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Freedom of religion and belief means an individual’s right to freely choose
any and all ideologies and religions he likes. It also means the freedom and
the right to think, to have beliefs and values, to express one’s religion and
opinions, to partake in religious rites and practices, and to freely teach reli-
gious values to one’s children and to coreligionists. Similatly, freedom of
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religion entails the right to invite others to one’s religion, to preach and
propagate one’s religion to other members of society, to build places of
worship, t leave and renounce one’s religion, and to be able to freely critique
one’s religion and religious teachings. Freedom of religion means doing all
these freely so long as others’ rights and liberties are not infringed upon, and
public order and morality are not disturbed. Freedom of religion and belief
will become possible when, regardless of the beliefs that an individual may
have, he is not persecuted for them and his civic and individual rights are
not taken away because of them. -

Common interpretations of Islam divide people into the three groups:
Muslims, the People of the Book, and £uffar (heathens). Each of these three
groups faces obstacles in some of the liberties laid out above, resulting in
the negation of some basic religious and docerinal freedoms in Istam. These
commonplace restrictions on religious liberty are frequently based on inter-
pretations derived from Qur'anic verses and the traditions that are aterib-
uted to the Prophet Muhammad. As will be shown, these interpretations
often fall significantly short of capturing the essence of the Holy Book or a
particular Prophetic tradition and, in fact, often contradict them.

In my opinion, freedom of religion and belief is inherently and rationally
good and is accepted by those with superior wisdom and knowledge. Also,
the Holy Qur'an, in seven clusters of its verses, while introducing the correct
and just religion, endorses the plurality of religions and beliefs. It recognizes
people’s rights to freely choose their own religions while forcefully renounc-
ing the compulsion to impose a specific religion on others, Islam has not
determined any type of earthly punishment for false religious and doctri-
nal beliefs, although it has warned those who tuen their back on the Just
Religion of divine punishment at the end of time.

'The persecution of a heathen is unjustified in Islam. Through renewed
ijtihad (independent reasoning), and based on the cotrect principles of
the Quran and the badith, freedom of religion and belief can be achieved
through Islam.

One of the basic assumptions in the dialogue of the civilizations is accept-
ing the plurality of beliefs and religions. Civilizations are based on different
cultures, and different cultures have their foundations in various schools of
thought and religions. Dialogue between civilizations and cultures is not
possible without freedom of religion and thought.

Today there is a culture dominant in Iran that proposes the idea of
dialogue between civilizations. This culeure is, of course, based on Islam.
However, popular interpretations of Islam, both official and traditional, do
not seem to reflect such a desire for dialogue. Indeed, it appears as if the call
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for dialogue stems from a somewhat uncommon interpretation of Islam.
The purpose of this paper is to highlight and outline that interpretation of
Islam which supports and guarantees the freedom of religion and thought.

Doing so requires answering the following questions: What does freedom
of thought and religion mean? What is the treatment accorded to freedom
of religion in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights? How do popular
Islamic interpretations treat the issue of freedom of belicf and religion, and
on what religious documents are such interpretations based? Are freedoms
of belief and religion beneficial or are they destructive? What are some of
the main characteristics of that interpretation of Islam that recognizes free-
dom of religion, and on what religious grounds is it based?

The thesis of this chapter is that freedom of belief and religion are desir-
able. 'To reach such freedoms through Islam requires studying some of the
fundamental rules of the religion and a rencwed jtibad in certain aspects of
Islamic figh.

The first section of this chapter examines some of Islam’s fundamental
concepts. In the second section, notions of freedom of religion and belief
as understood in popular interpretations of Islam are analyzed, along with
those references that support such notions. The paper then looks at why
freedom of thought and religion are beneficial for society at large and ought
to be sought after. The paper concludes with a critique of popular interpre-
tations of Islam and asserts that a correct understanding of Islamic sources
and its foundational principles would make the religion mherentiy support-
ive of the freedom of thought and belief.

Explaining concepts

Some of the concepts that are used in this discussion include notions such
as freedom, belief, religion, freedom of thought, freedom of religion, Istam,
popular interpretation {of religion), and the documents of the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights.

Freedom: The right of choice in beliefs and in actions in all areas so long
as these beliefs and actions do not deprive othcrs of their rights or do not
disturb public peace and order.

Belief: The collection of viewpoints, opinions, values, and impressions that
each individual has concerning existence, society, history, humanicy, reli-
gion, culture, etc. Every belief is considered correct, honest, useful, and
superior by the person who believes in it, while, at the same time, it may be
considered void, deceptive, and destructive by others. ‘
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Religion or creed: A kind of idea, a collection of viewpoints about human-
ity, the physical world and beyond; ethical guidelines and practical rules for
the belicver to obey and follow in order to achieve eternal bliss through faith
and the deeds that have been brought to humanity by the Prophet.

Freedom of belief: The right to choose and adhere to any idea; the right
to think, believe, express, teach, promote, and act on one’s beliefs so long
as the rights of others are not obstructed and public peace and order is not
disrupted; freedom of belief is realized when the beliefs of a person do not
lead to the deprivation of his individual and social rights no matter what
they may be.

Freedom of religion: The right to choose any religion; the right to practice
one’s faith and to worship freely, to express religious beliefs and to engage in
its rituals freely; freedom of religion entails the right to invite others to one’s
religion, to preach and propagate one’s religion to other members of society,
to build temples, to leave and renounce one’s religion, and to critique one’s
religion and religious teachings; religious freedom is realized when one’s
religious beliefs do not result in one’s persecution and one’s individual and
civil rights are not taken away because of them.

Islam: Belief in Allah, resurrection, and the prophecy of Muhammad ibn
Abdullah, the last Prophet of God. The Holy Qurian——the collection of holy
Revelations to His Prophet—and the Prophet’s sunna, are the two main
sources of Islam. Sunnism and Shi‘ism are the main branches of Islam.
Shi‘ism means that after the Qur'an and the Prophetic tradition, exegesis
(tafsir} by the Houschold of the Prophet (Abl-¢ Beyz) of the Holy Book and
the sunna are taken as the third source of main religious doctrine. Sunnism
does not formally endorse the purity of anyone other that the person of the
Prophet, although it does hold some members of the Prophet’s household in
high esteem.

"The popular interpretation of religion: The dominant understanding of the
Qur’an and the sunna that is often found in the judgments and enunciations
of religious scholars and the ulama, and has generally become accepted and
practiced throughour the Muslim world, thereby shaping Muslim history
and deed. This popular interpretation of Islam is often dominant in coun-
tries ruled over by Islamic governments. Over the last century, a number of
reformist thinkers have questioned the legitimacy of this particular interpre-

tation of Tstam through reliance on the Quran and the sunna (and for the-
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Shi‘as the examples set by those in the Prophet’s immediate houschold).

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights: The international declara-
tions, pacts, and protocols that have been legislated, wich different dimen-
sions, by a majority of sovereign states in the latter half of the twentieth
century and are taken as universal standards to observe; signatory states
may accept these documents either wholly or conditionally.

The most important documents concerning the freedom of thought and
religion are the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the International
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, and the Islamic Declaration of
Human Rights, issued in Cairo in 1991.

Freedom of religion and belief in popular interpretations of Islam

From the perspective of religious beliefs, people can be divided into three
groups: Muslims; Jews, Christians, and Zoroastrians, known collectively as
the “People of the Book;” and others. 'The popular interpretation of Islam
has rendered different judgments for each of these groups. We will first refer
to the most original sources concerning these judgments, and then we will
consider the references through which they are substantiated.

Maslims

Muslims are free to openly practice their religion, express their religious
beliefs, practice their rituals alone or in groups, teach religion to their chil-
dren and to all other believers, engage in the rituals of Hajj, propagate and
promote their religious beliefs to others, and to build mosques. They have
the right to critique other religions, reveal the shortcomings of other value
systems, and to demonstrate the supremacy of Islam. Nobody has the right
to force a Muslim to renounce his religion under duress or to prevent him
from partaking in religious rituals.

On these points there is consensus and unanimity. But in a number of
other areas, popular interpretations of Islam restrict one’s freedom in many
ways. They include:

1. The Muslim is not free to change his religion by becoming a Christian
or a Buddhist, for example, or to become an atheist. A Muslim who for
any reason leaves his religion, or, in other words, becomes an apostate, is to
be severely punished. The child of a Muslim who has chosen to become a
Muslim after maturity and then becomes an apostate will receive the follow-
ing punishment: his repentance and embrace of Islam are not accepred;
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he will be executed; his wife will be separated from him without divorce
and will get the period of abstention in the case of the husband’s death
(three consecutive menstrual cycles); his property will be divided among his
heirs.

A person born to non-Muslims who then embraces Islam before renounc-
ing it has three days to repent. If the repentance takes place before the end
of the third day after the renunciation, it is accepted. Otherwise, the person
is considered an apostate and is subject to capital punishment. Additionally,
as soon as he becomes an apostate, his spouse will be separated from him
without divorce. If a Muslim woman becomes an apostate, her spouse will
be separated from her without divorce and the period of abstention in the
case of divorce (three consecutive menstrual cycles) will be necessary. If she
repents, her repentance will be accepted and she will be spared. Otherwise,
she will be imprisoned for life, with hard labor, until she either repents
or dies. Therefore, a2 male Muslim who becomes an apostate and does not
return to Islam will be executed, and a female Muslim doing so will be
sentenced to life imprisonment with forced labor.

2. A Muslim is not free to deny the righteousness of;, or to have opin-
ions other than, the body of religious knowledge that has evolved through
custom and tradition. An apostate is any Muslim whose beliefs and opinions
cast doubt on the prophecy of God’s Messenger or the Sharia, and he will
be punished accordingly. During the course of Islamic history, a number
of Muslim scholars have been accused of apostasy for these very reasons,
Avicenna being a notable example.

3. A young person born to at least one Muslim parent must remain a
Muslim after reaching puberty. If, for whatever reason, he chooses not to
become a Muslim, he will be considered an apostate and will be sentenced
accordingly. First he will be asked to repent, and if he does not accept,
depending on his gender, he will be sentenced to death or to life impris-
onment with hard labort, the sentence to be terminated by either death or
fepentance.

4. A Muslim may not knowingly and intentionally violate the tenets of
Islam. If he does so, his punishment will be determined by a Shariz judge
{an example of such a punishment would be flogging).
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The People of the Book

'The People of the Book include Christians and Jews. Zoroastrians and
Sabians are also among the People of the Book. All others are infidels and
may in no way be considered as belonging to the People of the Book. It is
incumbent upon Muslims to wage war on the People of the Book in order to
confront them with one of two choices: to either accept Islam, o, if choos-
ing to remain loyal to another religion, to pay the jizyah (tax levied on non-
Muslims) and to accept their separate treatment under Islam.

If they accept these terms, their lives, their property, and their women
will be safe. The leader of the Muslim community will determine the amount
of the jizyah and the conditions under which the protected subjects will live.
If it is determined that they may eventually become Muslims, they are free
to openly practice their own religion and express their beliefs. They may
even be granted the permission to keep their places of worship and to freely
partake in their religious ceremonies both individually and in groups. They
are also free to critique their own religion, to leave it for another protected
religion, or to become Muslim.

The People of the Book living under the protection of the Muslim ruler
do not have the right to engage in certain types of religious activities. Most
notably: ‘

1. They may not raise their offspring such that they would adopt the reli-
gion of their fathers and be forbidden from attending Islamic gatherings
and propaganda centers. Instead, the youth must be left alone to choose
their own religion, and Istam is no doubt the natural choice.

2. They are not free to build churches, synagogues, monasteries, or fire
temples.

3. They are not free to propagate and promote their religion and to weaken
the beliefs of Muslims.

4. 'They cannot criticize the Islamic teachings.

5. They cannot openly practice what is permissible in their own religion but
is prohibited in Islam.

6. They are not free to convert from their original religion to any religion
other than Islam, Christianity, Judaism, or Zoroastrianism. Doing so is
punishable by death. '

7. 'They do not have permission to remain in the Islamic community if they
do not abide by their obligations. There are varying opinions on whether
they can seek refuge elsewhere or whether the leader of the Muslim
community has the right to put them to death.
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Infidels

All non-Muslims who have not accepted the conditions under which they
are mandated o live in the Istamic community, whether or nat they are
People of the Book, are considered to be infidels and must face Jibud. The
struggle against them shall continue until and unless they accept Islam
or are all killed. All their wives and children will be taken as slaves and
their fand and property will be confiscated. Although most well-known
Shi‘a scholars do not see fihad as permissible during the occultation (of the
Hidden Imam), today the permissibility of fibad before the Imam’s artival
is widely accepted.

To sum up, then, the non-Muslim who refuses to accept Islam or to
abide by its preconditions for the Book of People has forfeited the right to
live, not to mention other civil rights, including the right of religion and

belief.

A look at popular Islamic interpretations concerning the three groups—
namely the Muslims, the People of the Book, and the infidels—reveals
that these interpretations are inimical to freedom of religion and creed.
Consequently, the more political power that the proponents of such inter-
pretations get, the more scarce reiigious freedoms become. The evidence
presented here is incontrovertible; most available interpretations of Islam
do not welcome the freedom of religion and belief. There are innumerable
sunnas, many of them authentic and verifiable, that support these interpreta-
tions of Islam and the judgments derived from them. Some of these sunnas
and hadiths include the following;

Kill anyone who changes his religion (The Prophet Muhammad).

It is permissible to spill the blood of any Muslim who leaves Islam and denies
Muhammad’s prophetic mission and accuses him of falsehood. That apostate
must also have his wife separated from him as he would be considered dead, his
properey divided among his heirs, and his repentance would not be accepted
{Imam Ja'far Sadiq).

A Muslim who converts to Christianity must be killed and his repentance will
not be accepted. But if a Christian convetts to Istam and then become an apos-
tate, his repentance would be acceptable (Imam Musa ibn Ja'fas).

A Muslim woman who becomes an apostate shall not be killed but given life
imprisonment with hard labor and must be deprived of all food and water
except what is necessary to be kept alive. She must be given rough clothes w
wear, and must be beaten in times of prayer (Imam Ja'far Sadiq).
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Additionally, there are a number of Quranic verses that support the above
traditions and the judgments based on them:

Fight those who believe not in God and the Last Day and do not forbid what
God and His Messenger have forbidden-—such men as practice not the religion
of truth, being of those who have been given the Book—until they pay the
tribute out of hand and have been humbled (9:29).

That is the right religion. So wrong not each other during them. And fight the
unbelievers totally even as they fight you totafly; and know what God is with
the godfexring (9:36).

Then, when the sacred months are drawn away, slay the idolaters wherever you
find them, and take them at every place of ambush. But if they repent, and
perform the prayer, and pay the alms, then let them go their way (9:5).

Say to the unbelievers, if they give over He will forgive them whar is past; but
if they return, the wont of the ancients is already gone! (8:39).

Whether based on the Holy Book or the sunna, the evidence in support
of Tslam’s denial of the freedom of religion and belief is substantial. These
references will be analyzed critically below.

The desirability of freedom of religion and belief

'This section will analyze the freedom of belief and religion from a rational
perspective, without reference to narrative sources. First, the section will
recreate the rationality of those who deny the validity of freedom of belief
and religion. Then this rationality will be critiqued in order to demonstrate
the superior rationality behind and the desirability of freedom of religion
and belief.

Despite the seeming preponderance of evidence against fieedom of reli-
gion and belief in Islam, the issue is not closed to discussion and can, in
fact, be rationally discussed and critiqued. Undoubtedly, those who have
expressed opinions in this regard have done so after rationally weighing its
pluses and minuses. Religious scholars, commentators, and decision makers
are no exception. Clearly, those issuing farwas in favor of restricting free-
doms are more concerned about the disruptive and corrupting consequences
that such freedoms might have, while those ruling in favor of them empha-
size their advantages and benefits. Since the issue of freedom of religion and
creed is a rational one, let us first examine it from a rational perspective.

Besides being a rational issue and not one of faith, the freedom to choose
one’s beliefs and creed predates religion. It is through this freedom that reli-
gion is chosen and belief is established. How could a religion, one.that asks
of its followers to explore for themselves and to choose their beliefs based on
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critical reason and thought, deny the necessity of freedom of religion and
belief?

The results of a research project cannot be determined before the research
itself takes place. It does not make sense to say that people are free to explore
all religions and belief systems but must necessarily embrace Islam. If they
are free then their choices cannot be predetermined, and if they have no
options in their choices then they are not free. The key is the freedom of
choice that is open to all thinking individuals. One cannot be expected to
consciously choose a religion that will then take away one’s free choice.

Unfortunately, religious scholars have not paid sufficient attention to
the issue of freedom of religion and belicf, therefore failing to construct an
analytical framework for its understanding and exploration. This neglect
has resulted in some key issues in Islam-—such as the punishment of an
apostate or the proper treatment of the People of the Book—not receiving
the detailed attention that they deserve.

Let us critique some of the presuppositions on which denials of freedom
of belief and religion are based. In addition to being influenced by prevailing
popular sentiments, religious presuppositions against the freedom to choose
one’s religion are based on a number of assumptions. To begin with, it is
often assumed that denying free choice in religion prevents unwanted views
and values from polfuting the popular mind, and guards people against the
potential of becoming corrupted by deviant ideas and influences.

A second assumption revolves around the supposedly positive effects of
heavy punishment in ensuring a morally upright society. Human nature is
thought to require force and coercion to prevent its perversion. Excessive
frecdom is assumed to enable Satan to dominate onc’s life. With death as
the prescribed punishment for apostasy, no one will dare leave Islam. If the
People of the Book feel the humiliation of the jizyah, then they will surely
convert to Islam, and if infidels have to choose between Islam and death,
they will no doubt choose the former. Generally speaking, Islam is viewed
as the only Just Religion that can dominate the world.

A third assumption deals with the forbidding of propaganda. ‘The
supposed inherent weakness of human nature makes it highly susceptible
to propaganda. People are assumed to be gullible, easily to allow Satan into
their lives, and just as casily lose their ways and values. The only plausible
way to ensure that people do not lose their religion is to prohibit the propa-
gation of other religions and beliefs. Otherwise, there is no guarantee that
one’s own religion will survive.

Fourth, the imposition of capital punishment for apostasy is seen as a
common practice in many religions. Religions often clashed violently in
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the previous millennium. Therefore, stern dictates concerning remaining in
one’s religion were commonplace in the past and should not be shied away
from or treated as an embarrassment.

The fifth assumption concerns the saperficial propagation of Islam. It
is obvious thar the imperative to avoid a death sentence or the jizyah can
prompt at best a superficial embracing of Islam. However, this will in no
way lead to an in-depth, genuine acceptance of the faith. Indeed, it is worth
asking if religious scholars do not have an obligation to ensure society’s
inner, true acceptance of religion rather that its superficial observance.

Despite the prevalence of each of these assumptions, their accuracy and
depth is questionable. A summary critique of each is as follows:

First, astonishing innovations in means of communication have made
closed societies impossible in today’s world, and, whether we like it or not,
there are numerous ways for different religious views to be expressed and
propagated by their adherents.

Second, although fear and harsh punishments may compel people to
engage in superficial observance of religion, they do little in bringing about
true faith, and are in fact likely to have the opposite effect. We need to
change our entire approach to the human race and to have trust in it. We
must allow it to make free choices. The key is to make man realize that he
can indeed make his own free choices.

Third, in today’s world, hostile and violent encounters with other reli-
gious beliefs are uncalled for and cause repulsion and dlstaste rather than
serving as a source of appeal and attraction.

Finally, how can one indeed endorse a set of religious dictates that repel
others from that religion instead of causing them to endorse and internalize
ie?

'The rational basis of religious and intellectual freedom

Given the above introduction to and critique of some of those religious
justifications that seek to limit freedom of religion and opinion, we can now
explore the dictates of reason concerning such liberties.

1. Religions and opinions ate voluntary matters which people choose to

endorse or abandon based on their own free will. Choosing a specific reli-

gion or set of beliefs requires the crystallization of certain conditions, and

the disappearance of those conditions leads to the abandonment of that-
religion. So long as the conditions for the voluntary acceprance of religion

are present, force and compulsion are not needed to draw people to it. And,

inversely, if force and chreats are used to keep people in a religion, then that

religion is at best suberficially observed rather than deeply internalized.
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2. Obviously, not all religions and belief systems have the same degree of
validity and, cleatly, some are completely null and void. The most prudent
way to reform and correct people’s beliefs is through reason not compul-
sion. If they choose not to alter those beliefs that we consider void, there is
not much more we can do. Force and compulsion lead to dissemination of
false beliefs not their eradication. People will not accept a religion so long
as they do not see it as a way of attaining inner peace and spiritual fulfill-
ment. Historically, these have been the sustaining foundations of religions
rather than the brute force with which some of their believers have sought
to preserve and spread them. People change their beliefs and especially their
religions very seldom. If they do change their religious beliefs, it is out of
conviction rather than compulsion.

3. Going through life means being confronted with endless choices and
tests. People are free to choose from among the endless array of religions and
beliefs to which they are exposed, whether just or unjust, valid or invalid.
In our opinion, they are answerable for their choices at the end of time. If
God wanted to, he would have actually forced people to choose justice, or
He would have brought about conditiens in which people had no choice bur
to choose the just path. He would have created man from the same mold as
angels and freed their world of struggles between the just and the unjust.
If that were the case, however, the cternal rewards of those choosing justice
and the punishment of those choosing injustice would have been meaning-
less.

4. History shows that a plurality of ideas and beliefs among people is inevi-
table. Amid the plethora of choices confronting people, limiting the choice
of religion and belief leads to discord, deceit, and hypocrisy. ‘Those who
would be persecuted or killed for spreading false beliefs have no choice but
to feign obedience to whatever religion happens to be dominant at the time.
Hypocrisy undermines and destroys faith. Robbing people of their right to
choose their religious beliefs only results in the spread of discord and hypoc-
risy.

5, Many religions and beliefs consider themselves to be the most exalted,
most perfect, and the most definitive, and their believers no doubt accept
them as such. The Almighty will decide whether or not they indeed are
as exalted as they claim to be. Nevertheless, after centuries of such claims
by competing religions, none has yet managed to convince everyone of its
exclusive monopoly over the truth, If the followers of every religion claimed
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such exclusivity, religious societies would become stalled and closed, and,
instead, non-religious and secular societies would be highly dynamic and
vibrant. The real danger would then be the attraction of the masses to the
vibrancy and dynamicism of secular societies and, consequently, the inevi-
table undermining of religious values.

6. Restricting religious freedom requires an official reading of religion and
the suppression of any type of innovative thinking and jjtibad (independent
reasoning). Under such conditions, society is robbed of any fruitful contsi-
butions by its intellectuals.

7. Prohibiting religious freedom and the right to change religions, even
denying coreligionists the right to change their religion, is ultimately coun-
terproductive. In such a case, very few individuals from ousside one’s reli-
gion are likely to become believers.

8. 'The disadvantages of prohibiting religious freedom are so weighty that
they discourage any rational individual from embracing it. Tf those religious
scholars who issue fatwas in opposition to religious freedom were more
rational and less narrow-minded, they would change their minds as well. Tt
is especially important to properly educate children and yourh, a rask whose
burden falls primarily on the parents. Additionally, in a free society, all the
activities and efforts of religious propagandists are subject to the rule of law,
and no person of faith may trample on the legal rights of others or disrupt
public order, morality, and security under the pretext of religious activity.

9. Those religions and beliefs that rest on solid foundations do not fear
competing in the marketplace of ideas with other religions. It is only weak
value systems and religions that fear such a competition and, therefore, seek
to avoid it by prohibiting the freedom to change one’s religion.

10.1t does not make sense to maintain that there is a fundamental difference
between freedom of thought and freedom of belief and that the former is
acceptable but the latter is not. Thought does not require permission from
any source, and it cannot be granted as a favor or a privilege by anyone.
The point of contention is over the freedom of belief and the right to act on
those beliefs. Differentiating between thought and belief is not the solution
to the issue, Those who engage in this type of hairsplitting are the same ones
who advocate limiting {reedom of religion and belief.
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Based on the discussion above, we can conclude that from a rational perspec-
tive, freedom of religion and belief is reasonable and logical, and therefore
beneficial and positive.

An alternative interpretation

This section addresses two issues. First, it presents Islam’s perspective on
the notion of freedom of religion and belief. Second, it critiques Muslim
perspectives that negate such a freedom. Before exploring these two subjects,
however, it is important to address the question of whether or not freedom
of religion is a given fact: do we need a reason to justify freedom of religion,
or is it accepted 4 priori? Obviously, by freedom of religion and belief we
mean worldly freedom. For the true followers of the Just Religion—Istam—
does belief in other religions and creeds mean apostasy and is it punishable
or not? Establishing an « priori base (‘asf}, therefore, is important.

It appears that this @ priori base rests on the premise that apostates and
those People of the Book who refuse to pay the jizyah are free of guilt.
‘Those who transgress against Islam are not guilty simply because they are
transgressors. Their specific sins must be proven. Besides, wotldly punish-
ment cannot be meted out against all sins, and some sins are punished in
the other world. Therefore, if a valid justification for a person’s guilt and for
his worldly punishment cannot be found, he must be found not guilty.

Seriprural proof of freedom of religion and belief in Islam

There are a number of Qur'anic verses that support the notion of freedom
of religion and belief. These verses can be divided into seven categories. The
fixst category of verses prohibit compelling people to change their religion to
Islam or to remain within it. Of these verses, some are of particular impor-
tance, especially the following:

No compulsion is there in religion. Rectitude has become clear from error. So
whosoever disbelieves in idols and believes in God, has laid hold of the most
firm handle, unbreaking; God is All-hearing, All-knowing (2:256).

‘This verse contains prohibitions and negations—negating the assumption
that the Almighty has based faith on force and compulsion, and prohibiting
the imposition of faith on others. After all, neither forced faith nor forced
sin has any validity. 'The rejection of force and compulsion in this verse
amounts to an endorsement of freedom to choose religions.

This requires freedom in two endeavors: the freedom to enter into a
religion, and also the freedom ro leave it. The choice between a particular
religion or death is tantamount to denying people their freedom. If people
are free to enter into a relision but are then orohibited from leaving it. their
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continued endorsement of that religion is possible only through the threar of
punishment and fear. The Holy Qur'an has mandated that belief in God is
a right, The Qur'an is also very clear in distinguishing between what is just
and unjust without secking to compel people to choose one or the other. As

Ayatollah Ha'eri Yazdi had argued previously,

an analysis of the exalted verses of the Qur'an demonstrates that the Holy Book
has not prohibited religious compulsion in Islam alone and that any kind of
force and compulsion in other belief systems and faiths is also null and void.
The freedom of choice in faith is inherently congruent with human parure; ic
can be neither granted nor taken away.!

According to tradition, the verse quoted above was revealed in response
to the forced conversion to Islam of a servant by one of the members of the
Ansar, which the Quran henceforth prohibited. According to others, the
verse was revealed in response to a query made by one of the Prophet’s apos-
tles named Abulhussien, a member of the Ansar whose merchant sons had
converted to Christianity. In response, the verse states “there is no compul-
sion in religion.”

There can be no doubt, therefore, that the administration of capital
punishment for an apostate, ot forcing infidels to choose between Istam or
death, has no sanction in Islam and, in fact, contradicts the above verse.

And if thy Lord had willed, whoever is in the earch would have believed, all
of them, all together. Wouldst thou then constrain the people, until they are
betievers (10:99)?

While belief in God and Judgment Day is just and correct, the Almighty
has not sought to control people’s religions and has, instead, given them
free will. If free will did not exist, sin and atonement would be meaning-
less. Religion and faith are meaningful only when people can freely choose
them. When the Prophet disparaged some of the people’s refusal to accept
Islam, and when he become insistent that others must accept his religion,
the Almighty reminded him that if God does not endorse the imposition of
faith on people, then His messenger cannot do so either. In the same vein,
if people cannot be coerced into becoming Muslims, then they cannot be
forced to stay in the religion either. Despite the fact that Islam is the right
and just religion, God has not given anyone the right to force this just reli-
gion on others. How can people be confronted with a choice berween Tslam
and execution? Of course, the right thing to do would be to stay faith-
ful and not to exchange faith for sin. But how can we use such threats as
death and other forms of capital punishment to ensure that people remain
Muslims? ‘
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According to the Qur'an, when Noah addressed his flock,

He said, “O my people, what think you? If I stand upon a clear sign from my
Lord, and He has given me mercy from Him, and it has been obscured for you,
shall we compel you to it while you are averse to it?” (11:28)

When Noah declared his prophecy, he was confronted with resistance and
denunciation. In response, he invited those who refuted him to contemplate
the possibility that he might indeed be a messenger of God, a possibility
that they had not considered before. A prophet does not have the right to
force people to accept him. And, accordingly, that prophet’s disciples do
not have such a right either and may not coerce people into accepting their
religion.

The conclusion to be drawn from the verses quoted here is clear: we
cannot and may not force anyone to accept a particular faith, or resort to
repression or the threat of punishment to ensure that someone does not
abandon his religion. Freedom of religion means prohibiting the use of force
and compulsion in religious matters.

A second category of verses in the Qur'an stipulates the necessity of free-
dom in finding or losing one’s way in the world.

Say: “The truth is from your Lord; so let whosoever will believe, and ler whoso-
ever will disbelieve,” Surely We have prepared for the evildoers a fire, whose
pavilion encompasses them {18:29).

Even though there is no doubt in the righteousness of Islam, the Quran
clearly states that everyone is free to remain in Islam and that anyone who
wishes to depart from it is free to do so. 'The sinner’s only punishment is in
the afterlife. The Quran does not mandate worldly punishment for the infi-
del. In the above verse, the Almighty reminds individuals that they are free
to choose their religion and warns them of the punishment they will receive
on Judgment Day if they make the wrong choice. He also reminds believers
that they may not contradict divine logic and employ violence and threats
against those embracing other religions.

Say: “O men, the truch has come to you from your Lord. Whosoever is guided
is guided only to his own gain, and whosoever goes astray, it is only to his own
loss. T am not a guardian over you.” (10:108)

Obviously, the Qur'an differentiates between Istam and the wrong path,
and between believers and infidels. What is important and is worthy of
reward, however, is for man to choose the right path by himself. If there
were only one path that everyone had to follow—the right path—then there
would be no need for iﬁdependent judgment, and for God’s rewarding of
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good and His punishment of evil. The principle of resurrection on the Day
of Judgment would be meaningless without free will.

Surely We have sent down upon thee the Book for mankind with the truth.
Whosoever is guided, is only guided to his own gain, and whosoever goes
astray, it is only to his own loss; thou art not a guardian over them (39:41).

The Qur'an has shown people the just path. People are free to choose it
or to ignore it; either way, they will get their reward or their punishment on
Judgment Day. We have no right to force on people what God found unac-
ceptable for His Prophet. The Almighty and His messenger allowed people
the freedom to choose their religions, while, at the same time, telling them
what the right path is. Those who have accepted the right path will reap the
rewards on Judgment Day.

T have only been commanded to serve the Lord of this territory which He has
made sacred; to Him belongs everything. And I have been commanded to be
of those that surrender, and to recite the Koran. So whosoever is guided, is only
guided to his own gain; and whosoever goes astray, say: “T am naught but a
warner.” And say: “Praise belongs to God” (27:91-3).

The Prophet warned people against false beliefs and religions, gave them
the Qurian, and showed them the right religion and belief. Fortunate are
those who followed him. As for those who did not, they have only hurt
themselves and will be answerable for their mistake on Judgment Day. The
Almighty is a careful observer and pays close attention to every cho1ce that
is made.

To sum up, this group of verses emphaslze wotldly freedom and thc
importance of free will in choosing one’s religious beliefs.

In a third group of verses, the Prophet simply advocates Islam as the Just
Religion rather than seeking to impose it on people. The Holy Quran is
very precise on the exalted position of the Prophet in relation to religion and
the people. The Prophet’s responsibility is to spread the message of justice,
to guide, and to enlighten. He may not force people to choose the Just
Religion. '

Then remind them! Thou art only 2 reminder; thou art not charged to oversee
them. But he who turns his back, and disbelieves, God shall chastise him with
the greatest chastisement (88:21-2).

The Propher does not rule over people and is not allowed to compel them
to choose his religion. The message of the following verses is important to
keep in mind:
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We know very well what they say; thou arta tyrant over them. Therefore remind
by the Koran him who fears My threat (50:45).

And they serve, apart from God, what neither profits them nor hurts them; and
the unbeliever is ever a partisan against his Lord. We have sent thee not, except
good tidings to bear, and warning (25:56-8).

Whether We show thee a part of that We promise them, or We call thee to Us,
it is thine only to deliver the Message, and Ours the reckoning (13:40).

It is only for the Messenger to deliver the Message; and God knows what you
reveal and what yout hide (5:99).

If the Prophet, who is the personal embodiment of righteousness and the
primary guardian of Islam, has no right in relation to the religion of others
and is merely a guide, how could others give themselves the right to infringe
on people’s freedom of religion under the banner of Islam? Tt is up to the
Almighty to weigh the validity and righteousness of people’s beliefs and
religions, and it is His messenger’s duty to enlighten and to show people the
path to salvation. Standing in judgment on the beliefs of others is to ascribe
to one’s self God-like qualities, something that the Almighty prohibited to
man and to his Prophet.

A fourth group of verses prohibit the imposition. of punishment on those
who change their religion. There has been a long tradition in Islam of using
force to prevent people from abandoning their religion and of imposing
heavy punishments for apostasy. On three separate occasions, however, the
Holy Quran condemns the punishment of an apostate.

Said the Council of those of his people who disbelieved, “Now, if you follow
Shuaib, assuredly in that case you will be losers” (7:88).

Tribal notables told Shuaib that he and his followers had to either renounce
their religion or leave the group. Shuaib responded that religious belief could
not be abandoned through the threat of coercion or exile and that neither
he nor his followers were willing to do so. This logic is consistent with that
of the Qur'an.

By the same token, people cannot be forced to convert from an unjust
to a just religion in the same manner that they cannot be forced to convert
from a religion that is considered just. The Holy Quran is quite emphatic
on this point.

Now you shall know! 1 shali assuredly cut off alternately your hands and feet,
then I shall crucify you all togecher. They said, “Surely unto our Lord we are
turning,

Thou takest vengeance upon us only because we have believed in the sighs of
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our Lord when they came to us. Our Lord, pour out upon us patience, and
gather us unto Thee surrendering.”

Then said the Council of the people of Pharach, “Wilt thou leave Moses and his
people to work corruption in the land, and leave thee and thy gods?”

Said he “We shall slaughter cheir sons and spare their women; surely we are
triumpharic over them!” (7:121-4).

Witnessing the miracles performed by the prophet Moses, the sorcerers
abandoned their false religion and began to worship the Almighty. In other
words, they became apostates. Distraught at the conversions without his
permission, the pharaoh accused the apostates of plotting against the public
good and decreed that they have their limbs cut off and then be executed.
The punishment for apostasy in the Pharaoh’s religion was execution.

He said, “O my Lord, help me, for that they cry me lies” (40:26).

The Qur'an rejects this logic. Instead, it endorses the logic of freedom of
religion and creed, as is evident from these and from other similar verses.

The manner in which the leaders and guardians of different religions
have confronted one another, and the Almighty’s acceptance of different
beliefs by man, are the subjects of a fifth group of Quranic verses.

Or if there had been, of the generations before you, men of a remainder forbid-
ding corruption in the earth—except a few of those whom We delivered of
them; but the evildoers followed the ease they were given to exult in and
became sinners.

Yet thy Lord would never destroy the cities unjustly, while as yef their peoplc
were putting things right (11:118-19). '

It is not the Divine Will for everyone to be of the same mind. The Almighty
has given sanction to freedom of religion and belief, and has warned wrong-
doers of what awaits them in hell. Forced uniformity of religious beliefs
stands in sharp contradiction with Quranic and Islamic precepts.

So spoke those before them as these men say; their hearts are much alike. Yet
We have made clear the signs unto a people who are sure. We have sent thee
with the truth, good tidings to bear, and warning, Thou shalt not be questioned
touching the inhabitants of Hell (2:113).

The Quran has condemned mutual acrimony among religions, People
have the freedom to ‘choose their own religion; final judgment is only that

of the Almighty.

Say: “O unbelievers, I serve not what you serve and you arc not serving what
I serve, nor am I serving what you have served, neither are you serving what I
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serve. To you your religion, and to me my religion!” {109:1-5)

This verse, entitled “The Unbelievers,” is one of the most central proofs
in support of freedom of religion and belief in Islam. Can the approach
of Muslims to other faiths and religions be anything other than what is
mandated here?

A sixth group of verses prohibit the imposition of earthly punishment
for apostasy. Although the Holy Qur'an rejects turning away from the just
religion and becoming an apostate, its logic does not determine any earthly
punishments for apostasy and only warns of divine wrath on the Day of
Judgment, In this connection, two verses are of great significance:

They will question thee concerning wine, and arrow-shuffling. Say: “In both
is heinous sin, and uses of men, bur che sin in them is more heinous than the
usefulness.”

They will question thee concerning what they should expend. Say: “The Abun-
dance” So God makes clear His signs to you; haply you will reflect; in this
world, and the world to come (2:216-17).

While these verses refer to the punishment of sinners, they do not speak
of their execution or murder. The reference here is to death by causes other
than intentional punishment for apostasy. In fact, the only punishment
mentioned is in the afterlife, and there is no mention of capital punishment
or exile. Elsewhere in the verse, the repentance of an apostate is accepted as
valid so long as it leads to the true embracing of Islam.

Surely those who disbelicve, and die disbelieving, there shall not be accepted
from any one of them the whole earth full of gold, if he would ransom himself
thereby; for them awaits a painful chastisement, and they shall have no help-
ers.

You will not attain a piety until you expend of what you love; and whatever
thing you expend, God knows of it.

All food was lawful to the Children of Tsrael save what Isracl forbade for himself
before the Torah was sent down. Say “Bring you the Torah now, and recite it,
if you are truthful.”

Whoso forgoes falschood against God after that, those are the evildoers. Say:
“God has spoken the truth; therefore follow the creed of Abraham, a man of
pure faith and no idolater.”

The first House established for the people was that at Bekka, a place holy, and
a guidance to all beings (3:85-90).

Even though the Holy Qur'an has expressly stated that after Muhammad’s
prophecy no religion other than Islam is acceptable, and that anyone with
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a different religion detracts from the public good, it has not mandated
any worldly punishments for non-Muslims. Additionally, divine punish-
ment will only be inflicted on those who knowingly turn their back on
Islam and not on people who are unaware of this most exalted religion. The
divine punishment for those who know of Islam’s exalted merits but refuse
to accept it includes eternal torment and damnation by the Almighty, the
angels, and the people. ‘These punishments will be inflicted if the infidel
does not repent. If he repents, so long as he does not sin excessively, the
Forgiving God may forgive him his sins. But even if the Almighty will not
accept an infidel’s repentance, he may not be subject to punishment in this
world.
An analysis of the above verses leads us to the following conclusions:

1. Turning away from faith is unacceptable and must be condemned. The
abandonment of faith may occur under two circumstances: research,
theorizing, and debates, which are, of course, conducted on the wrong
bases and sow doubts in a person’s mind as to the validity of Islam; or
through opportunism, Satanic pursuits, political corruption, or the pros-
pects of material gain.

2. For those who abandon their faith through reason and logic, the Holy
Qur’an has not stipulated any punishments either in this wotld or on the
Day of Judgment. It is obvious that such a person will not benefit from
divine grace and blessing.

3. 'Those who abandon their faith in favor of worldly pleasures and pursuits
are condemned to divine punishment on Judgment Day in the form of
eternal damnation in hell. This is what the Holy Qurian refers to every
time it discusses the punishment for apostasy.

4. 'The Holy Qur'an has stipulated absolutely no earthly punishments for
apostasy.

A final, seventh group of Quranic verses provide guidelines for inviting
others to join the faithful. The following verse is a prime example:

The Sabbath was only appointed for those who were at variance thereon; susely
thy Lord will decide between them on the Day of Resurrection, rouching their
differences {16:125),

The Qur’anic logic for the invitation to join Islam is conciliatory and empha-

. sizes logic and reasoning, suggestion and advice. There s no room in it for

coercion, death, and murder, or any kind of force. Islam is a religion of
compassion, and invitation to join it also occurs compassionarely.




140 MOHSEN KADIVAR

Through examining these seven groups of Qur'anic verses, several impor-
tant conclusions can be reached regarding the logic of Islam’s Holy Book in
relation to the issue of freedom of religion and belief. They include:

1. Islam is the just and correct religion and has warned people of the falla-
cies of beliefs that are null and void.

2. TIslam sees the true salvation of man-possible through his endorsement of
the just and correct religion, and severely condemns deviation from it.

3. According to Islam, people are completely free to choose their religion
and their beliefs, and no one may force and compel them to adopt the
correct and just religion.

4. Tslam recognizes the plurality of religions and beliefs even after the
Revelation of the just religion, with some accepting the invitation to join
and others refusing to do so. The Unbelievers have numerous religions
and creeds.

5. In Islam, those who have not accepted the divine invitation to join the
just religion will be punished on Judgment Day.

6. Islam does not sanction any earthly punishments for those believing in
false religions and creeds. -

7. Islam’s logic and its approach towards the invitation of others to join
the faithful are peaceful, conciliatory, and compassionate, devoid of any
violence and compulsion.

8. Force and threats cannot be employed to prevent apostasy, and there is
no earthly punishment for it. If apostasy is combined with violence and
warmongering, its divine punishment is proportionately severe.

Given these considerations, it is obvious that the freedom of faith and belief
has been guaranteed in Islam. Nevertheless, such a conclusion cannot be
complete without a critical analysis of some of the documentary evidence
presented by those who deny Islam’s sanction of the freedom of religion and
belief. This issue, therefore, needs greater attention.

Critigue of popular documents concerning veligious restrictions in Islam

A critique of all the documents and sources that advocate restricting reli-
gious freedoms is beyond the scope of this article. For our purposes here,
non-scriptural soutces will be examined in relation to three key areas: the
death sentence for 2 male apostate and life imprisonment for a female apos-
tate; the imposition of the jizyakh on the People of theBook; and-eapital
punishment for infidels.

Sunni Muslims atttibute the imposition of the death sentence for apos-
tasy to the Prophet, and Shi‘as attribute it to members of his household.
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Most Muslim scholars accept this tradition as valid and feel obligated to
obey it even though it might contradict the logic and spirit of the Quran.
There are, nevertheless, a number of issues to consider here.

First, there is no doubt that during the lifetime of the Prophet and the
12 Shi‘a imams, the death sentence for apostasy was commonplace. These
individuals knew the Sharia law and the divine will better than anyone
else, and it is impermissible to doubt the validity of their judgment. What
is open to interpretation, however, is the validity of such a judgment at the
time of their absence. In fact, it is not clear whether such a dictate is valid
for all times or was limited only to the time of the Fourteen Infallibles.?
Shi‘a scholars are of two minds on this issue. The more commonplace view
prohibits the killing of an apostate when the Fourteen Infallibles are not
present, a point over which a number of the Shi‘a ulama have come to a
consensus. Since the punishment for apostasy is addressed in the Sharia, it
cannot be administered when the Fourteen Infallibles are not present. The
significance of this opinion becomes magnified in fight of other objections
to the punishment of an apostate that have already been mentioned.

Second, all the traditions concerning capital punishment for apostasy
come from a single source. The validity of a tradition is based on its genesis
from, and its acceptance by, several religious scholars. On many key issues,
the ulama do not rely on the strength of a single source for the veracity
of a tradition. When the taking of a human life is concerned, a plurality
of sources is most definitely needed. A person’s inherent right to life can
be terminated only when there is a specific dictate to that effect, such as a
Qurlanic verse or an explicit injunction. 'The killing of an apostate cannot
occur if based on only a single source.

Similarly, the question of the imposition of the jizyah, which is expressly
mentioned in the Qurian and was practiced at the time of the Prophets
life and afterwards, is open to interpretation. Again, it is unclear whether
this is one of the permanent dictates of Islam or is a time-specific injunc-
tion that is rendered irrelevant with the passage of time and the dawn of
modern conditions. This injunction had perfect validity when the Almighey
dictated it to the Prophet. Today, however, it is no longer useful or appli-
cable. Interestingly, the penal code of the [slamic Republic of Tran, which is
based on the Sharia, makes no mention of either the jizyah or the punish-
ment of apostasy by death.

Finally, the question of the killing of an apostate needs to be placed
in the proper context. As we know, fibad is one of the central dictates of
Islam. But Jibad does not mean waging war on infidels and forcing them
to become Muslim. Jibad means that if infidels who do not permit the free
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practice of religion control a land, and if Muslims are in a position to end
this religious oppression, it is incumbent upon them to liberate the people so
that they can freely choose their religion for themselves. It is inevitable that
many of those liberated will choose the Just Religion. In many ways, then,
Jihad is a defensive endeavor and is designed to ensure the people’s right to
choose their religion freely; it is not meant to confront them with a stark
choice between Islam or death.

Conclusion

Non-Muslims living inside or outside Muslim Jands have peace and security
so Jong as they do not wage war on Islam. Whether or not they believe in
one of the sanctioned religions or in falsehood, no Muslim has the right to
disrupt their peace simply because their beliefs are different. ‘This assertion is
substantiated by the eternally valid verses of the Qur'an even if it is contra-
dicted by popular interpretations that have been commonplace throughout
the history of Islam.

To sum up, even though most of the interpretations of Islam that are
prevalent today augur pootly for freedom of religion and belief, a more
correct interpretation, based on the sacred text and valid traditions, finds
Islam highly supportive of freedom of thought and religion and easily in
accotd with the principles of human righs.

CHAPTER 7

The Divine Text and Pluralism in
Muslim Societies

Muhammad Shahrour

Mubammad Shahrowr was born in Damascus in 1938 and trained as a civil
engineer, first in the former Soviet Union and then in Ireland, where he
earned a PhD from the National University of Ireland in Dublin in 1972,

He is currently an Emeritus Professor of Civil Engineering at the University of
Damascus, Shahrour’s 1990 book, The Book and the Qur'an: A Contemporary
Reading, earned him both popularity and controversy. Three subsequent books—
Contemporary Islamic Studies on State and Society, Islam and Belief, and
New Islamic Values-—abave firmly established Shahrour as one of Syria’s, and
indeed the Arab world’s, most formidable reformist Muslim thinkers.

An ardent advecate of original fjtihad, Shabrour’s Qurianic exegesis is at times
accused of being “indigestible for the traditional scholar” and “incompreben-
sible for the common Muslim reader.™ His exegesis is often, to say the least,

“unigue” and unconventional, unswerving in its conviction that the Quran

as text is dynamic, moving, and contemporary. Despite his unconventional
interpretations, or perhaps precisely because bis exegesis represents such a radical
departure from established tjiihad, Shabrour bas emerged as one of the leading
intellectual figures in the contemporary Muslim reformist discourse. Similar ro

Kadivar, Shahrour’s writings are not readily available in English, although,

again, the Internet is beginning to slowly introduce him to wider audiences. The
Jollowing essay, originally published on the web site 19.0rg, is published here by

the author’s kind permission.

Plurality may refer to religion, nationality, political views, political jurisdic-
tion, and individual opinion, all gathered within a single society. Hence,
speaking about pluralism in Muslim societies is to speak about freedom and
democracy. f

In a Muslim context, freedom and democracy should be understood in
relation to Arab and particularly Islamic traditions and heritage, and the
ways in which they are related to the events surrounding the establishment
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