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Encyclopaedia Article 3 (Oxford Islamic Studies Online)

Apostasy
This term, expressed as riddah or irtidād in Arabic describes the rejection of Islam by one who had previously accepted it of their own free will.[footnoteRef:1] Riddah is specific to returning to unbelief, of repudiating the knowledge of Islam.[footnoteRef:2] Irtidād is a more general term and the one associated with legal (fiqh) discourse.[footnoteRef:3]  [1:  Abd al-Rahman al-Jaziri, Min Kitab al-Fiqh `ala al-Madhahib al-Arba`ah  vol. 5, (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, n.d), 422–423. in Abdullah Saeed, Islam And Belief - At Home With Religious Freedom (Palo Alto: Fidelity, 2014), 13.]  [2:  Hisham M Ramadan, Understanding Islamic Law - From Classical To Contemporary (Lanham: AltaMira Press, 2006), 155.]  [3:  Hossein Esmaeili, Irmgard Marboe and Javaid Rehman, The Rule Of Law, Freedom Of Expression And Islamic Law (Oxford: Hart Publishing, 2017), 128.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk504087523][bookmark: _Hlk504086807][bookmark: _Hlk504156883]Teaching on apostasy finds its authority and precedent in the Qurʿān (47:25, 3:106, 5:54) and hadith.[footnoteRef:4] Actions that can remove a person from the fold of Islam include; insulting Allah, denying his attributes, denying religious obligations (ṣalāt, zakāt etc.), denying or desecrating the Qurʿān, altering the sharīʿa, and denying the resurrection. [footnoteRef:5] [footnoteRef:6] [4:  Sahih Bukhari Vol 9, Book 84, Number 57: http://cmje.usc.edu/religious-texts/hadith/bukhari/084-sbt.php#009.084.057]  [5:  Yusuf Al-Hajj Ahmad, Criminal Justice In Islam (Riyadh: Darussalam Publishers, 2017), 35.]  [6:  ʻAbd al-Raḥmān ibn Ṣāliḥ Maḥmūd, Man-Made Laws Vs. Shariʻah (Riyadh: International Islamic Publishing House, 2003), 231-232,] 

[bookmark: _Hlk504171642]A majority of scholars maintain that the death penalty for apostasy is rooted in the hadith literature, not the Qur’an, despite some claims (Qur’an 2:217).[footnoteRef:7] Joseph Schacht summarises the penalties (hadd); male apostates are offered a reprieve of three days before being killed, females are imprisoned and beaten until they return to Islam.[footnoteRef:8] The death penalty follows an appropriate methodology; to be carried out by designated authorities guided by the due process of the sharīʿa. This provides order and restricts the right of individuals to carry out penalties of their own volition.[footnoteRef:9]  [7:  Saeed, Islam And Belief, 8.]  [8:  Joseph Schacht, An Introduction To Islamic Law (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2012), 187.]  [9:  Yūsuf al-Qaraḍāwī, The Lawful And The Prohibited In Islam (New Delhi: Kitab Bhavan, 2011), 140.] 

Some have sought to reinterpret the rules of apostasy by appealing to new readings of the classical texts. In Sudan, Hasan al-Turabi argued that hadiths that insisted on death for apostates are rooted within a war context. In peacetime Qur’anic injunctions against compulsion (Qurʿān 2:256) prevailed.[footnoteRef:10] In India, Rafik Zakiria, argued that Muhammad never punished an apostate, that the Qur’an upholds freedom of worship, and that the Qurʿānic punishment for apostasy (Qurʿān 2:217) is for the next world.[footnoteRef:11] Others, making similar arguments have been labelled apostates. Nasr Abu Zayd, an Egyptian scholar, aiming to liberalise specific Islamic injunctions, argued that the Qurʿān was shaped by ‘specific historical and social contexts’. This challenged the classical view of a timeless, perfect Qurʿān. He was declared an apostate and forced to flee Egypt.[footnoteRef:12]   [10:  Hasan Abdallah al-Turabi, The Diplomat, Second Issue (Muharram 1417, June 1996), pp. 38– 39. In Colin Chapman. Cross and Crescent (Kindle Locations 6256-6257). Inter-Varsity Press.]  [11:  Rafiq Zakaria, Muhammmad and the Qur’an, (Penguin, 1991, p. 86-87. In Colin Chapman. Cross and Crescent (Kindle Location 6257). Inter-Varsity Press.]  [12:  Daniel W Brown, A New Introduction To Islam, 3rd ed. (Oxford: Wiley Blackwell, 2017), 305.] 
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