, the Holy Quran serves as an authoritative resource for health promotion that
could provide a universally accepted approach for international diet and health strategies to combat obesity in both the
Muslim-dominated region of North Africa and the Middle East as well as Arab Muslim communities outside the Arab
world. The Holy Quran serves not only as a culturally enriching example with deep religious connotations but also
as a highly respected and revered model for health promotion and education in predominately-Muslim countries. As
a result, health educators, dietitians, and other health care professionals operating and serving in Muslim-dominant
Arab countries, as well as Arab Muslim communities in other countries, should thoroughly familiarize themselves
with passages of the Holy Quran associated with diet, health promotion, and its applications toward a healthy lifestyle.

Limitations

Some limitations to this narrative review should be noted. Although two formats of the Holy Quran was reviewed,
some relevant verses may have been missed. In addition, since the English language was the primary language of
translation, relevant citations may have been misinterpreted through semantics and syntax. It is important to note
that narrative reviews are one the lowest levels of evidence-based research and, therefore, should be considered with
some level of caution regarding their conclusions.
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