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1. Introduction

Apostasy from Islam is a subject that has attracted some attention from
the scholarly community during the recent past. However, for the most
part this attention has been confined to the legal literature and has not
involved a thorough survey of the historical records to see how apostates
have been treated in practice and whether the uncompromising laws
concerning them have been implemented or, in certain cases, ignored.
The object of this paper will be to survey some of the sources until
the Ottoman period with the hope of drawing conclusions about the
practical treatment of apostates.

Apostasy from Islam and conversion to it are topics in which serious
research is scanty. During the last decades, several studies have been
dedicated to conversion to Islam.! However, few studies have dealt with
the far more complicated question of Muslims converting to other faiths.
Muslims have occasionally attempted to deny that such conversions have
happened at all, or characterize them as a fringe occurrence which does

*I would like to thank Prof. Fred Donner for reading this manuscript and making
valuable suggestions.

IRichard Bulliet, Conversion to Islam in the Medieval Period: An Essay in Quan-
titative History (Cambridge: Harvard, 1979); Nehemia Levtzion, ed., Conversion to
Islam (New York: Holmes and Meier, 1979); Yaacov Lev, “Persecutions and Con-
version to Islam,” Asian and African Studies 22 (1988): 73-91; Michael Gervers
and Ramzi Jibran Bikhazi (eds.), Conversion and Continuity: Indigenous Christian
Communities in Islamic Lands (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Medieval Studies,
1990); Devin DeWeese, Islamization and Native Religion in the Golden Horde (Penn
State: University Park, 1994) (for a complete bibliography of relevant literature on
the subject of conversion to Islam, see pp. 17-23); Larry Poston, Muslim Da‘wa in
the West (Oxford, 1992); Ali Kose, Conversion to Islam: A Study of Native British
Converts (London: Kegan Paul, 1996).
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not merit discussion.? This should be considered a triumphalist idea
which does not accord with the facts presented in the Muslim sources
themselves. The present paper will examine some of the cases of con-
version from Islam and see how they conform to the legal principles
applicable in such cases.

Several scholars have worked on the question of conversion from Is-
lam. Not surprisingly, this is a topic which attracted the attention of
Christian missionaries, and especially scholars who were associated with
the missionary journal The Muslim World.®> Samuel Zwemer, the founder
of this journal who was for many years a missionary in Egypt and in a
number of other Muslim countries, was the first to dedicate serious re-
search to the subject.* His most detailed book on the subject, The Law
of Apostasy in Islam, was written with the explicit purpose of encour-
aging Muslims to convert to Christianity as well as to explain why so
few did.> Some have said that this book was designed to show Islam
in the worst possible light, given its obvious polemical nature. While
this assessment is essentially true, and it is impossible to verify the con-
version stories included in the book (few names are given and much of
the material is anecdotal), the overall presentation of the Muslim legal
material is accurate.

Other more scholarly approaches are available. The article “Mur-
tadd” in The Encyclopedia of Islam has not been updated since the first
edition, but still constitutes an important survey of the legal material.®
R. Peters and G.J.J. de Vries recently published an article on apostasy.”
It thoroughly deals with the legal aspects of the question. However, it is
deficient from the historical point of view: it gives only cases of apostasy

2E.g., Ali Kettani, Muslim Minorities in the World Today (London, 1986), pp. 10,
113; and see the editorial in Review of Religions 63 (1965): 162-63; and Mahmud
Brelvi, Islam on the March (Karachi, 1968), p. ix: “In the very first century of Islam,
Christianity, or rather the Church authorities, lost to Islam several tens of millions of
their adherents, none of whom ever came back to Christianity, even in the worst days
of their worldly afflictions.” Even Hodgson falls into this preconception: “But this
rule [of execution for apostasy] had rarely to be invoked...for very few Muslims have
ever wanted to abandon Islam.” Marshall Hodgson, The Venture of Islam (Chicago,
1974), vol. 2, p. 539.

31n its early years, The Muslim World was known as The Moslem World. For the
sake of consistency, it will be always referred to as The Muslim World (MW).

4For his obituary, see MW 42 (1952): 157-59; and J. Christy Wilson, “The Epic
of Samuel Zwemer.” MW 57 (1967): 79-93 (later expanded into book length).

5Samuel Zwemer, The Law of Apostasy in Islam (London: Marshall Brothers,
1924); see also the version in MW 14 (1924): 373-91; and the related article by
F. Raxton, “Convert’s Status in Maliki Law,” MW 3 (1913): 37-40.

SW. Heffening, “Murtadd,” EP , s.v.

"R. Peters and G.J.J. de Vries, “Apostasy in Islam.” Die Welt des Islams 17
(1976-77): 1-25.
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from the modern period and concentrates on examples showing that Is-
lam has not reformed itself from the point of view of human rights. Joel
Kraemer has written an article on several forms of lawlessness (including
brigandage and rebellion), one of which is apostasy.® While his presenta-
tion is an improvement upon that of Heffening’s, he concentrates on the
political implications of apostasy and is not interested in documenting
the phenomenon. There is also heavy reliance upon hadiths supposedly
from the time of the Prophet to illustrate historical events. It is highly
unlikely that these hadiths are indeed historical; it would have been much
better to examine the legal material in light of the actual way apostates
were treated in order to reach substantive conclusions on the develop-
ment of the Muslim attitude towards apostasy. Nonetheless, Kraemer’s
contribution is valuable.

Syed Barakat Ahmad’s contribution is problematic.® His study is
much more historically oriented than that of Kraemer, but it suffers
from the author’s preconceived ideas. His apparent thesis is that no
pressure was ever applied to apostates throughout the history of Islam,
and even if such pressure were to be hypothetically postulated, there
was virtually no apostasy from Islam anyway. Attention is given to the
famous verse “There is no compulsion in religion” (Qur’an 2:256), to the
exclusion of all the other legal and historical material that indicates that
there was some amount of religious compulsion in Islam. He states:

“An attempt to comb thirteen hundred years of Islamic his-
tory to find the number of Muslims who were put to death
because of their conversion from Islam would prove futile.”!°

If this had been done, the author’s thesis would collapse under the
weight of evidence proving that there was a substantial number of Mus-
lims who were put to death because of changing their religious affili-
ations. Ahmad spends much time emphasizing the fact that Christian
missionaries in India did not succeed in converting the sub-continent dur-
ing the British rule (1780s—-1947), but refrains from mentioning converts
whom they did manage to win over. In short, Ahmad’s idea is that there
has been so little conversion from Islam that it is not even worth dis-
cussing. It is striking to compare Ahmad’s article with that of Zafrullah
Khan,!! since both of them feel the necessity to be extremely apologetic

8Joel Kraemer, “Apostates, Rebels and Brigands,” 10S 10 (1980): 34-73.

9 Syed Barakat Ahmad, “Conversion from Islam,” in C.E. Bosworth, ed. The
Islamic World from Classical to Modern Times: Essays in honor of Bernard Lewis
(Princeton, 1989), pp. 3-25.

10Barakat Ahmad, p. 15.
'Muhammad Zafrullah Khan, “The Punishment of Apostasy in Islam,” Review of
Religions 77 (1982): 321-52. See also below, at note 129.
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and defensive about this subject, and both of them carefully ignore the
historical material that would destroy their theses. As a matter of fact,
Ahmad and Zafrullah Khan simply ignore the traditional and Qur’anic
material that does not conform to their view. This defensive approach
reduces the reliability of their work. Recently, Yohanan Friedmann has
contributed a serious study of the legal issues involved in apostasy from
Islam.!? In this work, Friedmann surveys the respective attitudes of
the legal schools in a way that makes further discussion of this subject
unnecessary.

The main reasons why there is so much difficulty with this subject
are: 1) scholars are unwilling to search the sources thoroughly for ma-
terial and 2) the sources themselves do not offer very much in the way
of information concerning conversion. Usually conversions to Islam are
noted when prominent persons or court officials are involved; in view
of their importance, this is only natural. Cases of apostasy are men-
tioned only when apostates are apprehended and punished. Therefore,
the material culled from the sources is very fragmentary and does not
create a complete picture; neither does it lead to clear-cut conclusions.
Consequently, this paper can only probe the subject and classify the
few examples found. As previously mentioned, it is only natural that
some scholars interested in this subject have not been attracted to it for
purely scholarly reasons. Much of the early twentieth century research
was done by Christian missionaries, like Zwemer and the staff of The
Muslim World, with the specific intention of proving that substantial
numbers of people indeed had converted from Islam and of encouraging
others to follow suit.!® Their anecdotal material is somewhat suspect and
after reading numerous accounts of this sort, the suspicion grows that
they contain some element of artificiality and wishful thinking. Never-
theless, some of the more plausible examples from this material will be
used.

The pertinent prophetic traditions vary widely and allow for different
interpretation by the jurisprudents. The idea upon which the laws of
apostasy were based are derived from the belief that Islam is the last

12Yohanan Friedmann, Tolerance and Coercion in Islam (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2003), pp. 121-159.

13There are numerous articles of this sort in the early volumes of MW; e.g., A
Sh1T Muslim, “How I Found Christ.” MW 1 (1910): 179-82; J.L. Barton,“A Mo-
hammadan Imam’s Discovery of Christ.” MW 6 (1916): 389-93; J. Christy Wilson,
“Muslim Converts,” MW 34 (1944): 171-84; and Ch. Allen, “Why a Muslim official
changed his faith,” MW 40 (1950): 176-84. In later issues MW tended to publish
histories of missionary movements: James Waltz, “Early ‘Missions’ to Muslims,” MW
61 (1971): 170-86; Dennis Phillips, “The American Missionary in Morocco,” MW 65
(1975): 1-20, at p. 13; Richard Schartz, “Missionaries on the Rezaiyeh Plains, Iran,”
MW 69 (1979): 77-100.
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divinely revealed faith and that in the future all the followers of previous
faiths will embrace Islam. In many ways Islam sought to keep the status
quo as its policy towards other faiths; the only movement it allowed
was conversion to Islam. In general, the attitude of the jurisprudents
was that a conversion to any faith other than Islam was prohibited.
Therefore, there is a wide range of traditions similar to “whoever changes
his faith, kill him.”!* One element frequently noted is that there is no
Qur’anic verse to which the jurisprudents can refer in order to deal with
apostates, let alone to justify their execution. The Qur’anic verses cited
do not have the meaning attributed to them by the jurists. For example,
Qur’an 2:217 states:

But if any of you turn back from their religion and die as
unbelievers, these (are people) whose works come to naught
both in this world and the Hereafter; these are inmates of
the Fire, therein abiding.'®

While this verse is a powerful denunciation of apostates, it does not
stipulate any punishment for them in this world; they are threatened
with punishment in the hereafter. Other verses significant for the Muslim
attitude towards apostates are Qur’an 3:85-89:

How will Allah guide a people who have disbelieved after
having believed, and (after) they have testified that the mes-
senger is true and that the Evidences have come to them?
Allah doth not guide the people (who are) wrongdoers. Their
reward is that upon them is the curse of Allah, and the angels
and the people as a whole; therein to abide without the pun-
ishment being lightened from off of them and without their
being respited. Except those who have afterwards repented
and acted uprightly; then verily Allah is forgiving, compas-
sionate. Those who have disbelieved after having believed
and have then increased in disbelief — from them repentance
will not be accepted; they are the ones who go astray.'®

MFor a selection see al-Hindi, Kanz al-‘ummal (Beirut, 1987), vol. 1, pp. 90-91
(nos. 386-94) and Concordance et indices de la tradition musulmane, A.J. Wensinck,
ed. (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1936-62), s.v., ridda, irtidad, baddala (in all of the canonical
collections, except for that of Muslim b. al-Hajjaj); pertinent traditions are widely
quoted in the later literature — e.g., Ibn Hazm, al-Muhalla (Beirut, 1988), vol. 12,
p. 110.

15Translation is from Richard Bell, The Qur’an Translated (Edinburgh, 1937; in
his numbering, the verse is number 214).

16Translation is from Bell (80-84 in Bell’s translation).
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It is difficult to find consistency in these verses, but they do not contain
worldly punishment for the apostate: it is left in God’s hands.

This paper will treat apostasy on the basis of available historical
sources and will attempt to classify the cases to the extent possible. This
approach will be used, as opposed to the theoretical material presented
by the jurisprudents. Given the difficulties of the source material and
the sensitive nature of the subject, the conclusions must at present be
tentative.

2. The evidence of the sources

Cases of apostasy are mentioned in Muslim sources only at random:.
There is no collection of the material under any one given title or book;
on the contrary, references are dispersed in historical, religious, adab,
and legal sources. One can read volume after volume and find nothing;
elsewhere one suddenly finds several cases of apostasy grouped together
for no apparent reason. Is this so because there were no cases of apostasy
during certain years, or was there some specific reason why a certain
historian (or a compiler) saw fit to record this material while others
did not? Perhaps there is a polemical element in the issue, since most
historians are also religious figures. It is not clear what are the facts for
the early, pre-Crusade period of Islam. For the Mamlik period we are on
relatively firmer ground, since this was precisely the period in which the
bulk of Egypt’s Coptic community converted to Islam.!” Therefore, it is
hardly surprising to find that among these converts there were a number
of nominal Muslims who apostatized at various points during this period.
It is very likely that there existed an “underground church” of former
Christians in Egypt during this period, not unlike similar phenomena in
Spain; Muslim writers regularly accuse the Coptic converts of practicing
Christianity in private.!® There is evidence of secret Christians among

17Ira Lapidus (“The Conversion of Egypt to Islam,” JOS 2 (1972): 248-62) sug-
gested that this happened centuries earlier, but see the critique by Yohanan Fried-
mann, “A note on the Conversion of Egypt to Islam,” JSAI 3 (1973): 238-40; Donald
Little, “Coptic Conversion to Islam under the BahrT Mamliks,” BSOAS 39 (1976):
552-69; idem, “Coptic Converts to Islam,” In Conversion and Continuity, pp. 263-88;
and Lev, “Persecution,” passim.

181 ev, “Persecution,” pp. 88-89; and see Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani, Inba@’ al-ghumr fi
anba’ al-‘umr (Haydarabad: Da’irat al-ma‘arif, 1974), vol. 2, pp. 220, 256, vol. 7, 276—
77; al-Maqrizi, al-Suliak li-ma‘rifat duwal al-mulagk. Muhammad Mustafa Ziyada, ed.
(Cairo, n.d.), vol. 2, p. 927; crypto-Christianity was apparently widespread in Albania
as well: Gyorgy Lederer, “Islam in Albania,” Central Asian Survey 13 (1994): 331-
9, at p. 334; and see Paul Wittek, “Yazijoghlu ‘Al on the Christian Turks of the
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the Muslims of Syria.!? Therefore, it is very likely that the sources are
presenting only the tip of the iceberg.

a. Political insurrections and apostasies

The original meaning of the Arabic word for apostasy, ridda, from which
the noun murtadd (apostate) is derived, involves a political action of
rebellion connected to the spiritual revolt against God. Many scholars
have pointed out that the famed ridda that took place after the Prophet’s
death (632-34) was of this nature.? We will not cover this meaning of
the word, since this type of apostasy has been very thoroughly dealt
with. Let us only note that this sort of ridda was a very short phase
in Muslim history. In the early period we frequently hear about foreign
kings or rulers of territories on the fringes of Islam who revolted politi-
cally and religiously at the same time. For example, when Ibn al-Athir
discusses the kings of Sind, he says that they apostatized from Islam
during the reign of Hisham (724-43).2! Or, in the same vein, the Turks
of Kurdar apostatized in 110/728, were defeated and forced to return
to Islam.22 Thus, too, the Berber tribes apostatized on a number of
different occasions, each a reflection of political exigencies.??> However,
after the first two centuries of Islam, this type of ridda is usually not to
be found in the sources.?*
Dobruja,” BSOAS 14 (1952): 639-68; R.M. Dawkins, “The Crypto-Christians of
Turkey,” Byzantion 8 (1933): 247-75. Many Copts converted for material reasons,
as is illustrated by the Christian man who brought his brilliant son to the Mamlik
court and was asked why he did not convert to Islam like his brothers had. He
replied that they converted in order to ride horses (a practice which is denied to non-
Muslims), and that he did not need to ride: see al-Sakhawi, Wajiz al-kalam (Beirut:
Mu’assasat al-risala, 1995), vol. 2, p. 832.

19Mikha’il al-Burayk al-Dimashqi, Ta’rikh al-Sham (1720-82) (Beirut, 1930),
pp. 23, 29-30.

20K raemer, “Apostates,” pp. 36-37, 39-40; Peters and De Vries, “Apostasy,” pp. 2—

3.

211bn al-Athir, al-Kamil fi al-ta’rikh, C. Tornberg, ed. (Beirut: Dar Sadir, 1965
[reprint]), vol. 5, pp. 54-55.

221bn al-Athir, vol. 5, p. 154; Ibn al-Jawzi, al-Muntazam f7 al-ta’rikh. Muhammad
Qadir ‘Ata’ and Mustafa ‘Abd al-Qadir ‘Ata’, eds. (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyya,
1992), vol. 7, p. 135. A rare example of forced apostasy of Muslims to paganism oc-
curred in the area of Kashgar: Mirza Haydar Dughlat, Ta’rikh-i Rashidiz, W. Thack-
ston, trans. (Harvard: Sources of Oriental Languages and Literatures 38, 1996),
p. 186.

23Ahmad b. Khalid al-Nasirl, al-Istigsa® li-akhbar duwal al-maghrib al-agsa
(Casablanca, 1954), vol. 1, p. 89 says that they apostasized 12 times.

24Even before that time it was usually common to settled groups; nomads usually
simply defected (like the Persian mercenaries of the Khurramdiniyya: J. Rosser,
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In later periods, prominent opponents of an Islamic government oc-
casionally converted to Christianity. A prime example of this is the
veteran rebel Ibn Hafsiin in al-Andalus, who converted to Christianity
in 286/899.25 Armenian and Georgian princes were regularly forced to
convert to Islam, and usually reverted back to Christianity at the first
available opportunity.?® After converting to Islam for political reasons,
the Albanian hero Skanderbeg (d. 873/1468) apostatized to continue his
fight for his people’s freedom from the Ottomans in the middle 15th
century.?” It is remarkable how few of these people, deserving death
according to Islamic law, ever had to face this ultimate punishment. In
general, those who apostatized for political reasons were not executed.

b. “Voluntary martyrdoms” and double apostasy

One of the most interesting events in the early stages of the Christian-
Muslim encounter in Spain (during the 374 /9" century) was the period
of the so-called voluntary martyrs of Cordoba.?® Since these people did
not apostatize from Islam, but were condemned because of their vilifi-
cation of the Prophet or their attempts to proselytize among Muslims,
they will not be dealt with here. However, it should be noted that this
phenomenon is more widely spread than one would understand from the
scholarly material on it, and indeed appears in Syria?® and Egypt as

“Theophilus’ Khurramite Policy and its Finale,” Byzantina 6 [1974]: 265-71), or
found a spot inaccessible to the Muslim armies.

251bn ‘Idhari, Bayan, E. Levi-Provencal, ed. (Cairo, 1948), vol. 2, p. 139; see on
him R. Marin-Guzman, “The Causes of the Revolt of ‘Umar b. Hafstn in al-Andalus
(880-928): A Study in Medieval Islamic Social History,” Arabica 42 (1995): 180-221;
and idem, “The End of the Revolt of ‘Umar b. Hafstin in al-Andalus,” Islamic Studies
34 (1995): 153-206.

26F.g., Tovma Metsobetsi, History of Tamerlane and His Successors, Robert
Bedrossian, trans. (New York, 1987), p. 55; and Iskandar-i Munshi, History of Shah
Abbas the Great, Roger Savory, trans. (Boulder, 1978), vol. 2, p. 1243.

27Hodgson, vol. 2, p. 560.

28 James Waltz, “The Martyrs of Ninth Century Cordoba,” MW 60 (1970): 143-59,
226-36; see also Kenneth Baxter Wolf, Christian Martyrs in Muslim Spain (Cam-
bridge, 1988), passim.

29Theophanes, Chronicle. Harry Turtledove, trans. (Philadelphia: University of
Pennsylvania, 1982), pp. 107-08; and see M. Gil, A History of Palestine 634-1099,
Ethel Broido, trans. (Cambridge, 1992), p. 472; and al-Maqriz1, Sulak, vol. 3, pp. 492,
792.
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well.30 It is also related to a certain type of apostasy.?! Related to this
category are Christians and Jews who converted to Islam and after some
time apostatized from it.3> From the very first days of Islam this has
been the most common category of apostates. However, some of the cases
reported may be invented stories from the time of the Prophet designed
to serve as legal precedents. It is difficult to tell when the first cases
of execution for this type of apostasy actually took place. The tribe of
Bani “Ijl is said to have been punished by ‘All when they apostatized,33
but the historicity of this tradition is open to doubt. ‘Umar b. ‘Abd
al-‘Aziz is also said to have punished apostates, but no names are given.
It is only with the ‘Abbasi caliphs al-Mu‘tasim (218-28/833-42)34 and
al-Mutawakkil (233-47/847-61)35 that we find detailed accounts. How-
ever, after this period apostasy becomes very widespread.?® Captives
were frequently converted, sometimes willingly, and then reverted back
to their former faith at the first opportunity.3”

30Tn the year 918/1512 Ibn Iyas, Bada’i® al-zuhir fr waqa’i® al-duhar (Cairo, 1982),
vol. 4, p. 286: “In this year there was an unusual event, and that was that a Christian
man called ‘Abd al-Salib from the south. ..said evil things about the Prophet...and
he confessed. . . and they cut off his head under the window of the school and then the
crowds prepared a fire for him and burned his corpse in the middle of the souk and
when the evening came, the dogs ate his bones.” See also Severus b. al-Muqaffa’, His-
tory of the Patriarchs of the Egyptian Church. Abd al-Masih, Atiya and Burmester,
trans. (Cairo, 1943), p. 195f.; al-Maqrizi, Sulak, vol. 3, p. 383.

31Gee Friedmann, Tolerance and coercion, pp. 149-52.

32For some legal comments, David Wasserstein, “A Fatwa on Conversion in Islamic
Spain,” in R. Nettler (ed.), Studies in Muslim-Jewish Relations (Oxford, 1993), vol. 1,
pp. 177-88.

33Kraemer, “Apostates,” p. 45, note 41; and see Ibn Hazm, al-Muhalla, vol. 12,
pp- 110-11. This has the feel of an artificial situation about it, but since it is men-
tioned in the history books, it might be historical. See also Ibn ‘Asakir, Ta’rikh
madinat Dimashq (Beirut, 1995-99), vol. 26, p. 164 for another apostate who is
brought before ‘AlT and asked to repent.

341t is said about him that he burned Ghanam the apostate in the year 225/839:
al-Tabari, Ta’rikh al-rusul wa al-mulak. De Goeje, ed. (Leiden, 1879-1901), vol. 3,
p- 1302; Ibn al-Jawzi, al-Muntazam, vol. 11, p. 99.

35Tbn al-Athir, Kamil, vol. 7, p. 81; and Ibn al-Jawzi, al-Muntazam, vol. 11, p. 296
for the year 242/856, where the whole correct process of asking the person to repent
is detailed.

36F.g., among the later ‘Abbasis: Severus b. al-Muqaffa‘, History of the Patriarchs,
vol. 2, pp. 152-53; see Kraemer, “Apostates,” pp. 45-46; among the Golden Horde:
DeWeese, Islamization, p. 246; and the Moghuls: Niccolao Manucci, Storia do Mogor,
(Calcutta, 1965), vol. 2, pp. 149-50.

37E.g., G. Levi Della Vida, “A Portuguese Pilgrim at Mecca in the Sixteenth
Century,” MW 32 (1942): 283-97; and see for the western Mediterranean, Joseph
O’Callaghan, “The Mudejars of Castile and Portugal in the Twelfth and Thirteenth
Centuries,” in James Powell, ed. Muslims Under Latin Rule 1100-1300. (Prince-
ton, 1990), pp. 28-64; Robert Burns, “Muslims in Aragon,” in Muslims Under Latin
Rule, pp. 78-80; and Ellen Friedman, Spanish Captives in North Africa (University
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For our purposes, the material originating from Egypt and Syria, es-
pecially from the 14th and 15th centuries CE, is particularly interesting.
For it is precisely at this time that the majority of inhabitants became
Muslim. A number of those converts decided to leave the Muslim faith
and revert to Christianity. This was not difficult to accomplish. When
they reverted to their former faith, some of them chose to make a state-
ment, not unlike the “voluntary martyrdom.” Others were exposed only
by accident. The example of Maimonides discussed below is a case in
point: only his fame, coupled with pure chance, caused him to be ex-
posed and apprehended. Had he chosen to live in obscurity, no one would
have known that he had ever converted to Islam.

The living conditions of Jews in the Muslim world were much better
than those of their coreligionists in Christendom. Nevertheless, many of
them felt the pressure to embrace Islam. Not all these conversions were
voluntary. A saying popular in Egypt during the Mamlik times was
that “when you put pressure on a Jew, he will convert to Islam.”?® In
other circumstances Jews used the threat of reversion to their ancestral
faith as a blackmail technique to receive better treatment. In Ibn ‘Asakir
(d. 572/1176) we find the following case:

We prayed in the mosque with Marwan b. Muhammad b.
Hassan al-Tatari. When the prayer was over, a man stood
up at the Bab al-Sa‘at and said: O Muslims, I am Jawsa;
I was a Jew and I converted to Islam, and I began to be
condemned for [my] Jewishness! Do not condemn me for it,
or I will return to it!3°

It is rather curious that such a technique would be used, in light of the
legal restrictions involved. If a convert to Islam had really apostatized,
he should have been put to death. Hence it is difficult to accept the idea
that apostasy meant immediate death in the very early period, because
such a technique would serve no purpose other than calling attention to
the superficial nature of the conversion.

The threat of apostasy if better treatment was not forthcoming is
illustrated by a story from 13th century Aleppo. A girl who was to
be married to her cousin without her consent used this very threat.
Unfortunately, the tactic did not work as well for her as it apparently

of Wisconsin, 1983), pp. 77-90.

38Tbn Iyas, Bada’i¢ al-zuhdr, vol. 4, p. 481. This saying was quoted when the Sultan
was torturing a Jew to obtain his wealth and he converted. The conversion was not
accepted as legitimate and the Sultan resumed the torture. A similar event occurred
in 1840 during the blood libel in Damascus; see Jonathan Frankel, The Damascus
Affair (Cambridge, 1995), pp. 47, 79.

391bn “Asakir, Ta’rtkh Dimashg, vol. 5, p- 113.
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did for the converted Jew above. She was beaten, had her nose and ears
cut off and was paraded through the city and then married to her cousin
anyway.*® Perhaps this illustrates the differences between the 7th-8th
centuries and the 13th century (or perhaps the differences between a
man or a woman who try such a technique).

In order to find records of converts, we must go to the collection of the
Geniza in Egypt, where Goitein’s research discovered some converts from
Islam. The famous rabbi, scholar, physician and polymath Maimonides
in his Responsa mentions a Muslim convert to Judaism by the name
of Ovadiah and advises him about his new faith. Primarily the letter
shows that the Muslim converts had to leave Muslim lands as quickly
as possible and go to Europe. Few other details are given.*! Records
are known of crypto-Jews from the North African community in the 13th
and 14th centuries,*? of the period of the Safavids in Persia and the 19th
century in Mashhad. Mashhad witnessed a massive forced conversion of
the whole community in 1839; however, these converts remained separate
from the larger Muslim community and reverted back to Judaism when
it became possible.*3

In other localities, a certain Thomas the Monk (Ttma al-Rahib) in
Damascus during 726/1325-26 was accused of apostasy, but was appre-
hended only after a number of years. He was executed and his body
burned.**

The following account will serve as an example of this type of apos-
tasy.

In it [year 781/1380] during Dhi al-Hijja [March, probably
around Easter] a group of men and women presented them-
selves and described that they had been Christians who had
converted to Islam and chose to return to their faith and
wished to make a sacrifice to their Lord by shedding their
blood in atonement for what they had done. The Malikt
gadi ‘Alam al-Din offered to them to return to Islam and

40 Al-Maqrizi, Sulik, vol. 2, p. 726; in al-Raghib al-Isfahani, Muhadarat al-udaba’
(Cairo: Dar al-Hayat, n.d.), vol. 3, p. 207 a woman makes a similar threat, but
nothing is said of what happened to her as a result.

413.D. Goitein, A Mediterranean Society II: The Community (Berkeley, 1971),
pp- 304, 310. Goitein noted that his material may be related to two separate converts.
It is difficult to decide.

423ee Hodgson, The Venture of Islam, vol. 2, p. 538; M. Garcia-Arenal, “Les
Bildiyya de Fes, un groupe de neo-musulmans d’origine juive,” Studia Islamica 66
(1987): 113-44.

43 Encyclopedia Iranica s.v. “Conversions of Persian Jews to Other Faiths” (A. Net-
zer); and see Vera Moreen, “The problems of conversion among Iranian Jews in the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries,” Iranian Studies 19 (1986): 215-28.

44 Al-Dhahabi, al-‘Ibar fz khabar man ghabar (Beirut, n.d.), vol. 4, p. 75.
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they refused; he ordered some of his subordinates to shed
their blood. The heads of the men were cut off at al-Salihiyya
and the heads of the women were cut off under the Citadel
at al-Rumayla.*®

Cases of such apostasy are mentioned for the following years: 782/
1383 in Damascus (two cases);*® 785/1384 again in Damascus and in
Cairo;*” 791/1389 in Cairo a great procession of former Copts asked
for death to atone for their apostasy;*® in 801/1398 in Cairo,*® and
834/1430 in Cairo.’® In 855/1451 a man presented himself to the gadi
in Cairo asking to be put to death for his apostasy out of guilt for leaving
Christianity.?! Other cases of persecution took place when Copts were
accused of speaking ill about one of the Prophets, usually Muhammad,
but sometimes others as well.’? In a much later example we read:

During this year [1187/1773] a Christian youth, whose name
was Hanna b. Musa. . . left his faith and pronounced the sha-
hada of Islam...on the second day he returned to his faith,
and denied Islam, and said ‘I am a Christian.” The judge
ordered him to be beheaded. He said to the executioner:
‘Strike, for I am a Christian! and I die in the love of the
Messiah and his belief”!53

One should note that the group atonement in Cairo and the first two
cases in Damascus probably took place in the same season. While no
exact dates are given, the period is always around the end of March and
the beginning of April, which seems to indicate that this might have
been an event brought about by the Good Friday-Easter time period of
atonement. It is very uncertain. One should also note the regular se-
quence of punishment: a trial in which the person confesses his apostasy;
the process of istitaba (asking for repentance); sentencing; execution by

45 Ibn Hajar, Inba’, vol. 1, p. 308. The next lines tell of a soldier who came to the
qadt to ask the same thing, but he was deemed to be insane and was imprisoned. Cf.
al-Maqrizi, Sulak, vol. 3, pp. 382-83.

46Tbn Hajar, Inb@’, vol. 2, pp. 17-18.

47 Ibid., vol. 2, p. 139; in Cairo: ‘Al b. Dawiid al-Sayrafi, Nuzhat al-nufis wa
al-abdan fi tawartkh al-zaman (Cairo: Wizarat al-Thaqgafa, 1970), vol. 1, p. 64.

48Zwemer, Law of Apostasy, p. 87. I do not know what is the source of this, since
I have not seen anything about it in Muslim sources used for the purpose of this
inquiry. Perhaps it is from a Coptic source.

49 Al-Maqrizi, Sulik, vol. 3, p. 917.

50Tbn Hajar, Inba’, vol. 9, pp. 101-02.

51 Al-Biqa€, Izhar al-‘asr li-asrar ahl al-“asr (Riyad, 1992), vol. 1, p. 121.

521bn Hajar, Inba’, vol. 8, p. 258.

53 Al-Dimashqi, Ta’rikh, p. 100.
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beheading and the body being burnt afterwards. This last would seem
to be the regular fate of any non-Muslim who commits a grave crime.5*
It is rather interesting that virtually all of these cases are documented
in Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalant’s Inba@’ al-ghumr. Other historians surveyed,
such as Ibn Taghribirdi, Ibn Da’wadari, Ibn Iyas, al-Maqrizi, or the
lesser biographers of the Mamlak sultans, or the Damascus historians
like al-Dhahab1 or Ibn Kathir, do not mention this subject.

c. True apostasy

As modern Muslim scholars have noted, this is rarely reported in the
sources. Of course, calling these apostates “true” does not imply a value
judgment, since we have no way of knowing exactly what the motivation
was in these cases. Indeed, the authenticity of several of the examples
given here might be open to question, since conversion for romantic rea-
sons (to cite one example from the next category) is not a very spiritual
motivation. On the other hand, we should not be too quick to judge
those who apostatized for apparently worldly reasons, since our sources
are invariably hostile to them and might be giving us a biased view of
their apostasy. In any case, even with a person whose motivation was
romantic, the nature of the decision renders the conversion true beyond
reasonable doubt. For while romantic love might spur the original deci-
sion to convert, it is not enough to keep a person inside a faith when part
of the price is giving up everything, including one’s life. This is easily
forgotten in our society where religious preferences are often subject to
change with little fear of retribution. The romantic apostate from Islam
was literally sacrificing everything for his beloved and this implies some
amount of belief in his new creed. Once again, in this category there are
several different types of apostasy.

One of these is the true convert, who converts to a new faith, usually
Christianity, but occasionally Judaism, of his own volition for reasons
of faith alone. One apparent example of this is the conversion of al-
Salt b. al-‘As b. Wabisa b. Khalid b. al-Mughira b. ‘Abdallah b. ‘Umar
al-Makhzami al-Qurashi. Several accounts of his conversion are given.
According to one, he is taken captive by the Byzantines, who ask him

54See al-Kutubfi, ‘Uyin al-tawarikh (Baghdad, 1984), vol. 21, p. 417 for the story of
a Christian man who was found with a Muslim woman in a compromising situation,
drinking wine during Ramadan; he was executed and his body burned afterwards; for
other examples, see al-Maqrizi, Suluk, vol. 4, p. 415; and Ibn al-Qunfudh, al-Furasiyya
ft mabadi’ al-dawla al-Hafsiyya (Tunis: al-Dar al-Tunisiyya li-l-nashr, 1968), p. 115
(where a Christian is burned for making a joke about the Prophet).
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whether he would like to convert; he answers in the affirmative, stays
with them and marries a Christian woman. In the other account, ‘Umar
b. ‘Abd al-‘Aziz punishes him for some unnamed offense and he flees to
the Byzantines.?® It is impossible to decide which of these accounts is
true, since one of them might have been circulated to defame him after
his defection. However, factually speaking, both accounts are attested
to historically and neither involves duress; one must therefore come to
the conclusion that al-Salt converted out of his own free will.?®

He is not the only Arab nobleman to do so. A certain Rabi‘a b.
Umayya b. Khalaf al-Jumahi al-Qurashi is described as a lover of wine;
consequently, ‘Umar b. al-Khattab exiled him to Khaybar. Rabi‘a appar-
ently did not agree with his punishment, since he immediately defected
to Byzantium and converted to Christianity.>” Overall, ‘Umar’s exces-
sive punishments are said to have caused a number of defections from the
Muslim camp, including that of Jabala b. Ayham al-Ghassani. Perhaps
this is veiled criticism of ‘Umar’s policies, since after Rabi‘a’s defection
he is quoted as saying “I will never exile anyone after him.”%8

Although the evidence is sparse, one would suspect that there were
secret Christians during times of persecution and after forced conversion
of large groups.’® A number of Arab tribes, including the Taghlibis
and the Tanukhis were forcibly converted to Islam and could have kept
Christianity in secret.5°

There is some evidence from Christian sources that converts were

55Tbn ‘Asakir, Ta’rikh, vol. 8, p. 387; it seems that this is the person (unnamed
in the text) meant in ‘Abd al-Razzaq al-San‘ani, Musannaf, Habib al-Rahman al-
A‘zami, ed. (Beirut, 1970-72), vol. 10, p. 338 (no. 19292). See also G.E. von
Grunebaum, Medieval Islam (Chicago, 1953), p. 59. Other unnamed converts to
Christianity are mentioned in Ibn ‘Asakir, vol. 70, p. 9 (man tanagsara min al-
muslimin).

56Despite the fact that he was located in Constantinople, he was apparently the
target of Muslim efforts to reconvert him, to which he answered using the Qur’anic
verse: “Whoever denies God after his belief, other than him who is compelled while
his heart is tranquil with belief...” [16:106] (my translation), implying that he was
indeed satisfied with his choice.

57Ibn ‘Asakir, Ta’rikh, vol. 18, p. 52. As for other converts to Christianity, there is
an obscure mention of an Umayyad who converted in 187/802 in Ibn ‘Asakir, Ta’rikh,
vol. 23, p. 89, but the text is unclear.

581bn ‘Asakir, Ta’rikh, vol. 18, p. 52.

59E.g., R.M. Dawkins, “The Crypto-Christians of Turkey,” Byzantion 8 (1933):
247-75; and Demetrios Constantelos, “The Neo-martyrs as Evidence for Methods
and Motives Leading to Conversion and Martyrdom in the Ottoman Empire,” Greek
Orthodox Theological Review 23 (1978): 216-31.

60See Bar Hebreus, Chronography, E.A.W. Budge, trans. (Oxford, 1932), vol. 1,
p. 117; and Andrew Palmer, ed. The Seventh Century in West Syrian Chronicles
(Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 1993), p. 71 (citing an inscription at the
church at Ehnesh, on the Taniikhis); and M. Lecker, “Taghlib,” EI?, s.v. The same
is true concerning the Copts; see notes 45-51, 53 above.
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received into the church. However, this should be treated with caution.
The official Muslim position on the subject of conversion to Christianity
was generally known and therefore we are not likely to find mention of
specific converts for fear of provoking the anger of the larger society.
Conversion was frequently accompanied by defection to the Byzantine
Empire or to other non-Muslim, mostly Christian, states. In these cases,
the Christian historian is on the same level as the Muslim one: it is sim-
ply a historical event to be mentioned without any possible ramifications
for the community as a whole. However, there are other cases in which
martyrologies preserve references to converts who were received with
open arms by the highest dignitaries of the church.

Three pertinent accounts have attracted the scholars’ attention. The
first, and probably one of the earliest, was published by Vasiliev and ap-
parently has no historical validity. It purports to recount the conversion
of Mu‘awiya b. Abi Sufyan to Christianity.®! Most scholars have dis-
missed it as a forgery, as wishful thinking by the Christian community
or as a misidentification by Vasiliev. However, one should remember
that the Shi‘is frequently made the accusation of apostasy against the
Sufyant branch of the Umayyad dynasty a cornerstone of their polemic
against the dynasty as a whole, and especially against the descendants
of Mu‘awiya, who inspired a frenzy of hatred more intense than the rest
of the family (see below).®? This coincidence and the likely source of
this myth does not inspire much confidence in its veracity. Furthermore,
there are many indications that certain noble families in Byzantium were
in fact descendants of Arabs, whether converts to Christianity or not.
These very likely included the dynasty of the Isaurians, and possibly
Nicephorus I (r. 802-11).%3

However, two other accounts are historically more plausible. They
were published respectively by Ignace Dick®* and Sidney Griffith.®> Both
of these involve youths from noble Arab families (Antoine Ruwah came

61A. Vasiliev, “St. Theodore of Edessa,” Byzantion 16 (1943-44): 165-225, esp.
192f., which concerns al-Ma’miin, although, according to Vasiliev, the original had
the name of Mu‘awiya, on p. 199f.

62E.g., Muhammad al-Baqir al-Majlisi, Bihar al-anwar (Beirut, 1983), vol. 41,
p. 305.

63Irfan Shahid, “Ghassan post Ghassan,” in C.E. Bosworth, ed., The Islamic World
from Classical to Modern Times: Essays in honor of Bernard Lewis (Princeton,
1989), pp. 323-36.

641. Dick, “La passion arabe de S. Antoine Ruwah,” Le Muséon 74 (1961): 108-33;
and see Kh. Samir, “Saint Rawh al-Qurashi: Etude onomastique arabe et authenticité
de passion,” Le Muséon 105 (1992): 343-60. Samir dates the whole episode to 799.
According to hagiographic sources, there was another conversion of a Muslim in 789:
Gil, History, p. 474; and see overall, Habib Zayyat, “Shuhada’ al-nasara fi al-Islam,”
al-Mashriq 36 (1938): 959-65.

653, Griffith, “’Abd al-Masth al-Ghassani,” Le Muséon 98 (1985): 331-74.
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from Quraysh,% while ‘Abd al-Masth, whose original name was Rabi*
b. Qays b. Yazid, was from the tribe of Ghassan) who were convinced
of the truth of Christianity and converted willingly. It should be noted
that ‘Abd al-Masth was a double apostate, because he had been brought
up as a Christian and converted to Islam. Both ultimately paid for their
conversions with their lives, thereby earning the title ‘martyr.’ While
these accounts might seem fantastic at first glance, one should note that
the Muslim sources themselves attest to a number of conversions from
various noble Arab tribes, including several from Quraysh.5” Therefore,
it is not beyond the realm of possibility that these do represent historical
accounts, even if the historical details are integrated into the heavily
stylized Christian Vita.

It is rather difficult to obtain historical details from these accounts.
For example, one would like to hear what Antoine Ruwah’s genealogy
was. Since the story takes place in Damascus, it seems very likely that
he was from one of the Qurashi families associated with the Umayyads
— the family of Abu al-Mu‘ayt, which settled in the area, comes to
mind.®® As far as “Abd al-Masih goes, Griffith supports the historicity
of the account.®® Usually, conversions mentioned in Christian sources
are representative of resurgent Christian power in the 10th and 11th
centuries when large areas of the Muslim thughar fell under Byzantine
control.

There is some evidence that Muslims were influenced to convert to
Christianity by holy men.”® For example, it is said that the governor
of Mosul was converted by Rabban Hormizd (d. ca. 670);"' and much

66See the account of Bar Hebreus, vol. 1, p. 121 (who dates it to about 800): “At
this time a man of the tribe of Koraish, and a Muslim, whose name was RuhT lived
in a house which was near a church and during the time of prayer he used to vex the
priest by casting at him pellets made of mud [the text describes here a miracle which
Rahi saw]... Then he believed, and left his house and went to the church and was
baptized.” According the account, Harin al-Rashid threw him into prison for two
years to get him to recant, but he did not: as a result, his head was cut off and hung
on the wall of Rafiqa (the sister city of Raqqa).

67See also Severus b. al-Muqaffa‘, History, vol. 2, pp. 465-67, where a certain
al-Hashim1’s conversion and martyrdom is described.

68Dick, “Antoine Ruwah,” p. 126, where Ruwah says that one of the reasons why
he is seeking to be martyred by HartGn al-Rashid is that he raided the Byzantine
empire and killed other believers; this seems to be believable, historical testimony, in
view of the recurrent annual raids.

69Griffith, ““Abd al-Masih,” p. 351.

7ODaniel Sahas, “What an Infidel Saw that a Faithful Did Not: Gregory Dekapo-
lites (d. 842) and Islam,” Greek Orthodoz Theological Review 31 (1986): 47-67, which
purports to be the story of the nephew of a Muslim amir who converted to Christian-
ity under the influence of a monk and died a martyr’s death. The story is of doubtful
historicity.

"IRobert Hoyland, Seeing Islam as Others Saw It (Princeton, 1997), pp. 190-92.
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later a number of Turks were converted by one Christian holy man.”
Another such account describes a certain Yasuf who was a persecutor
of the Christian Armenian population during the time of Tamerlane.
He was given a vision of heaven and told to convert to Christianity;
following his conversion he was put to death in Archesh.”® In Moghul
India, Muhammad Zaman is said to have converted to Christianity, tak-
ing the name Paulo Zaman, as a result of a comparative study of Islam
and Christianity (although apparently reverting back to Islam at a later
time).” A large number of missionary-produced anecdotes about con-
verts would fit into this category, since they tried to illustrate the purity
of motivation of the new believers. Dara Shukoh (d. 1659), the son of
Shah Jahan and brother of Aurangzib, is said to have considered con-
verting to Christianity before his execution.”® However, it is not very
easy to find stories of this nature even in the hagiographical material.
It is not possible here to document all the cases of conversion from
Islam to Christianity. Suffice it to say that there are several large geo-
graphical areas where conversions have been documented. These can be
classified into several types of regions: territories where Muslims settled
or ruled, but which later fell under the political control of Christian pow-
ers (Spain,”® Sicily,”” India, Indonesia,”® and some areas in Russia,”),
or at least non-Muslim rulers,3° and those regions in which conversions

"2Kirakos Gandzakat, History of the Armenians, Robert Bedrosian, trans. Sources
for the Armenian Tradition, (New York, 1986), pp. 147, 287.

73Metsobetsi, History, pp. 60-63.

74 Manucci, Storia do Mogor, vol. 2, pp. 14-15.

75Manucci, Storia, vol. 1, pp. 338-40; see also Inayat Khan, The Shah Jahan Nama
W. Begley and Z. Desai, trans. (Oxford, 1990), p. 560.

76E.g., Hanna Kassis, “Muslim Revival in Spain in the Fifth/Eleventh Century,”
Der Islam 67 (1990): 83-95; D.M. Dunlop, “A Christian Mission to Muslim Spain in
the 11th Century,” al-Andalus 17 (1952): 259-310; Benjamin Z. Kedar, Crusade and
Mission (Princeton, 1984), pp. 57-84, and passim; O’Callaghan, “The Mudejars,”
pp. 28, 46-53, 62-63.

77 Jeremy Johns, “The Greek Church and the Conversion of Muslims in Norman
Sicily?” Byzantinische Forschungen 21 (1995): 133-58; David Abulafia, “The End
of Muslim Sicily,” in Muslims Under Latin Rule, pp. 109, 111, 116; for the hostile
account of Ataullah Bogdan Kopanski, “Islam in Italy and its Libyan Colony,” see
Islamic Studies 32 (1993): 191-204. Conversion of Sicily to Christianity is discussed
on pp. 194-96.

78See, e.g., Cambridge History of India, R.R. Sethi, ed. (Delhi, 1963-68), pp. 97—
99, 105-6, 114~20, 136-37; Lyle Vander Werff, Christian Mission to Muslims (South
Pasadena, 1977), pp. 27-96; also Michael Northcott, “Christian and Muslim Relations
in West Malaysia,” MW 81 (1991): 62 (about conversions).

"9Hodgson, Venture, vol. 3, p. 221; B. Spuler, The Mongol Period (Princeton,
1994), pp. 88-91, 99-100; and Muhammad Khan, “Islam under the Tsars and the
October 1917 Revolution,” Journal of the Institute of Muslim Minority Affairs 12
(1991): 23-33.

80Note the Muslim converts to Christianity in the West Bank, occupied by Israel:
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took place during the period when Christianity was deemed to be a more
powerful cultural force, attracting the dissatisfied (e.g., in India, Iran®!
and in North Africa). Just as large numbers of Christians converted to
Islam only when there was Muslim political domination of a particu-
lar region, large scale conversions of Muslims could also take place only
under Christian political control.

It should be noted that Christian chronicles written in territories un-
der Muslim political domination yielded surprisingly scarce documenta-
tion on conversion from Islam. This is surprising since these were strictly
‘in-house’ documents, a number of which were not even written in Ara-
bic and there was little chance that they would be perused by Muslims.
Perhaps they did not see the issue as newsworthy, in contradistinction
to the Muslim sources which are more detailed in their descriptions of
apostasy.8? This is also easily understandable, but the lack of Christian
comment is curious. It goes without saying that the amount of polemical
material produced by the subject Christian population (and the Byzan-
tine Christians) was considerable. It is doubtful, however, whether this
material was ever truly used for missionary purposes.®3 In all likelihood,
the production of polemical material never succeeded in converting any
Muslims to Christianity, although in certain cases that would seem to
have been the stated purpose of the writing.8* It should be noted, how-
ever, that the conversion process between Christianity and Islam still
continues; whenever there is a vulnerable population within the reach
of the other group, there is a missionary effort to convert them on the

“Documents and Source Material,” Journal of Palestine Studies 27 (1998): 154-61,
at p. 157; and Christianity Today, July 13, 1998.

81Gee Y. Armajani, “Christianity VIII: Christian missions in Persia” EIr, s.v.

82Perusal of Severus b. al-Muqaffa’, History, yielded three, and one of those was
deemed to have actually been a Christian (by the author, at least), who was falsely
accused of abandoning Islam (vol. 2, pp. 88-89, 97).

83F.g., Adel-Theodor Khoury, Polémique byzantine contre I’Islam (Leyden, 1972);
Sidney Griffith, “Islam and the summa theologiae arabica,” JSAI 13 (1990): 225-64;
ibid, “The Monks of Palestine and the Growth of Christian Literature in Arabic,”
MW 78 (1988): 1-28; ibid, “Muhammad and the Monk Bahira,” Oriens Christianus
79 (1995): 146-74; and R. Haddad, “Hunayn b. Ishaq apologiste chrétien,” Arabica
21 (1974): 292-302; G. Reinink, “The Beginnings of Syriac Apologetic Literature in
Response to Islam,” Oriens Christianus 77 (1993): 165-87.

84 Arthur Jeffery, “Ghevond’s Text of the Correspondence Between Leo III and
‘Umar I1,” Harvard Theological Review 37 (1944): 269-332; Daniel Sahas, “The For-
mulation of Later Islamic Doctrines as a Response to Byzantine Polemics,” Greek
Orthodoz Theological Review 27 (1982): 307-26; Muzammil Siddigi, “Muslims and
Byzantine Christian Relations: Letter of Paul of Antioch and Ibn Taymiyyah’s Re-
sponse,” Greek Orthodoz Theological Review 31 (1986): 33-45; and see “Abd al-Masih
al-Kindi, Risala (Villach, 1990), which purports to be the correspondence between a
Christian and a Muslim.
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part of either Islam or Christianity.3® That the issue of conversion is still
a problem is revealed by the numerous fatwas being issued about this
subject in various Muslim magazines and journals,®® frequently concern-
ing assimilation in the West. Yet Muslim writers, probably to minimize
the problem and to emphasize the superiority of Islam, continue to deny
regularly that there has been or is any conversion from Islam.?7

d. Apostasy for the sake of love

This may be considered a subsection of the above: sometimes there is
the added element of love, which can ease the transition into the new
faith and spice up the story. Ibn al-Jawzi (d. 597/1200) adds a number
of stories of this nature to the repertoire of all the terrible things that
falling in love can cause. Among them is a chapter called “those who
apostatized because of romantic love.”® A number of the stories are
stylized versions of Banu Isra’il stories; however, there are a few which
inspire more confidence in their historicity, and it is apparent that Ibn
al-Jawzi would not have included the chapter had he not been aware
that this sort of apostasy occurred occasionally.

In al-Bayhaqi’s (d. 458/1066) Shu‘ab al-#fman, we have a romantic
story of this nature. It is related as an aside and therefore inspires some
confidence.

‘Abdia b. ‘Abd al-Rahtm®® said: We went out on a raid into
the land of the Byzantines and a youth accompanied us.
Among us there never was a more avid reader of the Qur’an
than him nor more learned in figh than him, nor one who ful-
filled the ideal of fasting during the day and staying awake at

85E.g., Lederer, pp. 331-32.

86F.g., those of the Sa‘ddl shaykh ‘Abdallah b. Baz in Majallat al-buhith al-
islamiyya 42 (1996): 97f.; and see the material about Hindu conversion drives among
the Indian Muslims in al-Rabita (Mar.-Apr. 1997), pp. 20-21.

87See Gilles Keppel, Islamic Extremism in Egypt (London, 1985), pp. 117, 158;
Muhammad Tsa Da’id, ‘Ala ‘atabat al-Vatican (Cairo: Dar al-Bashir, 1997),
pp. 66f.; for accounts of missionary activity among Muslims, see Christianity To-
day, Dec. 13, 1993, Mar. 4, 1996, Oct. 7, 1996, July 13, 1998. See also Barakat
Ahmad, “Conversion from Islam.”

81bn al-Jawzi, Dhamm al-hawa (Cairo: Dar al-Kutub al-Haditha, 1962), pp. 458
60; see also Hanna Kassis, “Muslim Revival in Spain During the Fifth/Eleventh
Century,” Der Islam 67 (1990): 84-85, 98-99 (the case of Za’ida, the daughter of
al-Mu‘tamid b. ‘Abbad of Seville, who converted to Christianity when she married
Alfonso VI of Leon-Castile; see also E. Levi-Provencal, “La mora Zaida,” Hesperis
18 [1934]: 1-8).

891 could not find him in the biographical dictionaries.
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night to pray more than him. We passed by a fortress, near
which we had not received orders to halt, and that [youth]
deviated from the army and went close to the fortress and
we thought that he was going to urinate. But he gazed at a
Christian woman looking from inside the fortress and fell in
love with her and he called out to her in Greek: How can I
obtain you? (lit. what is the way to you?) She said: When
you convert to Christianity, and we open the gate for you,
then I am yours. He said: And he did it, and he was granted
leave to enter the fortress.

He said: We finished our raiding, depressed; every man
among us was seeing the same sort of thing happening to
the child of his loins, and then we returned in another raid
[the next year] and passed by him looking down at us from
the fortress with the Christians and we said: O so and so,
what did your recitation [of the Qur’an] accomplish, what did
your knowledge accomplish? What did your prayers and your
fasting accomplish? He said: Know that I have forgotten the
entire Qur’an; I do not remember any of it except this verse:
‘Perhaps those who have disbelieved wish: “If they had be-
come Muslims...” Leave them; let them eat and enjoy life,
and let hope divert them; in the end they will know’ [Qur’an
15:2].79

This story, despite the fact that it appears in a hadith collection,
has a ring of historicity about it. The situation is entirely credible and
the responses of each of the principal characters believable, though the
citation of the Qur’anic verse at the end might be a humorous touch.

In the following story from Mamlik times, the protagonist appears
in a less than positive light. A certain Christian man was having an
affair with another man’s wife and was caught in flagrante delicto. He

90 Al-Bayhaqi, Shu‘ab al-tman (Beirut, Dar al-Fikr, 1987), vol. 4, pp. 54-55
(no. 4319). The Qur’anic citation is quoted slightly differently than in the received
text; the translation is by Bell. His claim to have forgotten the Qur’an is repeated in
other similar inter-confessional love-stories: e.g., when Abid ‘Abdallah b. Jala’ fell in
love with a Christian boy in Tortosa, he forgot the Qur’an for a time; see Ibn “Asakir,
Ta’rtkh, vol. 6, p. 84. On the subject of love between Arabs and Byzantines, see Na-
dia El-Cheikh, “Describing the Other to get at the Self: Byzantine Women in Arabic
Sources,” Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient 40 (1997): 239—
50, esp. p. 242 where another convert to Christianity who fell for a Byzantine woman
is described (the ultimate source for that is al-Qadi ‘Abd al-Jabbar); and see also
al-Tabari, Storm and Stress along the Northern Frontiers of the “Abbast Caliphate
(trans. Bosworth [New York, 1990]), vol. 33, p. 108 [= al-Tabar1, Ta’rikh, vol. 3,
p. 1245] for a similar case.
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was given the opportunity to convert to Islam to save his life and availed
himself of this option. However, after a certain time, he went to the gadr
and asked if he could return to Christianity. When he was told that
was not possible, he began to shout that he believed in the divinity of
Jesus and his mother (!). The gadi was quite tolerant and treated him
well, merely imprisoning him for a period of time. But eventually he
was killed and his body burned.?' Stories are available about beautiful
Christian boys, for whom Muslims were willing to join monasteries (and
presumably convert to Christianity).? A great deal of work is left to be
done on Muslim women converts to Christianity (and Christian women
who converted to Islam), as Anna Vanzan has shown from material taken
from the State Archive of Venice.%

e. Apostasy under duress in war or during political reverses

There is also the category of those who are converted under duress or
questionable circumstances. This is usually in the wake of a defeat on
the battleground sustained by forces protecting the Muslim territory.
This happened frequently along the borders with the Byzantine empire.
The adab writer al-Tanikhi records what happened when the Byzantine
Nicephorus II conquered the city of Tarsts (and much of the area of
northern Syria over a period of years) in 354/965. His account is quite
heart-rending and is probably designed to urge the disorganized Muslims
to unite and take a stand against the energetic Byzantines. He says that
the emperor gave the people several choices: exile, accepting Christianity
or paying the jizya tax. It is interesting to see how this distinctly Muslim
formula, which had been routinely addressed to the Byzantines after
their defeats in the seventh century, is now offered to the vanquished
Muslims. Al-Tantkhi observes that a certain number of Muslims chose
to convert to Christianity and that Muslim orphans were brought up as
Christians.%

91 Al-Maqrizi, Sulik, vol. 4, p. 884.

92A1-Sibt b. al-‘Ajami al-Halabi, Kuniz al-dhahab fi ta’rikh Halab, (Damascus,
1996), vol. 1, pp. 61-62, 63-65.

93 Anna Vanzan, “In search of another identity: female Muslim-Christian conver-
sions in the Mediterranean world,” Islam and Muslim-Christian Relations 7 (1996):
327-33.

94 Al-Tanikhi, Nishwar al-muhadara, Abood Shalochy, ed. (n.p., 1971), vol. 4,
pp- 52-53; Bosworth, “The City of Tarsus and the Arab-Byzantine Frontiers,” Oriens
33 (1992): p. 279; and J.M. Hussey, The Orthodox Church in the Byzantine Empire
(Oxford, 1986), p. 114, who lists a number of conversions in the frontier areas.
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Prisoners on both sides were encouraged to convert in a manner not
unlike the encouragement of defectors during the Cold War.®> Some-
times they did so without being asked: in 325/936-37 a number of Mus-
lims, who were persecuted by the governor of Sicily, fled to Byzantium,
where it is said that most of them converted to Christianity.® On the
Byzantine side, it was part of the reigning emperor’s task to spread the
Christian faith and therefore every opportunity was taken to do so0.%7
Accounts for the year 251/865 mention that a number of the Muslim
captives did not want to come back to the Muslim empire, stayed in
Byzantium and converted to Christianity.”® Similar events are docu-
mented for the years 322/934.%° However, not all mass conversions were
the result of conquests. Sometimes political exigencies influenced this
policy as well. For example, in the year 1030, the Arab tribal confeder-
ations of Tayyi’ and Kalb converted to Christianity under the influence
of a political pact with the Emperor.'% During the later Byzantine
period, a number of Turks are said to have converted to Christianity
during 662/1263 after a reverse in battle.!°* 400 notables of the town
of Shayzar led by their Qadi are said to have converted to Christianity
when the Byzantine emperor appeared.'®?> Much later, a number of the
members of the diplomatic delegation sent by Shah ‘Abbas I to Europe
in 1611 were said to have converted to Christianity in order to avoid the
tyranny of the ambassador Dengiz Beg Rumlu, who was executed for his

95See the examples in al-Dhahabi, Siyar a‘lam al-nubala® (Beirut, 1982), vol. 20,
p- 28; Ibn ‘Asakir, Ta’rikh, vol. 19, p. 142, vol. 21, p. 357; Ibn Hajar, Inba’, vol. 9,
pp- 231-32; Matthew of Edessa, in Armenia and the Crusades, Ara Dostourian, trans.
(University Press of America, 1993), p. 74; von Grunebaum, Medieval Islam (Chicago,
1953), p. 58; K.Y. Blankinship, The End of the Jihad State (New York, 1994), p. 200
(describing the expedition of Sulayman b. Hisham in which some of the soldiers
decided to stay and convert). Daniel Sahas, “Ritual of Conversion from Islam to the
Byzantine Church,” Greek Orthodoz Theological Review 36 (1991): 57-69 gives us the
formula prescribed for these converts. See also M. Arranz, “Les sacrements de I’ancien
Euchologe constantinopolitain: admission dans I’Eglise des convertis des heresies ou
d’autre religions non-chrétiens,” Orientalia Christiana Periodica 49 (1983): 77-80
(on the conversion process for Muslims).

91bn ‘Idhari, Bayan, vol. 1, p. 215.

97P. Christou, “The Missionary task of the Byzantine Emperor,” Byzantina 3
(1971): 279-86; and see Hussey, Orthodoz Church, pp. 153-54 on the efforts of Manuel
I Comnenus.

98Bar Hebreus, Chronography, vol. 1, pp. 144-45.

99Bosworth, “Byzantium and the Arabs,” Journal of Oriental and African Studies
3-4 (1991-92): 15

100 Andrew Cappel, “The Byzantine response to the ‘Arab,” Byzantinische
Forschungen 20 (1994): 125-26, esp. note 30; during the reign of John Tzimisces
a certain Turk of Baghdad converted with 500 followers: Matthew of Edessa, p. 24.

101 Al-“AynT, ‘Iqd al-juman f7 ta’rikh ahl al-zaman, Muhammad Amin, ed. (Cairo:
al-Hay’a al-Misriyya, 1988), vol. 1, pp. 387-88.

1021bn Wasil, Mufarrij al-kurab (Cairo, 1953), vol. 1, p. 78.
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behavior upon returning to Persia in 1613.103

However, the most interesting and controversial case is that of Mai-
monides. He was from a refugee family originating in North Africa, where
many of the Jews had been forced to convert to Islam during the period
of the Muwahhidin (1147-1269). Later his family moved to Egypt, like
so many of the Jews of al-Andalus and North Africa, and established it-
self there. However, the shadow of the past remained with Maimonides;
at one point he was recognized by a man from North Africa, who by
chance knew that he had converted to Islam (or so the man claimed).!%4
This is a case in which scholars disagree on the interpretation of the data.
Did Maimonides really convert to Islam or was this just a rumor spread
by his enemies at court to lessen his influence there or to precipitate a
scandal? We will probably never know the answer and it is impossible
to reach a positive conclusion, although many scholars are inclined to
believe the report.

In the western part of the Mediterranean, conversion of captives was
very common. Prisoners who were not ransomed were usually expected
to convert to the captor’s faith.!° The most outstanding example of
this phenomenon was the geographer Leo Africanus, who was originally
a Muslim from Granada whose name was al-Hasan b. Muhammad al-
Wazzan al-Zayyati. After traveling widely in the areas of North Africa
and Egypt and performing the hajj, he was captured by Christians and
was converted to Christianity by Pope Leo X in 1520. Very little is known
about him other than that he wrote the famous Descrittione dell” Africa.
It seems that he eventually returned to Tunis after an extended absence
and it is assumed that he reverted back to Islam, though there is no
reference to the attitude of the Muslim authorities to his conversion,
which was apparently performed willingly.'%6 Others similar to him are
said to have converted, and reverted back to their original faiths with
great ease. Muhammad Paulo Zaman!®? is said to have converted to
Christianity while in Europe during the reign of Shah ‘Abbas II (1642-
67), lived in India for a time, and then went back to Persia where he

1031skandar-i Munshi, History, vol. 2, p. 1076.

104The much debated text is in Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a, ‘Uyiéin al-anba® fi tabaqat al-
atibba’, August Miiller, ed. (Ko6nigsberg: Sebstverlag, 1884), vol. 2, p. 117.

1055ee Conversion and Continuity, passim; on the subject of a Muslim captive in Eu-
rope, see P. van Koningsfeld and G.A. Wiegers, “The Polemical Works by Muhammad
b. Sa‘dd al-Qaysi,” al-Qantara 15 (1994): 163-99; Augustino Ahtisent, “Conversion
de un sarraceno aragones,” al-Andalus 31 (1966): 373-76 and the examples cited
above.

106Editors, “Leo Africanus,” EI2, s.v.; Constantinus Africanus 500 years before him
was apparently also a willing convert, dying in Monte Cassino in 1087: B. Ben Yabhia,
“Constantinus Africanus,” EI?, s.v.

107See above, at note 74.
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reverted to Islam apparently without any compunction.!%

In other geographical areas, political reverses brought about religious
changes as well. In Ethiopia there were periods when the Christian em-
perors forced Muslims to convert and thus removed large swathes of
Muslim territory from dar al-Islam.'®® The situation was similar in the
Christian Spanish kingdoms of Castile and Aragon,'!? and in the Cru-
sader kingdoms.'!! Usually Muslims who were captured by ships in the
Mediterranean Sea were baptized without having much say in the mat-
ter. How many of these “converts” were or became true Christians is
hard to tell because they left no record of their true feelings. Proba-
bly just like in the case of very dubious conversions to Islam, the first
generation of such converts may not have been true believers, but their
descendents were.

f. Defectors and theological examples

In Siyar a‘lam al-nubal@’ by al-Dhahabi (d. 748/1347) we find the fol-
lowing entry concerning a ShiT savant who is clearly disliked by the
writer: “I [i.e., al-Dhahabi] found in a collection of the sayings of the
Shaykh al-Hariri that ‘when my disciple enters the lands of the Byzan-
tines, he converts to Christianity, eats pork and drinks wine; this is my
work’!”112 What is being described in this short citation is the process
of precautionary dissimulation (tagiyya), but is it likely that a Shi< reli-
gious leader would have his followers go to such extremes as conversion
to Christianity, and even boast about it in public? It is more likely that

108Nicholas Martinovitch, “The life of Mohammad Paulo Zaman,” JAOS 45 (1925):
106-9.

109Gee J. Trimingham, Islam in Ethiopia (London, 1965), pp. 122-23, on the em-
peror John at the end of the 1800s; E. Van Donzel, “L’Islam en Ethiopie vers 1650,”
Le Muséon 100 (1987): 377-84; Ulrich Brankamper, “Medieval Muslim Survivals as
a Stimulating Factor in the re-Islamization of South-Eastern Ethiopia,” ZDMG 137
(1987): 20-33.

110For early cases, see H. Kassis, “Roots of Conflict: Aspects of Christian Muslim
confrontation in eleventh-century Spain,” in Conversion and Continuity, pp. 153-54,
156.

1113ee H. Dajani-Shakeel, “Natives and Franks in Palestine: Perceptions and Inter-
action,” in Conwversion and Continuity, pp. 172-78; and Benjamin Z. Kedar, “Mus-
lims of the Frankish Levant,” in Muslims Under Latin Rule, pp. 153-56, 162-63;
Kedar feels that conversion to Christianity was on the rise during the last 50 years
of Frankish rule before 1187.

112 A]-Dhahabi, Siyar, vol. 23, p. 225. He is also said to have told his disciples:
“Swear to me (bayi‘ant) that we will die as Jews and will be collected to the Fire [of
Hell] so that no one will accompany me for a cause (li-“illa) [other than true belief].”
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in order to stigmatize this group, the idea that the instigator is likely
to convert is mentioned, adding a further amount of opprobrium. The
more common topos is found in connection to Judaism, like with the
mysterious ‘Abdallah b. Saba’ or the beginnings of the Fatimis,!'3 but
the stigma of conversion to Christianity served the same purpose.

The Ash‘aris apparently found this technique to be of good service.
When the doctrines of al-Ash‘arl were being spread in Baghdad, for
example, a number of people disagreed with them strongly. One such
person was a certain Ibn al-Saqqa’ who attacked the local Ash‘ari scholar
Yasuf b. Ayytub al-Hamdhant about the fundamentals (usal) of his creed.
The latter is said to have replied to him: “Sit, for I find within your
speech the air of infidelity; it may be that you will die believing some-
thing other than Islam.” The text goes on to say: “And it was agreed
that after a time Ibn al-Saqqa’ went to the land of the Byzantines, con-
verted to Christianity and died as an infidel.”!'* It is rather difficult
to ascertain the exact meaning of this story. One would suspect that
the views of Ibn al-Saqqa’ were attacked because their author became a
Christian later on, or perhaps the whole episode is fictitious and designed
to present the Asharis’ opponents in a bad light.

The Mu‘tazila were also not above using this method. In Kitab al-
bayan wa al-tabyin by al-Jahiz (d. 255/869), we have an account of a
certain al-murtadd al-Khurasani. It is clear from the text that he had
been converted to Christianity. The caliph al-Ma’min (r. 198-218/813—
33) is debating him and is portrayed as being anxious to win the man
back through rational arguments characteristic of the Mu‘tazila. The
whole speech is formulated in the fashion of material written by al-
Jahiz himself, so there is no certainty that these are the words used
by al-Ma’miin, if the event was historical. Indeed, the murtadd himself
speaks only twice — once when al-Ma’miin asks him (after a long opening
statement about his clemency — a broad hint) what made him want to
convert to Christianity. His reply is that “the many [religious] differences
that I see among you (i.e., the Muslims) troubled me.” Al-Ma’miin
answers that accusation, and finally the murtadd acknowledges the truth
of what al-Ma’miin was saying and converts to Islam.!15 It is difficult

113 A)-Magqriz, Itti‘az al-hunafa’ (Cairo: Muhammad Tawfiq ‘Uwayda, 1967), vol. 1,
pp. 39f.

114 A1-Sibt b. al-Jawzi, Mir’at al-zaman (Haydarabad, 1951), vol. 8, p. 41.

115 A)-Jahiz, Kitab al-bayan wa al-tabymn, Hasan al-Sandawi, ed. (Cairo: Matba‘at
al-Istigama, 1947), vol. 3, pp. 305-07; the story also appears in Ibn Qutayba, ‘Uyan
al-akhbar (Cairo: al-Muw’assasa al-Misriyya al-‘Amma, n.d.), vol. 2, pp. 154-55 (in a
slightly different form); and Ibn ‘Abd Rabbihi, al-‘Iqd al-farid (Cairo, 1949), vol. 1,
p. 255. For Christianity in Khurasan at the time, J. Fiey, “Chrétiens Syriaques du
Horasan et du Segestan,” Le Muséon 86 (1973): 75-104.
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to gauge what the murtadd believes, since the story does not allow him
to speak about his beliefs; it is designed to facilitate his reconversion.

Several prominent intellectuals were under heavy suspicion of having
abandoned Islam. Usually this group is subsumed in the blanket phrase
of zindiq (pl. zanadiga), which is defined as one who leaves Islam for some
form of Mazdakism or secretly believes in an Iranian dualistic religion.
However, given the uncertainty concerning the nature of the belief system
of the zanadiqa, it is futile to examine this sort of apostasy here.l1®
It certainly did not involve a formal apostasy from Islam in the same
manner as did the conversion to Christianity or Judaism.

Probably one of the strangest conversions to Christianity (if it can
indeed be called a conversion) is related by Ibn Qadi Shuhba for the year
787/1385, and concerns an attack on a particular style of clothing. He
says that Egyptian women adopted a fashion of wearing a certain band
called shash.''™ One anonymous woman saw the Prophet in a dream. He
forbade her to wear this shash. For a while she obeyed him, but then she
started wearing it again. She saw the Prophet for the second time, and
he told her that if she continued to wear it, she would die a Christian.
She consulted Shaykh Siraj al-Din ‘Umar al-Bulqini, who told her that
the word of the Prophet Muhammad had the force of the law (hukm), but
that she should go to the church, pray there, ask God’s forgiveness and
then return and make entreaties to the Prophet. However, fate overtook
her: she died in the church and was buried among the Christians with the
approval of her family.}'® In other words, she converted to Christianity
on the strength of the dream in which she saw the Prophet Muhammad.

h. Apocalyptic apostasy

Muslim fears of apostasy are not confined merely to the real, present
world, but are projected into the apocalyptic future as well. However,
these ideas may contain some element of historical truth, and one should
not ignore the possibility that these are echoes of events not recorded
in history books, but are, nevertheless, authentic. Several themes are

116For a full discussion, see Sarah Stroumsa, Freethinkers of Medieval Islam: Ibn
al-Rawandi, Aba Bakr al-Razt and their Impact on Islamic Thought (Leiden, 1999).
17For shash in the sense of turban-shawl, see L.A. Mayer, Mamlik costumes
(Geneve: Albert Kundig, 1952), index (especially p. 71, note 3). Our text says
that shash “resembles the humps of Bactrian camels” (tushbihu asnimat al-bukht).
See Ibn Qadi Shuhba, Ta’rikh, vol. 3, p. 534. For other examples of fashions which
were offensive to religious sensitivities, see al-Maqrizi, Sulak, vol. 2, p. 810.

118]bn Qadi Shuhba, Ta’rikh (Damascus, 1977), vol. 1, p. 162; al-Sayrafr, Nuzhat
al-nufas, vol. 1, pp. 120-21; and al-Maqrizi, Sulak, vol. 3, pp. 534-35.
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dominant. The first one, that of defection, is well known. There are
several cases of defection in Muslim apocalyptic traditions. They are
subdivided into cases of individual defectors and cases of those who de-
fected in groups. The Umayyads are singled out as the group from which
the defectors come. They defect individually and in groups. The first
conversion among them is that of an Umayyad prince, who was governor
of Egypt, was dismissed, fled to the Byzantine Empire and converted to
Christianity. Moreover, he is said to lead the Byzantine forces in their
invasion of Syria.!'® It is very likely that this is the incident mentioned
in the Christian apocalypse of Peter (ca. 9" century CE):

When you see the King bringing out the young man who is
a scion of the mighty Kings of the Children of Ishmael, and
when (this young man) believes in me and becomes one of
my lambs and enters my fold and goes to my holy city —
he is one of the descendants of Ishmael and it is he who will
induce the lion’s whelp to cause the two Kings to appear on
the earth...120

But the woes of the Umayyads are not over yet; they are said to flee to
Byzantium when the mahdi comes to Syria. However, the Byzantines,
while welcoming them, demand that they convert to Christianity, which
they do after an ineffectual protest.'?! The Sufyani, who is the apoc-
alyptic enemy of the ShiT mahdi, is also said to come to Syria with a
cross around his neck, emphasizing the fact that he has openly denied
Islam.!?2

Apostasies are expected also at other points in the apocalyptic sce-
nario. Apostasy, or the danger of it, is expected during wars against the
Byzantines. At a crucial battle against these powerful foes, there will be
a terrible apostasy (ridda shadida) against Islam which will require the
Muslim fighters to invest superhuman efforts in the war, but finally they
will defeat the Byzantines and conquer Constantinople.'?? This fear was
not confined to the Muslims of Syria; those in Spain also felt that many

!19Nu‘aym, Fitan, Suhayl Zakkar, ed. (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, 1993), pp. 291, 295,
298, 300; al-Haythami, Majma* al-zawa’id, vol. 7, p. 318; and al-Hind1, Kanz, vol. 11,
p. 126 (no. 30888).

120 Alphonse Mingana (ed.), “The Apocalypse of Peter,” Bulletin of the John Ry-
lands Library 14 (1930), pp. 492-93; there is a discussion about a prominent defector
in S. Griffith, “BeSer/Bashir.” Le Muséon 103 (1990): 259-310.

121 Al-Majlisi, Bihar, vol. 52, p. 377.

122 Al-Majlisi, Bihar, vol. 52, p. 217, vol. 53, pp. 80-82.

123<Abd al-Razzaq, Musannaf, vol. 11, p. 386 (no. 20813); Abii Ya‘la al-Mawsili,
Musnad (Damascus, 1986), vol. 11, pp. 164-65, 259-60; and see al-Majlisi, Bihar,
vol. 42, p. 151.
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would be converted to Judaism and Christianity at the end of time.!?4

Curiously, Muslims feared apostasy to idolatry, a faith which does not
seem to have been particularly tempting. Most scholars believe that
idolatry died out entirely after the coming of Islam and did not present
a religious alternative in the same manner as Judaism or Christianity.
However, not all Muslims felt the same way. Dhu al-Khalasa, an idol
belonging to the Banti Daws, is said to have continuously tempted the
Muslims. According to al-Tabarani, “only Dhu al-Khalasa remains of
the idols of the Jahiliyya.”!25 This curious statement would be inexpli-
cable if it were not for the numerous traditions describing apocalyptic
apostasy precisely to this idol. “The Hour [of Judgment] will not arrive
until the buttocks of the women of Daws will shake at Dhi al-Khalasa, it
was an idol that Daws worshiped in the Jahiliyya in Tabala.”!?% Overall,
there seems to be a fear that Muslims are going to revert to idolatry dur-
ing the end of times. “The Hour [of Judgment] will not arrive until the
Arabs will worship what their fathers worshipped 120 years after the de-
scent of Jesus and after the Dajjal.” 27 So it would seem that whatever
the outward appearances of Islamization are, the future holds a period
of idolatry for the Arabs in which they will return to their ancestors’
ways.

3. Conclusions

A serious history of conversion from Islam has yet to be written. The
sources for this subject are plentiful, but scattered, and need to be col-
lected. However, the research is likely to bear fruit, if only to put to
rest an old canard: that Muslims do not convert to other faiths. In the
present article, it has only been possible to classify some of the more
prominent cases of conversion. In future, perhaps conclusions can be
drawn from the proclivity of the inhabitants of certain regions to apo-
statize in contradistinction to others. It is rather interesting to note
the changes over the centuries towards the ways in which the apostates
acted. At first it would seem that apostasy was invariably connected

124 A1-Dani, al-Sunan al-warida fi al-fitan wa-ghawa@’ilihd wa al-sa‘a wa-ashratiha
(Beirut, 1993), vol. 3, p. 544 (no. 234).

125Quoted in al-Hindi, Kanz, vol. 1, p. 267 (no. 1344).

126Nu‘aym, Fitan, pp. 365 and see 302, 364; and see Ibn Abi Shayba, Musannaf,
vol. 7, p. 463 (no. 37246). See T. Fahd, “Dhi al-Khalasa,” EI?,s.v. It was worshipped
by the tribes of Daws, Khath‘am, Bajila and a part of the tribe of Azd. It was located
between Mecca and the Yemen.

127Nu‘aym, Fitan, p. 365.
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with political defection. The apostate would make a run for the bor-
der and simultaneously change his faith. Thus it is hardly surprising to
see that when many border regions changed hands during the course of
raids, invasions and counter-invasions, their inhabitants changed their
faith as well. Gradually, however, the apostate apparently would either
seek to disappear within the mass of the Christian or Jewish population
and hope that no one who had known him as Muslim would ever recog-
nize him. The only way for him to become known would have been to
seek martyrdom in order to make a religious statement of defiance. This
last option was particularly attractive for double apostates, who felt a
strong need to atone for their weakness. In Christianity this would be
done by a passive martyrdom, like that of the Copts mentioned above.
The accepted punishment for apostasy from early stages of Islam was
death; however, it is not certain when this became normative (probably
during the early ‘AbbasT times). This belies those modernists who have
sought to deny the existence of this punishment, though their efforts
are laudable as an attempt at reinterpretation of the legal tradition.!?8
Ahmadi Muslims have also sought to show that the punishment for apos-
tasy is not death, that such was never the case in Islam, and that one is
absolutely free to choose one’s faith.!2° This position is hardly surpris-
ing given the fact that Ahmadis, being a missionary oriented movement
with considerable activity in the West, are sensitive to modern percep-
tions of Islam and have consciously sought to rectify what they see as
misconceptions among their Western audiences. There is probably an el-
ement of self-serving propaganda in their conclusions as well, since while
they see themselves as true Muslims, most Muslims consider Ahmadis to
be apostates. In fact, it is really amazing when reading modernists like
Syed Barakat Ahmad, or Ahmadis like Zafrullah Khan, to note the ease
with which they ignore the weight of the entire Muslim legal tradition.
The Muslim attitude in the early period, before the ‘Abbasis, is very
uncertain. It appears that there were very few executions of apostates
during the Umayyad period and during the reign of the early ‘Abbasis.
Most of the ones who were recorded and known to be apostates actually
fled; others presumably disappeared into the local population of Jews
and Christians. It is very difficult to interpret the material from the
time of the Prophet and the first caliphs. On the face of it, they are

12830me of these are mentioned in Peters and De Vries, “Apostasy,” pp. 18-24.

129 The most notable effort was that of Muhammad Zafrullah Khan, “Punishment
of Apostasy in Islam.” While this was a noble effort, one who has actually read
the literature must conclude that the author simply ignores any tradition that does
not fit his interpretation. See also Mawlana Muhammad ‘All, The Religion of Islam
(Lahore, 1983), pp. 573-81, where the Christians are actually blamed for supposedly
contriving these punishments.
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supposed to have executed a considerable number of apostates (though
Muhammad was apparently inclined to be merciful after the conquest
of Mecca), but one should note that only very few names are given
by the sources.!®® Usually the situations that are described are very
generic. This is in sharp contrast to the punishment, which is very
specific, leading one to the conclusion that a number of these cases are
simply legal precedents designed to justify the punishment of apostates
in later times. If it had been different — for example, if the names of
specific apostates were remembered, but their punishments were not —
then it would be easier to believe that these were actual historical events.
I have not come across any tradition in which the punishment was vague
or unspecified, while the identity of the apostate was clear. If we were
speaking about historical events, both types of information should be
available.

However, the fact is that at an early stage of Islamic history, apostasy
from the tiny minority of ruling Muslims was seen as a betrayal, and was
punished by the government with all its resources. This attitude has been
strengthened immensely over the centuries to the point where even when
modern Arab or Muslim states abolish the death penalty for apostasy, it
is usually enforced by the enraged populace.'3! This attitude groups the
prohibition of apostasy with a small number of extra-shar‘i laws, like
those pertaining to honor and sexuality, whose enforcement does not rely
upon written laws, but is part of the fabric of society.!? It is not at all
unusual for Muslims to ostracize family members who convert to other
faiths, and proclaim them to be dead when the judicial system cannot
touch the offenders (e.g., when they are in the West).

The conclusion of this article is that Muslim attitudes toward apos-
tasy did not develop until the ‘Abbasi times for several reasons.'®® First
of all, the most prominent apostates apparently placed themselves be-
yond the reach of Muslim justice. Secondly, it would seem that the policy
of the Umayyads towards such people was that of persuasion and not of
summary justice. Even ‘Umar b. ‘Abd al-‘Aziz is portrayed, in several
traditions, as a persuader rather than a punitive ruler. The positions of
the early ‘Iraqi legal school of Abt Hanifa also indicates that the attitude
was considerably more lax at the time of the late Umayyads and early
‘Abbasis. It is possible that the government even encouraged apostates

130Geveral exceptions to this rule are given: one al-Musawwar al-IjIi is mentioned in
Ibn Hazm, al-Muhalla, vol. 12, p. 111 (he is called al-Mustawrid al-‘TjIf in Kraemer,
“Apostates,” p. 42).

1311n fact, Hodgson, Venture, vol. 2, p. 120 considers the stringent attitude to
apostasy as one of the two unifying factors in the middle period of Islamic history.

132Gee Frank Stewart, Honor (Chicago, 1994).

1333ee Hoyland, Seeing Islam, pp. 343, 596.
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simply to leave, because then they would not have to deal with them, and
punished only people like ‘Abd al-Masih al-Ghassani who were blatant
about their apostasy and refused to leave. In other words, if someone
sought martyrdom, they would not refuse it to him, but they preferred
a different option. As a matter of fact, the sources clearly indicate that
the punishment for apostasy was very haphazard. This is not to say that
many of the offenders got off scot-free, but that there was no effective
method for bringing them to justice. Either they were found out by
chance, usually by someone who knew them, who recognized them as
former Muslims, or they confessed their apostasy as part of a deliber-
ate policy on their part, knowing what the punishment would be. We
are not able to find out how many apostates slipped through the cracks
of this extraordinarily inefficient method of keeping track of who is a
Muslim and who is not. One can say that all the necessary laws were
in place for the punishment of apostates; however, there does not seem
to have been any machinery to enforce them. This is particularly true
with regard to the Coptic converts to Islam in Egypt. Given the highly
dubious nature of their conversion, it seems almost inevitable that some
of them would remain crypto-Christians, as did the followers of Shabbe-
tai Zvi (the dénme) in a later period with regard to Judaism. Yet the
Copts were monitored by the Muslim populace, and it is impossible to
find out how effective such a method was.

Regarding the apostasy versus conversion paradigm, one can say that
while there is not very much evidence for apostasy from Islam, the ma-
terial pertinent to conversion to Islam is also scarce. Though Muslims
would like conversion to Islam to be irreversible,'>* most likely it was
not, until very recent times when people’s religious beliefs have come
under the scrutiny of centralized governments. Although one cannot
say that there was at any time an inordinate number of apostates, it is
reasonably certain that the numbers were much larger than the sources
indicate. It also seems certain that the vast majority got away with it
and were never exposed. The sources do not provide us with enough
material to reach solid conclusions. In fact, scholars working on conver-
sion to Islam noted that the historical sources pay little attention to the
subject; this seems to be the situation regarding apostasy from Islam

134There is a light-hearted story about that in al-Tawhidi, al-Basa’ir wa al-dhakha’ir
(Beirut, 1988), vol. 5, p. 47 (no. 156): “A Christian would come occasionally to al-
Dahhak b. Muzahim and one day he said: ‘I have always been attracted to Islam
since I have known you.” He said: ‘So what keeps you from it?’ He said: ‘My love of
wine.” He said: ‘Convert to Islam, and drink!” When he converted, al-Dahhak said
to him: “You have converted to Islam, so if you drink wine, we will punish you with
the hadd punishments, and if you abandon Islam, we will kill you!". He abandoned
the drinking of wine and became a good Muslim.”
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as well. The conclusions of scholars who maintain that apostasy from
Islam was infrequent are not justified, if only because there is almost
as much material about apostasy as there is about conversion. While it
would be incorrect to presume that apostasy was more prevalent than
conversion, there is also the fact that Islam has not expanded in all areas
at the same speed. This may reflect a hidden drain on the community
not brought out by the historians, or perhaps not even seen by them.
Probably the sources list only the celebrity cases; it is therefore very
likely that we are dealing only with the tip of the iceberg. The policy
towards apostasy developed during the late Umayyad period and the
early ‘Abbasi one, coming into its present form during the high ‘Abbast
era (785-861). This is the period in which we have the first verifiable
executions of apostates. It was part and parcel of the general injunc-
tions against assimilation current in the society,!*® and was absolutely
essential for the Muslim community to retain its integrity. However, the
policy was not enforced by the government, but by the Muslim populace.
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