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“NO COMPULSION IN RELIGION”
Q. 2:256 in mediaeval and modern interpretation

Patricia CRONE®
Institute for Advanced Study, Princeton

Sura 2:256 famously contains a statement which, read on its own, sounds to
the modern ear like a declaration of a human right: la ikraha f7 al-din, “there is no
compulsion in religion”. Read as part of the unit formed by verses 255-57, it seems
less a declaration of rights than a reference to a point taken for granted by both the
speaker and his audience’, but that does not make it any less liberal. Since a polity
based on religion cannot coexist with unlimited freedom of religion, the verse was
a problem to the early exegetes, who reacted by interpreting it restrictively?. It is
only in modern times that the verse has come to be understood as a declaration
of universal religious tolerance. In the words of a Chief Justice of Pakistan, the
verse contains “a charter of freedom of conscience unparalleled in the religious
annals of mankind... It is with regret mingled by perturbation that one notices
attempts made by Muslim scholars themselves to whittle down its broad humanis-
tic meaning”?. Given that they did whittle it down, how was it possible to broaden
it again ? The answer offered here is that two Mu‘tazilite interpretations of Q. 2:256
played a major role in facilitating the modernist reinterpretation of the verse in
Sunnism and Shi‘ism alike, without their Mu'tazilite roots being acknowledged, or
even known. I discuss the history of these interpretations against the background
of the exegetical literature on Q. 2:256 in general in the first part of this article,
ending with post-revolutionary Iran. The second part is in the nature of an appen-
dix on three questions that suggest themselves in the course of the first half of the
article: how do the Sunni Islamists handle the verse ? How do the modernists and
Islamists who interpret the verse as a declaration of religious freedom dispose of
unwanted parts of the tradition? And just what did the verse actually mean when
it was first recited ? Should the reader wonder how a mediaevalist such as myself

* I should like to thank the ten graduates with whom I read interpretations of Q. 2:256 at Princeton
University in the spring term of 2004 and without whose energy, enthusiasm and high level of
competence I would never have been able to cover so many exegetical works. They provided me
with several references too (acknowledged in the appropriate places), and one of them, Karen Bauer,
commented helpfully on an earlier draft of this article. I am also grateful to John Balfe, Rainer
Brunner and Michael Cook for most helpful comments, and to Aron Zysow for first casting doubt
on the reading of Fakhr al-Din al-Razi that I presented in Medieval Islamic Political Thought.
Unfortunately, it was not until it was too late to change the book that I realized how right he was.

1. See below, p. 158.

2. Cf. M. Cook, The Koran: a Very Short Introduction, Oxford 2000, p. 100-102. For a longer
treatment, see Y. Friedmann, Tolerance and Coercion in Islam, Cambridge 2003, chap. IIL.

3.S. A. Rahman, Punishment of Apostasy in Islam, Lahore 19782, p. 16,
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dares to venture into the modern world, all I can say is that the sixty-fifth birthday
of a friend and scholar such as Etan Kohlberg does call for something unusual,

The mainstream and Mu‘tazilite interpretations

The salaf

When the curtain opens on the exegetical literature, it presents us with three
positions regarding the meaning of la ikraha fT al-din that remained canonical
down to modern times (henceforth the three traditional interpretations). The first
is that the verse had been abrogated by the Qur'anic injunction to fight*, a view
upheld, among others, by the foremost jurist of late Umayyad Syria®. The second
is that the verse referred to a bygone historical situation in Medina to do with
Ansari women whose children had been raised among the Jews in pre-Islamic
times®, or alternatively with an Ansari whose sons had converted to Christianity
before the rise of Islam’; in both cases the parents wanted to force their children
to become Muslims when Islam came to Medina, whereupon the “no compul-
sion” verse was revealed, telling them not to. This interpretation, which depri-
ved the verse of current relevance, was sometimes combined with the view that
the verse had been abrogated®. The third position was that the verse granted reli-
gious freedom to jizya-paying infidels by ruling that it was unlawful to convert
them by force®. In fact, all jurists, whatever their views on this verse, accepted
that jizya-paying infidels were free to practise their own religion, but the verse

4., Thus Sulayman b. Miisa (below, note 5); Zayd b. Aslam (d. 136/743f) in Ibn Wahb, Jami", fol. 20a,
p. 12ff; the same and his son, Ibn Zayd (d. 182/798) in Tabari, Tafsir, vol. 5, no. 5825, 5833, and other
works; Ibn Zayd and Ibn Mas‘Qid (d. c. 33/653f) in Thalabi, Kashf, vol. 2, p. 234; ‘Ikrima (d. 107/725 or
later) and al-Suddi (d. 127/745) in Ibn Abi Hatim al-Razi, Tafsir, vol. 2, no. 2615. It is also one of two
opinions transmitted from al-Dahhak b. Muzahim (d. 105/724) (cf. his reconstituted Tafsir, n° 263,
without use of the word mansiikh). The abrogating verse is usually Q. 9:5, the so-called sword verse
(“Kill them wherever you find them”), or Q. 9:73 (“Fight the unbelievers and hypocrites™), but Tkrima
strangely identifies it as Q. 2:285 (“They say, we hear and obey”). In Mituridi, Ta'wildt, p. 595, the
abrogator is the hadith in which the Prophet says that he has come to fight people until they profess
the unity of God.

5. That is Sulayman b. Miisa (d. 115/733f or later), a Damascene client of the Umayyads (cf. Tbn
Hajar, Tahdhib al-tahdhib, Hyderabad 1325, vol. 4, p. 226f, s.v.). His view is recorded in Abil ‘Ubayd,
al-Nasikh wa-I-mansikh, p. 96; Tbn Abi Hatim al-Razi, Tafsir, vol. 2, no. 2616; al-Nahhas, al-Nasikh
wa-l-mansikh, vol. 2, p. 99, and elsewhere.

6. AnsarT women would have their children fostered by Jews, and/or Ansari women who had trouble
producing viable offspring would vow to bring up their children as Jews if they lived. When the Banii
Nadir were expelled, there were Ansari children among them, and their parents wanted them to stay
as Muslims: thus Sa‘id b. Jubayr (d. 95/713f) (sometimes from Ibn ‘Abbas), Mujahid (100/718 or later)
(sometimes from al-Hasan), and al-Sha'bi (d. 103/721 or later) in Tabari, Tafsir, vol. 5, no. 5812-6,
5818, 5820-4, 5826.

7. Abii al-Husayn had two sons who were converted to Christianity by traders coming from Syria.
When they wanted to leave for Syria, he asked the Prophet to stop them: thus al-Suddi and ‘Tkrima or
Sa‘id b. Jubayr from Ibn ‘Abbas in TabarT, Tafsir, vol. 5, no. 5817, 5819. For a collection of the hadiths
relating the verse to Ansari affairs, see Ibn Hajar, al-'Ujab f7 bayan al-asbab, vol. 1, p. 609ff.

8. Thus for example Ibn Salama al-Baghdadi, al-Nasikh wa-I-mansikh, p. 56.

9, Thus Qatada (d. 117/735f) and al-Dahhak in Tabari, Tafsir, vol. 5, no. 5827-30, cf. also Ibn ‘Abbas
inno. 5832.
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had the merit of being epigrammatic, and we know of real cases in which it was
invoked to safeguard the rights of dhimmis who had been forced to convert!®.
This third position came in many versions, some identifying the jizya-paying
category more broadly than others'!, some providing illustrative material 2, or jus-
tifying the inclusion of Zoroastrians in it", and some claiming that slaves (who
did not pay jizya) or Christian and Jewish captives (who were still harbis devoid
of legal protection) could not be forced to convert either!*. Nobody, however, held
the verse to limit the obligation to fight the infidels outside the abode of Islam
until they either converted or accepted dhimmi status's, and there was general
agreement that some infidels, notably Arab pagans and apostates, were ineligible
for jizya-paying status and so had to choose between conversion and death, The
Prophet himself had given the last two categories the choice between Islam and
death, as al-Tabari pointed out'®. Before the twentieth century, with the exception
of the Ismailis, nobody seems to have considered how the verse was to be reconci-
led with the use of force against Muslim dissenters .

The three traditional interpretations are regularly cited in exegetical and other
works down to modern times, in the Sunni, Zaydi, Imami, and Ibadi literature
alike, often as the only comments given. One or other, or all three, are cited in
practically every work of tafsir mentioned in this article, and in many others in
addition. They presuppose different times of revelation (in Mecca, early Medina,

10. I. Goldziher, Introduction to Islamic Theology and Law, tr. A. and R. Hamori, Princeton 1981
(German original 1910), p. 33. Some Hanafis held forced conversions to be legally binding even
though they were wrong (thus Jassds, Ahkam al-qur’an, vol. 1, p. 549f; cf. Ibn Qudama, Mughni,
vol. 12, p. 291f (Kitab al-murtadd; drawn to my attention by Phillip Lieberman).

11, The statement transmitted from the Basran Qatada refers now to the People of the Book and now
to both them and the Zoroastrians (Tabari, Tafstr, vol. 5, no. 58271, 5830; ‘Abd al-Razziq, Tafsir, vol. 1,
no. 324); others speak of anyone other than the pagan Arabs (e.g. Dahhak, Tafsir, no. 262 [= Tabari,
Tafsir, vol. 5, no. 5829]), and the Khurﬁgg‘lni Mugqatil b. Hayyan (d. 135/752f) in Ibn Abi Hatim al-Razi,
Tafsir, vol. 2, p. 394 (al-wajh al-sabi® [in fact the sixth], missing its paragraph number).

12. Cf. the story of the old Christian woman that ‘Umar wanted to convert (Nahhas, al-Nasikh wa-
l-mansitkh, vol. 2, no. 280).

13. Thus Mugqatil b. Sulayman (d. 150/767), Tafsir, vol. 1, p. 134f; Mujihid in Abii ‘Ubayd, Amwdl,
vol. 48, no. 86; cf. Y. Friedmann, “Classification of unbelievers in Sunni Muslim law and tradition”,
Jerusalem Studies in Arabic and Islam 22 (1998), p. 1791f: id., Tolerance and Coercion, p. 72ff.

14. The verse was revealed when an AnsarT forced his black slave to convert (Mujahid in Wahidi,
Asbab al-nuzil, p. 45), or Mujahid told a Christian slave to convert (Abd al-Razzaq, Tafsir, vol. 1,
no, 325; Tabar, Tafsir, vol. 5, no. 5831); a Rimi slave of ‘Umar’s invoked the verse when ‘Umar told
him to convert (Ibn Sad, Tabagqat, vol. 6, p. 110 [vol. 6, p. 159], s.v. “Ussaq”); Abi ‘Ubayd, Amwal,
vol. 48, no. 87; id., al-Nasikh wa-l-mansikh, p. 97, and elsewhere); al-Hasan (al-Basri) cited it when
asked about forcing slaves to convert (Ibn Abi Hatim al-Razi, Tafsir, vol. 2, no. 2613, cf. 2610 on
Ussaq, 2616 on Sulayman b. Muisa’s disagreement). Listed as a rule about captives (no coercion if
they are adult kirabfs) in Qurtubi, Akkdam, vol. 3, p. 281 (doctrine 6); Shawkani, Fazh, vol. 1, p. 275
(doctrine 5); Muhammad Siddiq Khan, Fath, vol. 1, p. 427 (copying Shawkani).

15.“The applicability of the verse is limited to the Jews that it was revealed about. As for compelling
infidels to (submit) to the religion of truth, it is obligatory, and for this reason we fight them until they
either convert or pay jizya, accepting to be ruled by the religion”, as the fourth/tenth-century al-
Khattabi says (Ma‘alim al-sunan, vol. 2, p. 287).

16. Tabari, Tafsir, vol. 5, p. 414f. The whole umma is agreed ‘ald ikrah al-murtadd ‘ala al-islam, as
Ibn Hazm remarks in his comments on the verse (Ihkam, vol. 2, p. 890).

17. See below, p. 137f.
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and late Medina respectively), but all three identify the import of the verse as legal
and construe the words [d ikraha as a negative command (“do not use force™)
Differently put, all three understand the verse as prescriptive. )
From as early as the ninth century, other interpretations appeared. These later
interpretations usually construe 1a ikriiha as a statement of fact, so that the mea-
ning of the verse is descriptive rather than prescriptive. They do not seem to be
meant as alternatives to the three traditional interpretations, merely as additiona]
ways of putting the verse to work, and the meaning they find in it is typically
what we would broadly call theological. The Mu'tazilite al-Asamm (d. ¢. 200/816)
for example, understood ikrah “compulsion”, as karaha “dislike”, and took [hé
verse to say that there was nothing in the religion (of Islam) for its adherents, ag
opposed to hypocrites, to dislike.™ In the same vein, unidentified exegetes cited
by al-Maturidi held the verse to proclaim that God instilled such love of the divine
commands in the hearts of the believers that they obeyed them willingly, without
the need for compulsion®. Fourth/tenth-century Mu'tazilites, on the other hand,
read the verse as a statement that God did not compel His servants to believe:
humans had free will. And still other Mutazilites of the same period construed
the verse as saying, or simply presupposing, that humans could not force others
to believe: their innermost selves were inaccessible. It is with the last two argu-
ments that the first part of this article is concerned. I shall refer to them as the first
and the second Mu‘tazilite arguments, though only the first articulates a central
Mu‘tazilite doctrine; the second reflects a common idea which the Mu'tazilites

liked, but which they may not have originated.

The two Mu'tazilite interpretations

The first Mu'tazilite interpretation, i.e. the understanding of 2:256 as meaning
“there is no (divine) compulsion in religion”, seems first to be attested in the exege-
sis of Ab@ Muslim al-Isbahani, a Mu‘tazilite secretary who worked in Baghdad and
Isfahan and died in 322/934%. His exegetical work is lost, but quotations survive,
and his comments on 2:256 are cited by Fakhr al-Din al-Razi together with those
of al-Qaffal al-Shashi (d. 365/976), a Shafiite jurist who was once a Mu'tazilite
and whose commentary on the Qur’dn (also lost) was written in his Mu'tazilite
phase. Fakhr al-Din al-Razi expressly characterizes their interpretation as the one
“that concords best with the doctrines of the Mu'tazila”. It seems to be from Abl
Muslim that he cites the statement (which we shall meet time and again) that God
“has not based the matter of faith on coercion and force but rather on enablement
and choice”'. What follows is explicitly said to be by al-Qaffal. According to the

thanks to Suleiman

18. Cited in Jishumi (also known as Jushami), Tahdhib, fol. 95b, 5 up. My 0
ing to Q-

Mourad, who is preparing an edition of the manuseript, for a photocopy of the section relat
2:256.

19. Maturidi, Ta’wilat, p. 594f, where Mituridi himself compares the verse with Q. 22:78 (Hf_"‘{’
imposed no difficulties upon you in the religion). This interpretation was also known to the Imamis
(cf. Maijlisi, Bikar al-anwar, vol. 5, p. 98).

20. Ibn al-Nadim, Fihrist, ed. R. Tajaddud, Tehran 1971, p. 151; Yaqut, Mu'jam al-udaba’, ed- A F.
Rifd‘1, Cairo n.d., vol. 18, p. 351ff; cf. also Kirmani, Abii Muslim, p. 1111,

91, Ma bana amr al-iman ‘ald al-ijbar wa-l-qasr wa-innama bandhu ‘a
ikhtiyar. He could have this from ZamakhsharT, who has lam yujri allah amr al-

la al-tamakkun w.a-!-
iman ‘ala al-ijbar
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Jatter, God set out the proofs of monotheism and then said, “the i
has any €xcuse for remaining an infidel, now that these proof: Elaf}/ge%):eonl?llllagger
clear; rather, he oqght t_o be forced and coerced to adopt the faith; but this is not
OssibIE/a!IOWGd (ja@’iz) in this world, which is a world of tribulatioﬂ (ibtila’), gi
that coer((:ilon anddcompulsion nullify trial and tribulation”?2, B
A modern reader is apt to read both Abii Muslim and al- al’
rohibitions of human compulsion in matters of faith. Walllon?/gSlltf étggﬂtl)l: I;tse?:
king to if not to human.beings, and why else should He characterize thin I; as
ossible or allowed ? Besides, al-Qaffal adduces two Qur’anic verses in whicthod
tells the Prophet not to compel people to become believers, Q. 18:29 (Let him wh
will, believe, and him who will, disbelieve) and Q. 10:99 (If your Lord had wanteZ’
it, every one on earth would believe, all of them; so will you force people to become
believers ?). If God told the Prophet not to force people to convert, surely the mes-
sage is that lesser human beings may not do so either. Fakhr al-Di’n al-Raz1 seems
to agree 'when he adds that al-Qaffal’s interpretation is supported by the statement
right guidance has become distinct from error (which follows (G ikraha fi al-dz“n)’
and glosses it as meaning that “the proofs have been made manifest and the evi-
dence made clear, so now there is no method left other than coercion, compulsion
a!“_j force; _bu,E that is not allowed/possible, given that it rules out moral rels) onsi-
bility (takly_‘) . For_all that, there can be no doubt that Abli Muslim al-Qaffgl anld
fakhr al—Dln’ al-Razi all read the verse as a statement about free ,will' al-Qaffal
1!1vokes God’s words to the Prophet in illustration of God’s wish to let' the unbe-
lievers choose fqr themselves, not for the injunction to the Prophet to refrain from
using force_ (Wthl} was later abrogated). When, in a recent book of mine, I read
Fakhr al-Din al-Ramis passage as prohibiting forced conversion, I was unw,itt' 1
ado;;t}:ng [t\I;)e n&/c[)dermst interpretation of the verse?®. ’ ey
at A i Muslim, al-Qaffal, and Fakhr al-Din al-Razi i
free will is made explicit in several tafsirs by later scholaazrls\:]I?;S vignﬁ?ﬁnfgm?tg
i:ndue cog_rse and whose understanding of the tradition is undoubtedly correct?*
or one thing, the concatenation of free will with the (Qur’anic) idea of life as zi
85%1‘?3 ;t?(l;‘ld;rd in Qadarism. Thus al-Hasan al-Basr1 (d. 110/728) explains that in
. 6: od reproaches the Prophet for his sadness when the polytheists would

wa-I- » waldkin ‘ala = . . .

g‘i“',enqt;ll;'t;t;(lgktr; a{a al-ta~m_kzn w'a—_l-zkhnyar, without naming an authority (below, note 45). But

b akhr al-Din al-Razi explicitly names Abii Muslim and al-Qaffal, it seems more likel , th
0 Fe ind Zamakhshari are citing Abi Muslim here. ' tely that

'udh.rjiz“iatll.r,‘ a;;:;)lr} e;l_—RazT, Tafsfr, vol. 7, p. 15 (lam yabqa ba'da idah hadhihi al-dald@’il li-l1-kafir

ﬁdﬁ"dl-duZyﬁ 5[[ Zlfthl—sz_r illa an yugsara ‘ala al-iman wa-yujbara ‘alayhi wa-dhalika la vajtizu

7 ihtilAt i oy e y= ) B

wa-l-imtihan). iya dar al-ibtila’ idh fT al-qahr wa-l-ikrah ‘ala al-din butlan ma‘na al-ibtila’
23.p ; . .

K. Gs‘f:ne, Medieval Islamu:‘ Political Thought, Edinburgh 2004 (published in America as God’s

D381, Therel;rrnen.z and Isl.am. Six C.eflturies of Medieval Islamic Political Thought, New York 2004)

incorporated Tor ﬁs noted in the a.d'dmons and corrections to the British paperback version, but not ye;

byJ. b, McAllrlllFﬂe A“merlcan edli_ll()ll. Fal_(hr al-Din al-Razl1 is also read as opposing forced’conversion

R.J. Bikhazi (edls )e ’Cf;fe};r alb y aCl-Razi on ayat al-jizyah and ayat al-sayf”, in M. Gervers and
; . s sion and Continuity: Indi Christi POYS .

Eighth 1o Eighteenth Centuries, Toronto 199(),});,. Htlg;nous hristian Communities in Islamic Lands,

24, See Tabrist
o 1 s1, below, note 90; Khir'1. 7 R e
hihata, below, note 114. ote 90; Khi, Baydn, vol. 1, p. 328; Aliis, below, note 49; Tantawi and
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not believe and tells him that if He had wanted to force them (yujbirahum) 1o obe
He could have done so, but He had not done so because He wanted to teg; them‘
(yabtaliyahum), so that He could recompense them for their actions?’, Al-Hasap
too, quotes Q. 10:99 (If your Lord had wanted it, every one on earth would bélieve’
all of them, so will you force people to become believers ?). Al-Masidi (d. 345/95¢
or 346) mentions the Mu'tazilite belief that “If He had wanted to, He would have
compelled (jabara) human beings to obey Him... but He does not because thy
would eliminate trial (mihna) and put an end to tribulation (balwa)”.

Further, the Mu'tazilite al-Hakim al-Jishumi (d. 494/1101) also interprets Q
2:256 in an anti-determinist vein. He lists the view that “there is no compulsion b);
God in the religion (laysa fT al-din ikrah min Allah)” among the diverse interpre-
tations of the verse and later explains it as meaning that God wanted His servangs
to believe voluntarily (yuridu min al-‘ibad al-iman taw‘an). In his view the verse
demonstrated that the determinists (mujabbira) were wrong and that faith was noy
something created by God, but rather a human act (wa-I-iman fi‘l al-‘ibad): “it is
the servant who chooses (al-‘abd mukhtar); if it were otherwise, His statemens
Right guidance has been distinguished from falsehood until the end of the verse
would not be correct”?.

To this may be added that Fakhr al-Din al-Razi cites al-Qaffal again in his
comments on another verse, apparently once more from the latter’s tafsir, and here
al-Qaffal not only approves of forced conversion, but positively praises it?: the
merit of fighting in the cause of religion could not be denied by any fair-minded
person, he says, for people clung to their wrong religions out of habit; but when
they were forced to adopt the true religion for fear of being killed, their love of
the false religion would gradually vanish while their love of the true one would
grow, so that eventually they would achieve salvation instead of everlasting punis-
hment?. Clearly, the religious freedom he envisages as granted by the “no com-
pulsion” verse is not freedom from coercion by humans.

It may seem odd that al-Qaffal should believe God to abstain from compulsion
in matters of faith and yet approve of humans practising it, but the Mu'tazilites
had an answer to this in the form of the second interpretation of 2:256: the verse
said or presupposed that forced conversion was not really coercion to believe, for
it was impossible to change the inner beliefs of other people; coercion only affec-

25. Al-Hasan al-Bast1, Risdla fial-qadar, ed. H. Ritter in his “Studien zur Geschichte der islamischen
Frommigkeit”, Der Islam 21 (1933), p. 76.

26. Mas‘adi, Muriij al-dhahab, ed. C. Barbier de Meynard and A. J. B. Pavet de Courteille, Paris,
1861-77, vol. 4, p. 22 (ed. C. Pellat, Beirut 1966-79, vol. 4, § 2255). If He had made every human
sinless or given all humans the knowledge available to messengers, He would not have made this
world a dar al-balwa wa-1-imtihan, as one reads in al-Maqdisi (wrote ca. 355/966), Kitab al-bad’ wa-
I-ta’rikh, ed. and tr. C. Huart, Paris 1899-1919, vol. 1, p. 110f.

27. Tahdhib, fol. 95b, 4 up; 96a, 4ff. Jishumi was murdered by predestinarians in Mecca (W
Madelung, Der Imam al-Qdsim b. Ibrahim und die Glaubenslehre der Zaiditen, Berlin 1965, p. 188).

28. Qaffal in Fakhr al-Din al-Razi, Tafsir, vol. 8, p. 192 (ad Q. 3:110). The muddle of which [
suspected al-Qaffal in Medieval Islamic Political Thought, p. 381n., was my own.

29. Augustine had said the same in justification of the forced conversion of the Donatists: many
were glad to be delivered from the tyranny of custom, the cloth of ignorance, and parental example;
surely the use of a little force in things temporal was worth the eternal gain? (N. Q. King, “Compelle
Intrare and the plea of the pagans”, The Modern Churchman 4 [1961], p. 112).

136

“No compulsion in religion”

d external conformity. This is what the Hanaf1 and Mu'tazilite jurist al-Jassas
[5 370/981) tells us in a legal work in answer to the question why the Prophet gave
Eh'e' agan Arabs the choice between Islam and the sword when it was well known
that forced converts did not beco.meu real Muslims. The _Arabs wgre_only fprced
in terms of external obseyvance (zghqr), he says, not rehglous conviction (i‘tigad),
which is beyond compulsion; but having been for.ced to live as Muslims, such peo-

le would gradually come to accept Is!am, or their c‘hll‘dren would. In other words,
he distinguished between religion as internal conviction and religion as commu-
nal affiliation, deeming it a good thing to force people into the community on the
same grounds as al-Qaffal: it made it easier for them to see the truth®. In answer
(o the question how killing (read: fighting?) could be obligatory if there was no
compulsion in religion, al-Jishumi said that people were given the choice between
conversion, acceptance of jizya, and fighting, which did not in his view amount
to compulsion in religion. As he saw it, there was not really any such thing as
forced conversion at all: “religion is what people adhere to by conviction, and one
can only conceive of coercing somebody to behave as an adherent of the religion,
not to believe in the religion” (al-din ma yutamassaku bihi i‘tigadan fa-innama
wutasawwaru al-ikrah ‘al@ izhdr al-din la ‘ala al-diny’3'. Unlike al-Jishumi,
al-Jassas read the [a ikraha verse as a legal command, entertaining the possibi-
lity that it was an injunction of global tolerance of infidels which had later been
narrowed down by the order to fight, but his denial that inner conviction could be
forced does seem to be linked to his theology. To a Mu'tazilite, there was neither
divine nor human coercion where it really mattered: people were free to choose
their own convictions in their innermost selves.

The distinction between inner conviction and communal affiliation was not
unique to the Mu'tazilites, and there were others too who brought it to bear on
Q. 2:256. According to the grammarian al-Zajjaj (d. 311/923), some scholars read
the verse as a command not to say that people who had been incorporated into the
Muslim community after war had become Muslims by force, on the grounds that
when they did become genuine Muslims, it would not be by force2. This state-
ment is widely encountered in the literature after him, often as an anonymous opi-
nion, sometimes as his*, Jishumi is among those who cite it, explicitly crediting
it to al-Zajjaj*. Apparently, al-Zajjaj and unspecified others construed la ikraha
as meaning “no calling (forced converts) reluctant”, not as a factual statement
that coercion could not affect religion in the sense of inner conviction; but Ibn
al-Anbar (d. 328/940), another grammarian and a pupil of the Hanbalite Tha‘lab,
is cited as commenting that only that which people have accepted in their hearts

30. Al-Jagsas, Ahkam, vol. 1, p. 548f. The Mu'tazilites have overtaken Augustine here: to the latter,
the ineffectiveness of the use of force was still a bit of an embarrassment (cf. King, “Compelle Intrare”,
p. 112).

31. Jishumi, Tahdhib, fol. 96a, 5.

32. Zajjaj, Ma‘ant, vol. 1, p. 335.

33. Thus Tha'labi, Kashf, vol. 2, p. 236 (where he invokes Q. 4:94: Do not say to those who offer
You a greeting, “you are not a believer’), Shahrastani, Mafarih, vol. 1, p. 399b (from Tha‘labi?); also
Halabt, Durr, p. 546; Thald’1, Tafsir, vol. 2, p. 102f, and other works. For Imami citations, see below,
notes 85, 88.

34. Tahdhib, p. 95b, 8 up.
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counts as religion, not what they are simply forced to do . This view, which is a]g

mentioned by al-Maturidi*, corresponds to al-Jassas’ position. Many gramm:
rians were said to be Mu‘tazilites®’, but al-Zajjaj and Ibn al-Anbari are not amop

them, so whether this interpretation was actually pioneered by the Mu'tazilites i
hard to say. It would have helped to know what Abi ‘Alf al-JubbaT (d. 303/915),
Abi al-Qasim al-Balkhi (also known as al-Ka'bi, d. 319/931) and al'RUmmﬁn%
(d. 384/994) said about the verse, but it is not covered in the quotations from the
(lost) works of the first two scholars collected by Gimaret and Nabha respectively
or in the Paris fragment of the (incompletely preserved and unpublished) tafsiy
of the third. Whatever the answer, the Ismailis also read the verse in the light
of the distinction between external observance and inner conviction, as we sha]|
see, but with a different implication. One would have expected the Sufis to have
done so as well. Kashani (d. 730/1329) does say that religion is inner guidance
which is not amenable to coercion®, and the much later Sultan ‘Al1 Shah Gunﬁbﬁd%
(d. 1327/1909) makes the same point in more elaborate terms*’, But most Sufig
say little or nothing about the /G ikraha statement, which does not seem to have
interested them much*.

The tenth-century context
There cannot be much doubt that the Mu‘tazilites who denied that forced coer-
cion existed while at the same time declaring it a good thing were responding to

35. Cited in Ibn al-Jawzi, Zad al-masir, vol. 1, p. 252; Ibn Taymiyya, Qd‘ida mukhiasara fi qitdl
al-kuffar, p. 123.

36. Maturidi, Ta’wilat, p. 594 (“Some peop
is accepted by force; that is not faith”).

37. Cf. C. H. M. Versteegh, Greek Elements in Arabic Linguistic Thinking,
thanks to Monique Bernards for a reference which led to this one).

38. Cf. D. Gimaret (ed.), Une lecture mu‘tazilite du Coran: le Tafsir d’Abii ‘Al al-Djubba’t
(m. 303/915), Louvain 1994, Abi al-Qasim al-Kabi al-Balkhi, Tafsir, ed. Kh. M. Nabha, Beirut
2007 (my thanks to Hiiseyin Hansu for showing me this work); al-Rummant’s Tafstr, Bibliotheque
Nationale, MS arabe 6523: it starts with Q. 3:55 (I am much indebted to Maroun Aouad for checking
the manuscript for me). But there are other manuscripts, possibly containing different fragments (cf.
F. Sezgin, Geschichte des arabischen Schrifttums, vol. 8, Leiden 1982, p. 113, 270).

39, Tbn ‘Arabi (attrib.), Tafsir (in fact Kashani, Ta’wilar), vol. 1, p. 89f (drawn to my attention
by Ludmila Zamah). For the authorship, see R. Forster, Methoden mittelalterlicher arabischer
Qur’anexegese, Berlin 2001, p. 93.

40. Gunabadi, Bayan al-sa‘ada, vol. 1, p. 122 (the death-date given here is from EI*
Allahiyya™ ‘A. Nuwayhid gives it as 1311/1894 in his Mu‘jam al-mufassirin, Beirut 19
p- 526).

41. There are no comments on the verse in Tustard, Tafstr,
or id., Minor Qur’an Commentary, p. 17-19; Ruzbihan Baqli,
explains that the proofs are clear {Lafd’if, vol. 1, p. 210); Ni‘mat Alla
the text (Fawatih, vol. 1, p. 87); and Isma‘il Haqqt al-Bursawi merely quotes o
them) Shaykhzadeh, Hashiya, p. 570, on jizya-payers versus the Arab pagans and Abll al-su'uf‘v
Tafsir, vol. 1, p. 386, on how the rational person will choose the religion of his own accord, in his
Tafsir al-adhan min tafsir nir al-bayan, vol. 1, p. 200f. He does have considerably more to say about
the verse in the unabbreviated edition (Tafsir rith al-bayan, vol. 1, p. 406ff), but not about the W?fds
1a ikraha (my thanks to Ludmila Zamah for introducing me to Isma‘Tl Haqqi and to Susan Gunast! f°’
drawing my attention to the unabbreviated edition). But for a highflown Sufi interpretation centering
on 1d ikrdha, understood as divine coercion, see al-Harralt in Biga‘i, Nazm, vol. 4, p. 40fF.

le say, No compulsion is there in religion: i.e. no religion

Leiden 1977, p. 150 (my

s.v. “Ni'mat-
83-4, vol. 2,

p. 37; Sulami, Hagd'ig, vol. 1, 76f;
‘Ara’is, vol. 1, p. 53f. Qushayri merely
h Nakhjawani merely paraphrases
(without mentioning
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ation in which the use of force in the service of religion had come to be seen
blematic42._When al-Qaffal asserts that no fair-minded person could deny
he merit of fighting in the cause of religion, it was precisely because it had been
denied, even by Ml_lshms; and when al-Jassas explains why the Prophet forced the
Arabs 10 convert, it was because some people had come to find it unacceptable.
To that extent, the tenth-century exegetes were facing much the same problems as
(wentieth-century modernists responding to Western criticisms of jihad.

Unlike the modernists, however, the tenth-century exegetes were not trying to
rewrite Islam as a religion which had renounced the use of force, thus recasting
jihad as secular warfare, but rather to distinguish their religion as a set of beliefs
about eternal maiters from the obligations it prescribed regarding life in the here
and now. Islam was both a set of doctrines about the transcendent and a civic
religion. In its secopd capacity it regulated a society that most people entered for
reasons beyond their control, usually by being born into it, sometimes by being
dragged into it. Many thinking men in the fourth/tenth century had a strong sense
that such external vicissitudes were separate from people’s innermost convictions:
communal affiliation was not to be conflated with religion in the sense of indi-
vidual faith; social obligations were one thing, individual salvation was some-
thing else. In the context of Q. 2:256 adherents of this view would insist that only
individual conviction counted as religion (din), which comes across as forced in
linguistic terms, given that din was often used synonymously with shari‘a (law
civic religion); but they had to say it because it was din that the verse located in thé
compulsion-free zone. To a modern reader their reading also comes across as self-
serving in that it allowed them to endorse the use of compulsion in religious mat-
ters while claiming to do nothing of the kind; but it did have the satisfying effect
not just of reconciling the law with the I@ ikraha verse, but also of identifying the
individual as an autonomous agent responsible for his own salvation.

a situ
as prO

The later history of the two interpretations

Both the first and the second Mu'tazilite interpretation of the la ikraha verse
became standard in Imami exegesis, as will be seen. On the Sunni side the second
interpretation reappears in two works on ahkam al-Qur’an, by the Shafi‘ite Kiya
aI-Harrgsi (d. 504/1110) and the Maliki Ibn al-Arabi (d. 543/1148) respectively®
but not in any verse-by-verse fafsir on Q. 2:256 that I have seen before modern
times. The Sunnis did pick up the interpretation of (@ ikraha as relating to free
will, however. After Abli Muslim, al-Qaffal and al-Hakim al-Jishumy, the inter-
pretation appears in the Mu'tazilite al-ZamakhsharT (d. 538/1144), a Sunni by
a_doptlon““. “God did not make the matter of faith a matter of compulsion and coer-
cion but_ra_the‘r of enablement and choice”, he says, probably quoting Abti Muslim
al-Isbahani; like so many, perhaps including Abii Muslim himself, he adduces

—_—

g if P. Crone, Medieval Islamic Political Thought, p. 375ff.
Forllzid;i};,a avll;Harra.sT, Ahkt?m al-Qur’an, vol.‘ 1, p. 3391ff (cf. M. Cook, Commanding Right and
ol p 2g33‘ rong in Islamic Thought, Cambridge 2000, p. 347); Ibn al-‘Arabi, Ahkam al-Qur’an,
44, .. ..
Zamaf;f. IA. ._I Lgne, A Traditional Mu'tazilite Qur’an Commentary: the Kashshaf of Jar Allah al-
ol | 5. ;arl, Lelden.2005. Cf. also M. H. al-Dhahabi, al-Tafsir wa-I-mufassirin, [Cairo] 1976-89,
- L p. 4574, for a discussion of where his Mu‘tazilism shows.
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Q. 10:99 as well (If your Lord had wanted it, all those on earth would have be lie
together. Will you then force people to become believers )%, After al‘zamakhshve-
the interpretation appears in Fakhr al-Din al-Razi, as seen already, and thel’eaf?n
it is cited, now from al-Zamakhshar and now from Fakhr al-Din al-Razi, occe\sier
nally from both, by Nizam al-Din al-Hasan b. Muhammad al-Qummi al‘Naysabﬁ():
(d. 728/1327f)*¢, Abii Hayyan al-Andalusi (d. 745/1344), Mustafa b. Ibrahim Ibn
al-Tamjid al-Hanafi (d. 880/1475)*, the Yemeni al-Shawkani (d. 1250/ 1834, 474 dl!
who was a virtual Sunni)*, the Iraqi AlisT (d. 1270/1854)* and (on the basisyo;
al-ShawkanT) the Indian Muhammad Siddiq Hasan Khan (d. 1307/1889f)% Aliigg
apart, it is not clear from any of these authors that the reference is to freedom from
divine rather than human compulsion unless one knows the tradition.

Non-Mu'tazilite developments

The Mu'tazilites were not the only exegetes to express themselves in g fashion
that laid them open to misunderstanding by modern readers. Traditionalist sche-
lars will sometimes gloss /@ ikraha fT al-din as meaning: “Do not force anyone to
convert”. Contrary to what one might think, this is not a global prohibition of for.
ced conversion, but rather a statement regarding the eligibility of infidels other thap
Jews, Christians and Zoroastrians for status as jizya-paying dhimmis. According
to the Shifi‘ites and many Hanbalis, only Jews, Christians and Zoroastrians could
be accepted as jizya-payers; all other infidels had to be either converted or killed,
“Do not force anyone from among the People of the Book or the Zoroastrians 1o
become monotheists after the conversion of the Arabs”, as Ibn Wahb al-Dinawar;
(d. 308/920) put it, meaning that all other infidels should be forced>!. But the
Hanafis and most Malikis held that all infidels other than the now extinct pagan
Arabs (or just the now extinct pagan Quraysh) could be accepted 2, and this is what
they mean when they say that nobody at all should be forced to convert. “Do not
force anyone to adopt the faith after the conquest of Mecca and the conversion of
the Arabs”, as Abii al-Layth al-Samarqandi (d. 370/980f) said . Apostates still had
to be given the choice between conversion and death. The jurists were of course

45. Zamakhshari, Kashshdf, vol. 1, p. 387, Unfortunately, Lane does not discuss Zamakhshar?’s use
of earlier Mu'tazilite tafsir in his chapter on the sources of the Kashshaf.

46. Nizam al-Din, Ghard’ib, vol. 3, p. 19. The lines he cites are from al-Qaffal, but he names no
names.

47. Abili Hayyan, al-Bahr al-muhit, vol. 2, p. 292 (citing Abii Muslim and al-Qaffal, i.e. from Fakhr
al-Din al-Razi); Mustafa b. Ibrahim, Hashiya, vol. 5, p. 394 (where both al-Zamakhshari and Fakhr
al-Din al-Razi are acknowledged: wa-fi al-Kashshayf... gala al-imam).

48. Shawkani, Fath al-qadir, vol. 1, p. 275 (wa-ft al-Kashshaf). Cf. B. Haykel, Revival and Reform
in Islam: the Legacy of Muhammad al-Shawkant, Cambridge 2003,

49. Alusi, Riih, vol. 3, p. 18 (some people say that the meaning is laysa f7 al-din ikrah min alldh,
among them al-Qaffal — clearly from Fakhr al-Din al-Razi).

50. Fath al-bayan, vol. 1, p. 427 (gala f7 al-Kashshaf).

51. Dinawari, Wadih, vol. 1, p. 85; similarly Firuzabadi, Tanwir, ad loc. (unpaginated); cf. Friedmant,
Tolerance and Coercion, p. T6ff. This view is also reported in Hiid b. Muhkim, Tafsir, vol. 1, p. 240,
but whether the Ibadis adopted it is not clear, cf. below, note 70.

52. Friedmann, Tolerance and Coercion, p. 77f, 791; cf. the Maliki position in Ibn ‘Atiyya, Muharrar,
vol. 2, p. 195f; Abii Hayyan al-Andalusi, Bahr, vol. 2, p. 292,

53. Abii al-Layth, Tafsir, vol. 1, p. 695f.
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| aware that the verse could be read as a universal grant of tolerance incompa-
\yell with the duty to execute apostates and wage jihdd against non-Muslims; but
';:):e who understood it in that vein always added that it had been abrogated. The
{

eaning Was either general and abrogated or specific and concerned with jizya-
m T 1m ot anld 54
s, as Alusi said>*. . o . .

P”yegme mediaeval scholars voiced dissident views. Thus the Andalusian Ibn

Hazm (d- 456/1064) held that even Christians and Jews had to be fought until they
- ore either converted or killed, on the grounds that the kizabis mentioned by God
?vetrhe_ jizya verse (Q. 9:29) had died out and others had appeared who plainly were
mt those who had been given the pre-Quranic scriptures*. Tolerance was not for
E?m, Nor was it for the later Andalusian Ibn al-‘Arabi (d. 543/1148), who took the
meaning of Q. 2:256 to be both general and valid on the grounds that what it pro-
hibited was compelling people to adopt falsehood: M}lslims could not be forced
10 convert t0 other faiths. As for compelling people with truth on one’s side (bi-I-
hagg), it was part of the religion, he said’., The militance of these two scholars
should presumably be related to the Christian reconquista.
In a diametrically opposed vein, the Hanbalite Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya
(. 751/1350) argued in a number of non-exegetical works that even Arab poly-
theists qualified for jizya-paying status (though as it happened, they no longer
existed). The only reason they had been forced to convert, he said in one work,
was that the jizya-verse (Q. 9:29) had not been revealed until year 9, by which time
there were no idolaters left in Arabia®. The plain meaning of the “no compulsion”
verse was that all infidels without exception qualified for jizya-paying status and
that none of them should be forced to convert when they were conquered. Indeed,
he claimed in another work, “to anyone who carefully considers the life of the
Prophet it will be clear that he did not ever force anyone to adopt his religion, and
that he only fought those who fought him”. Where that leaves the pagan Arabs
is not clear®. In a third work he lays down that spiritual struggle (jihdd al-nafs),
or battling with one’s own devilish inclinations, must always precede physical
warfare, as it did in the case of the Prophet; one has to master every form of
jihad to fight the enemies of God with one’s heart, tongue, hand and property, and
thus make God’s word uppermost®. It sounds extraordinarily modern. He owed
his conviction that the Prophet only fought defensive wars and never compelled
anyone to convert to his teacher Ibn Taymiyya (d. 728/1328), who also insisted (in
some of his works) that infidels were only to be fought for their transgressions, not
for their unbelief on its own, and he adduced the /@ ikraha verse in support of this

54. Alisi, Rith, vol. 3, p. 18.

55.Ibn Hazm, Thkam, vol. 2, p. 890; cf. Friedmann, Tolerance and Coercion, p. 104f.

36. Ibn ‘Arabi, Ahkam, vol. 1, p. 233 (‘umiim [T ikrdh al-batil fa-amma al-ikrah bi-I-haqq fa-min
al-din).

57. Friedmann, “Classification of unbelievers”, p. 185, citing Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya, Hidayat al-
hayara, p. 24f,

58. Tbn Qayyim al-Jawziyya, Bada’i* al-tafsir, vol. 1, p. 414, expressing his agreement with the
Iragis and Medinese “even though they except some idolaters” (i.e. Arab pagans). Ibn al-Qayyim
fﬁd not actually write a fafsir; this work is a modern compilation from his writings (cf. the editorial
Introduction, p. 16ff).

9. Zad al-ma‘ad, vol. 3, p. 5ff.
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view®. In Ibn Taymiyya’s case it should perhaps be seen as the obverse of the high
standards of obedience to Islamic law that he demanded within the Muslim C0§1~
munity, at least for purposes of excluding the newly converted Mongols ang their
Muslim collaborators from it, declaring jihad to be obligatory against thems!. just
as mere unbelief did not suffice to make people an object of jihdd, so mere profes.
sion of the faith did not suffice to shield against it; what counted was behavigy,
But there may well be more to it. It is far beyond my competence, however, and 1
must limit myself to the observation that neither Ibn Taymiyya nor Ibn Qayyim
al-Jawziyya make their comments on /g ikraha in formal works of tafsir, let alope
those of the musalsal (verse-by-verse) type, which tend to be more conservajye
than most.® In line with this, their views are not cited in later exegetical commeng
on the verse either®,

The two exegetes constantly cited in the post-Timurid period, al-Baydawj
(d. 685/1286 or later) and Ibn Kathir (d. 774/1373), also make some modern-soup.
ding statements. Al-Baydawi, a Shafi‘ite keen to purge al-ZamakhsharT’s tafsir of
its Mu‘tazilite elements®, explains that there is no (human) compulsion in relj-
gion (as far as jizya-paying infidels are concerned) because compulsion is forcing
somebody to do something that he does not regard as good, and this is not neces-
sary now that right guidance has become distinct from falsehood; any rationa]
person will hasten to embrace the faith®. It was with this statement that he repla-
ced al-Zamakhshart’s reading of the verse as a proclamation of free will, and his
reading is certainly more persuasive, if only without my parenthetical additions,
The second parentheses are necessary because he accepted the traditional limita-
tions on religious freedom: as far as the legal import of the verse was concerned, it
was either abrogated or concerned with kit@bis alone, as he declared in agreement
with al-Zamakhshari, adducing the story of the Ansar father of two Christian

60. Qa‘ida mukhtasara ft qital al-kuffar, p. 121 (with the astonishing claim, at p. 123, that most
of the salaf considered the verse to be neither limited nor abrogated), cf. p. 155f; M. Abt Zahra,
Ibn Taymiyya: hayatuhu wa-‘asruhu, ara@’uhu wa-fighuhu, [Cairo} 1952, p. 3791f. But Ibn Taymiyya
also says that jihdd is obligatory against anyone who has heard the call to God and the Prophet
without responding, see al-Sivasa al-shar‘iyya in Majmi‘ fatawa Ibn Taymiyya, vol. 28 (figh, vuu:
Jjihad), [Beirut] 1997, p. 349; tr. O. A. Farrukh, Ibn Taimiyya on Public and Private Law in Islam,
Beirut 1966, p. 135 (with a mistranslation); also R. Peters (tr.), Jikad in Classical and Modern Islam,
Princeton 1996, p. 44. Here the cause of war is indeed unbelief.

61. Cf. the letters in Majma“ fatawd Ibn Taymiyya, vol. 28, p. 410ff, 424ff (reproduced in Ibn
Taymiyya, Thaldath ras@’il fT al-jihad, ed. M. Abu Suaylik and I. al-Ali, Amman 1993, nos. 1 and
2), and the responsa, ibid., p. 501ff, S091F (reproduced in Ibn Taymiyya, Figh al-jihad, ed. Z. Sh. al-
Kabbi, Beirut 1992, p. 1191f, 1251f).

62. Compare below, p. 141, 153. ~

63. The only citation of Ibn al-Qayyim’s views that I have encountered is in the mottos of Al
Hamad’s edition of Ibn Taymiyya’s treatise Qa‘ida mukhtasara fi gital al-kuffar, intended to persuade
misguided Muslim youth that shedding innocent blood is not in accordance with Islam or the model
of the Prophet (p. 6, cf. 12, 17f).

64. cf. EP, sv. “al-Baydawi”. Curiously, Ibn al-Munayyir (d. 683/1284), whose Kitab al-insdf
fima tadammanahu al-Kashshaf min al-i‘tizal polemicizes against Zamakhshari’s Mu'tazilite
interpretations (cf. 1. Goldziher, Die Richtungen der islamischen Koranauslegung, Leiden 1920,
p. 123ff), does not comment on Q. 2:256. (For Ibn al-Munayyir’s own unexceptional views on the
possible meanings, see his versified work, al-Tafsir al-‘ajib, p. 43f.)

65. Baydawi, Aawar, vol. 1, p. 2591,
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. (This story, originally set in Medina before the permission to fight and the
.Son-iution of the jizya rules, was increasingly coming to be read as a story about
mS“rights of jizya payers.)®® When he casts the truth as something freely chosen,
lhemeans it as mere praise of Islam: there was nothing in it for its adherents to
g?slike, as al-Asamm had said; its obligations were so light that everybody obeyed
them of their own accord, as others had put it®; the evidence in its tavour was so
clear that every rational person would hasten to adopt it, al-Baydaw1 now added

imself.

hmisneihe same vein Ibn Kathir (d. 774/1373) glosses the verse as meaning “do not
force anyone to adopt the religion of Islam”, explaining that the evidence in favour
of the truth of Islam is manifest and clear, so that compulsion is unnecessary; he
whom God guides to Islam will adopt it and he whose heart God makes blind will
not benefit from being forced into it®. This is close to al-Baydawi, though the
wording is different, and again no legal claim beyond the usual prohibition of the
forced conversion of dhimmis seems to be made. For all that, it is impossible not to
be struck by the distancing tone in which forced conversion is mentioned in these
1afsirs, especially that of Ibn Kathir. The latter takes us back to Ibn Taymiyya and
Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya’s Damascus and the enigma of how all these modern-
sounding statements are to be explained.

Later exegetical works often mention that Islam is too obviously true to be in
need of compulsion. In fact, Ottoman tafsirs on Q. 2:256 seem to be mostly com-
mentaries on and paraphrases of either al-Zamakhshart or al-Baydawi®.

Sectarian interpretations

Neither the Shi‘ites nor, in so far as one can tell, the Kharijites seem to have
taken a particular interest in Q. 2:256™. But some Shi‘ites did come up with views
of their own.

66. That it was revealed before the order to fight scriptuaries is noted e.g. by al-Suddi in Wahidi,
Asbab al-nuzil, p. 45f; Ibn ‘Atiyya, Tafsir, vol. 2, p. 197; Qurtubi, Ahkam, vol. 3, p. 281. Contrast
Shirbini, Sirgj, vol. 1, p. 170; Abii al-Su'id, Irshad, vol. 1, p. 386; Faydi, Sawdri‘, vol. 1, p. 238f (where
the Ansari is barely recognizable); and later works.

67. Above, notes 18-19.

68. 1bn Kathir, Tafsir, vol. 1, p. 310f.

69.1am indebted to Susan Gunasti for discussions of this point.

70. Only Ibadi tafsirs survive, and they are not numerous. Of those available, that of Hud b. Muhkim
al-Hawwari (mid-3rd/9th cent.) could have been written by a mainstream Basran, as indeed in a
sense it was, since it is based on the commentary of Yahya b. Sallam (d. 200/815) (cf. C. Gilliot, “Le
commentaire de Hiid b. Muhakkam/Muhkim”, Arabica 44 [1997], p. 181f); and the late 3rd/9th cent.
Abil al-HawarT omits the verse from his Dirdya. The epistle attributed to Salim b. Dhakwan makes it
clear that the “tolerance verses” were abrogated by the permission to fight, but does not cite Q. 2:256
(P. Crone and F. Zimmermann (eds. and trs.), The Epistle of Salim b. Dhakwan, Oxford 2001, p. 65ff
(vol. 2, § 25-31); for the expression “tolerance verses”, which Salim does not use, see below, note 109).
The modern Ibadi Atfayyish (d. 1322/1914) merely says that nobody should be forced to convert to
I§1ﬂm (Taysir al-tafstr, vol. 1, p. 412; cf. below note 72), though he also says that infidels other than
kitabrs and Zoroastrians should be killed if they do not convert (Himyan al-zad, vol. 3, p. 358).
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Ismailis

The most interesting Shi‘ite interpretation is that of the Ismailis, who vojce it
outside the genre of zafsir. In his work on prophethood, the missionary Aba Hatim
al-Razi (d. 322/934) declares that jihad is meant to bring people under the law (the
zahir); once this has been achieved, they are to be left to choose their own saving
faith without further compulsion: this, in his view, is what the I ikraha verse
proclaimed”. Here we have the distinction between outer and inner man that we
met in the Mu'tazilite justification of forced conversion: outer man is subject tg
compulsion, inner man is free. But there are two significant differences. First, the
freedom that al-Jassas had described as a plain fact, arising from the impossibility
of forcing people to believe, is here a legal right: Aba Hatim is saying that it ig
not allowed to force people to believe. Secondly, Abii Hatim is not talking aboyt
infidels living as hypocrites under Islamic law, but about Muslims living as dissi.
dents under that law: what the verse established was that they were free to choose
their own path to salvation; as long as they observed the law, their beliefs were 5
private matter and nobody had the right to interfere with them. In other words,
the Ismailis read the verse as a proclamation of tolerance of Muslim dissidence,
They were the only Muslims to do so until modern times. (The Ibadi Muhammad
b. Yusuf Atfayyish (d. 1332/1914) does comment that opponents are not to be for-
ced to adopt “our religion”, but whether this ruling is of pre-modern origin is
impossible to say.)” One would assume the Ismailis originally to have adopted
this interpretation in an attempt to legalise their own position, but they applied
their understanding of the verse to mainstream Muslims living under Ismaili rule
as well,

Given that the distinction between inner and outer man was widely made in
the tenth century and that Abli Hatim al-Réz1 died almost half a century before
al-Qaffal (d. 365/976) and al-Jassas (d. 370/981), it seems unlikely that the Ismailis
should be indebted to Mu‘tazilism here. But Mu‘tazilism does seem to be involved
when we reach Abil al-Fawaris (fl. c. 400/1000). In answer to the question why ‘Alf
did not take up the sword when he was deprived of the caliphate, Abii al-Fawaris
replies that jihad (against other Muslims) was obligatory only in connection with
apostasy and adduces Q. 2:256 in support of this view, explaining that acts perfor-
med under compulsion have no moral value and that “all these tests (imtihanar)
and trials (fitan) ... have been instituted as a respite for the devils so that they can
lead astray and tempt and cause people to deviate from God’s path by way of trial
(tkhtibaran) and tribulation (balwan) for the community”, This does sound remar-
kably Mu'tazilite. Here as in Abli Hatim and other Ismaili attestations, however, the
verse is understood, not as a description of God’s refusal to coerce human beings to
believe, but rather as God’s injunction to humans to refrain from using force against
others in matters of faith as long as they abide by the law: it was in obedience to
this verse that ‘AlT had abstained from taking up arms against his opponents. The
tolerance granted by the Ismailis only applied to followers of Islamic law, not to
adherents of any religion, so we are still a long way from the modernist interpreta-

71. Aba Hatim al-Razi, A‘ldm al-nubuwwa, p. 110-112.

72. Atfayyish, Himydn al-zad, vol. 3, p. 358,

73. Cf. P. Crone, Medieval Islamic Political Thought, p. 380.

74. Abii al-Fawaris, Risala ft al-imama, ch. VII (my translation).

144

“No compulsion in religion”

tion. But it does show how easily the Mu'tazilite exegetes on free will could be read
as ruling out human rather than, or as well as, divine coercion.

Zaydis

The Zaydis also came up with an interpretation of their own. According to
them, the Imam al-Had1 (d. 298/911) took the verse to mean there could be no
such thing as forced conversion of Muslims. He said that the verse was revea-
Jed to Muhammad after the treaty of Hudaybiyya: in accordance with that treaty,
Muhammad would return Meccans who came to him, and back in Mecca the
unbelievers would force them to renounce Islam; God put an end to this situat.ion
by telling Muhammad to stop sending converts back and permitting the Mushrqs
to use force against the unbelievers until they had been either converted or anni-
hilated”. In other words, God forbade forced conversion to falsehood and per-
mitted forced conversion to the truth: this is the interpretation that later crops up
in the Andalusian Ibn al-Arabi (d. 543/1148)".Since the Andalusian is not likely
to have read Zaydi literature, one would take the interpretation to have enjoyed
wider currency than the exegetical tradition currently available suggests. It crops
up in modern times too, as will be seen. Then as now the condemnation of forced
conversion to falsehood is not a plea for tolerance by a beleaguered minority, but
rather a refusal by militants to practise tolerance themselves: the verse established
religious freedom for Muslims, not for anyone else.

The Zaydis were also familiar with the traditional interpretations of Q. 2:256
7 and at some point they adopted the first Mu'tazilite interpretation as well.
Presumably, they were introduced to it by al-Jishumi (d. 494/1101), given that the
latter, who started as a HanafT, ended as a Zaydi”. But they also knew it from
Fakhr al-Din al-Razi™.

Imamis

Unlike the Zaydis and the Ismailis, the Imamis do not seem to have come up
with their own interpretation of ld ikraha, which does not in fact seem to have

interested them very much. Théir earliest exegetes only comment on other parts of
Q. 2:256 or omit the verse altogether®; the same is true of several later exegetes®!.

75. Sharafi, Masabih, MS, vol. 2, p. 506. This passage was located by Bernard Haykel, who kindly
sent me both a photograph and a transcription.,

76. Cf. above, note 56.

71. Najri, Shaft al-alil, vol. 1, p. 340. He is also classified as a Hanafi.

78. Madelung, Qdsim, p. 186f. Jishumi could be the ultimate source of the statement of the 9th/15th-
century al-A‘qam that “there is no coercion from God in religion; rather, the servant chooses” (Tafsir,
p. 57).

79, Sharaf1, Masabih, MS, vol. 2, p. 505. The authorities are given as Abli Muslim and al-Qaffal, but
itis clearly from Fakhr al-Din al-Raz that they are cited.

80. Thus Thumali, Tafstr, p. 119; Furat, Tafsir, vol. 1, p. 69f; ‘Ayyashi, Tafsir, vol. 1, p. 2591, no. 563f;
al-Hasan al-Askari (attrib.), Tafsir, p. 497ff. For the limited interest of pre-Biiyid exegetes in issues
not directly related to Shiism, see M. M. Bar-Asher, Scripture and Exegesis in Early Imami Shiism,
Leiden 1999, p. 79.

81. Thus the 10th/16th-century commentators Ardabili, Zubdat al-baydn ‘an ahkam al-qur’an,
p. 863; Astarabadi, Ta'wil al-ayat al-zahira, p. 101f; and the 11th/17th-century Bahrani (cf. the
reference below, note 92).
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The view that 1 ikraha referred to the ease with which the Islamic precepts weyg
obeyed appears in Imami hadith, but not, it seems, in the extant works of tgfse
The earliest Imami exegete to comment on /a ikraha, al-Qummi (fl. c. 307/919)‘
merely cites ‘Al al-Rida (d. 203/818) as commenting that nobody is (or shoul(i
be ?) forced to convert (la yukrahu ahad ‘ala dinihi); rather, people come (shoulg
come?) to the truth after seeing the difference between right guidance and fajge.
hood®. Exactly what he meant is unclear, but he could be referring to the imposg;.
bility of coercing inner man. Some later scholars list the verse as abrogated®,

Inner man makes his unambiguous appearance in Imami literature with al-Tig
(d. 459/1067), who cites the three traditional interpretations along with al-Zajjaj’s
injunction (cited anonymously) that people who have become Muslims thanks ¢,
war should not be told that they have been forced to convert. In answer to the
question how there can be no compulsion in religion when people are being killeg
(read: fought?) over it, he gives the same answer as al-Jishumi, but in differep
words: there is no compulsion in that which is truly religion (fima huwa din fr
al-hagiqa), which is the acts of the heart, as opposed to that which is open to coer-
cion, namely external conformity; the person compelled to utter the two shahadas
does not actually adopt the religion, any more than the person forced to profess
unbelief actually becomes an unbeliever®. He is endorsing the second Mu'tazilite
interpretation. Ibn Idrs al-Hilli (d. 598/1202) reproduces al-Tusi’s statement?®, ang
a condensed version of Ibn Idris appears in al-Shaybani (d. 994/1585)%. Al-Zajjajs
injunction also appears in other Imam1 works without being linked to the Mu'tazilite
interpretation®.

The first Mu'tazilite interpretation appears with al-Tabrisi (d. 548/1154). The
verse means that “the affairs of religion are based on enablement and choice
(al-tamakkun wa-l-ikhtiyar), not on force and coercion (al-gasr wa-l-ijbar)",
he says, adducing Q. 10:99 and drawing on either Abii Muslim al-Isbahani or
al-ZamakhsharT®. “The meaning is that there is no divine coercion in religion
(laysa ft al-din ikrah min Allah); rather, the servant is given a choice (al-‘abd
mukhayyar)”, he says in another work, using the same words as al-Jishumi and
adding al-Tusi’s explanation that true religion is in the acts of the heart, not the
profession of the two shahadas (which can be imposed by human force)®. Here
he is fusing the two Mu‘tazilite interpretations. The same seems to hold true of
Nir al-Din al-Kashani (d. after 1115/1703f), according to whom “God did not
base faith (iman) and Shi‘ism on force and coercion but rather on enablement and

82. Cf. above, note 19.

83. Qummi, Tafsir, vol. 1, p. 92; also cited in Majlisi, Bihar, vol. 92, p. 263f, where it is attributed
to ‘Al al-Rida.

84. Ibn al-At@iqi, al-Nasikh wa-I-mansiikh, p. 52f; cf. also [bn Abi al-Hadid, Skarh, vol. 1, p. 121

85. Tusi, Tibyan, vol. 2, p. 311.

86. Ibn Idris al-Hilli, Muntakhab, p. 95.

87. Shaybani, Mukhtasar nahj al-bayan, p. 42.

88. Thus the first Imam tafsir in Persian, Abi al-Futiih al-Rizi, Rawh al-jindn, vol. 2, p. 330
(probably using al-Tha‘libi), and Mulli Fath Allah Kashani, Manhaj al-sadigin, p. 98; cf. also below,
note 90, on al-Tabrisl.

89. Tabrisi, Jawami“, vol. 1, p. 167f.

90. Tabrisi, Majma‘ al-bayan, vol. 2, p. 306. He also cites al-Zajjdj’s injunction, but separately from
his Mu‘tazilite interpretation.
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choice, unlike islam (i.e. membership of the Muslim community)’®. The words
re Abii Muslim’s (or al-Zamakhshari’s) on free will, but what they are being
made to Support appears to be the claim that inner man remains free even when
outer man is coerced by other human beings.

with al-Shaybdni and Nir al-Din al-Kashani we have reached the Safavid

eriod, when Iran was being converted to Shi‘ism by force, and what al-Kashani
is saying may be that people cannot be forced to become Shi‘ites in terms of imdn,
inner faith, but only in terms of islam, external practice: if so, he is condoning
the forced conversion of Sunnis on the grounds that their inner convictions are
eft alone. But one can also read him as saying that people can only be forced to
become Muslims, not Shi‘ites, since Shiism is inner faith. If so, the passage is
critical of the forced conversion of Sunnis. Criticism certainly seems to be what
we encounter in Nur al-Din al-Kashani’s grandfather, Muhsin Fayd al-Kashani
(d. 1091/1680). This scholar starts by citing al-Qummi on how nobody should be
forced to convert, al-Baydaw1 (unnamed) on how there is no need for compulsion
pecause any rational person will embrace the faith, and the traditional view that
the verse should be understood as a general proclamation of tolerance which had
been abrogated or limited to the People of the Book. He proceeds to conclude that
if the word din means Shi‘ism here, as it does in the hadith of Ibn Yafir, then
the verse should be understood as prohibiting the use of force in Shi'ism without
recourse to postulates of abrogation or limitation®2. This sounds like polemics
against current policies.

But the polemics, if such they are, can hardly be described as resounding, and it
is impossible to discern any reference to current affairs in other exegetes, whether
Safavid or later. Some refrain from commenting on /@ ikraha altogether®*. Mirza
Muhammad al-Mashhadi (d. 1125/1713f) glosses the statement with some words
from al-Baydawi (unnamed), construing the right guidance (rushd) that has become
clear from error in the next line as evidence that there must be an infallible guide at
all times®, ‘AlT b, al-Husayn al-* Amili (d. after 1168/1754f) repeats that God did not
base faith (fiman) on compulsion, only on choice, but does not develop the theme.*
Shubbar (d. 1242/1826f) says the same, adducing Q. 10:99%. Exegetes writing in
Persian stick to the three traditional interpretations®”, There can be no doubt that the
verse-by-verse commentary (fafsir musalsal) was an extremely conservative
genre,

91. Kashani, Tafsir al-mu‘tn, vol. 1, p. 127.

92, Kashani, S4f7, vol. 1, p- 261; more briefly also ibid., Asfd@, vol. 1, p. 121. For the tradition (cited
in full in the Asfa), see ‘Ayyashi, Tafsir, vol. 1, p. 259, no. 564; Bahrani, Burhdn, vol. 3, p. 242f, where
the tradition is also adduced ad Q. 2:256, here to identify the Shi‘ites as the believers whom God will
lead into His light as against the adherents of taghiiz whom He will lead into darkness, regardless of
behaviour (the tGghiit, treated as a plural, are the usurpers already in Qumm.)

93. Cf. above, note 81.

94. Mashhadi, Kanz al-daqa’ig, vol. 1, p. 611f.

95. Amili, Wajiz, vol. 1, p. 205.

96. Shubbar, Tafsir, p. 79.

97. Thus the 11th-century Isfar@’ini, Tdj al-tardjim, vol. 1, p. 297f; the 12th-century Abi al-Futth al-
Razi, Rawn al-jinan, vol. 2, p. 329f; the 15th or 16th-century Abii al-Mahasin Jurjani, Tafsir-i gazir,
vol. 1, 336f; and Mulla Fath Allah Kashéni (d. 988/1580), Manhaj al-sadigin, vol. 2, p. 97f (with some
echoes of al-BaydawT). I cannot find Q. 2:256 in Abii al-Fath Jurjini (d. 976/1568), Tafstr-i shahi.
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The nineteenth and twentieth centuries

The Sunnis

We now reach the period in which the great wrench from the tradition begjp
It does not always show: some exegetes continue to write much as before, evcs'
into the 1990s*. But they are greatly outnumbered by those in whom Change can
be discerned. n

There is an early modernist in al-Qasimi, a Damascene who died in 1332/19)3
He cites Ibn Kathir (Do not force anyone to convert) and, without naming him‘
Fakhr al-Din al-Razi on the first Mu‘tazilite argument (God did not base religio,,’
on force and compulsion: force would be incompatible with this world ag a place
of trial and tribulation, with al-Qaffal’s explanation). His modernism shows in the
fact that he takes the two statements to mean the same, namely that “the sword
of jihad ... is not employed to force people to adopt religion, but rather as protec-
tion for the mission on behalf of religion and surrender to its sovereign and jugy
rule”®. What he is trying to rebut, without mentioning it, is the old charge thys
Islam had been spread by force, now taken up by the all too powerful Westerners,
Al-Qasimi, whose argument recurs in later Syrian rafsir'®°, rebuts the charge by
reading the verse as an unconditional rejection of force in matters of religion ang
explaining that the armies involved in the expansion of Islam had been acting as
mere protectors of the missionaries. This was a good argument because it was how
the Christian detractors of Islam had often legitimated their own use of military
force. The idea that conquest would allow missionaries to go about their business
is as old as Gregory I (d. 605)"*". Pope Innocent IV (d. 1254) had formally ruled
that infidel rulers could be forced to allow the free movement of missionaries in
their lands, and the Spanish had used that argument to legitimate their conquest of
the Americas'®. Where the Muslims traditionally fused the roles of warrior and
missionary, the Christians traditionally separated them 1% this was what al-Qasimi
was now doing as well.

Al-Qasimi does not mention the Western charges that he is trying to dismiss,
but they are explicit in Rashid Rida (d. 1354/1935), a reformist whose comments
on Q. 2:256 are based on Muhammad ‘Abduh’s lectures. Many of our enemies
claim that the religion was established by the sword (gama bi-I-sayf), he says,
but this is not true; for in Mecca, Islam was persecuted and in Medina the “no
coercion” verse was revealed as soon as the idea of forcing somebody to convert
suggested itself, namely when Ansar parents wanted to compel their Jewish or
Christian children to become Muslims; it was other religious communities that

98. See for example Al Mubarak, Tawfig, vol. 1, p. 331; Tuaylab, Fath al-rahman, vol. 1, p. 308f;
Hikmat b. Bashir b. Yasin, Zafsir - three Saudis who could all have written a thousand years earlier.

99. Qasimi, Mahdsin, vol. 3, p. 6641

100. Cf. Sa’is, Karsiin and al-Subki, and Zuhayli, below, notes 111, 159, without mentioning his
name. Note also the concept of hurriyyat al-da’wa in Sayyid Qutb, below, note 137.

101. C. Erdmann, The Origin of the Idea of the Crusade, Princeton 1977 (German original 1935),
p. 10f.

102. J. J. Muldoon, Americas in the Spanish World Order: the Justification for Conguest in the
Seventeenth Century, Philadelphia 1994, p. 17f, 21

103. They did so in the Crusades as well. The Crusaders were out to liberate Jerusalem, not to
convert the Muslims.
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in for the use of force, especially the Christians, he says. To Rida, the.story of
wer saris does not illustrate the rights of dhimmis (let alone a bygone historical
(pe A.r:)‘n) but rather a universal prohibition of forced conversion; of limi‘tatlor‘l or
Slwa“atio’n he does not say a word . His tone is highly rhetorical, but his claims
wroe 1y struck a chord. They are often cited!%, even by Shi‘ites %,
cerl’?}llegé is no trace of the Mu'tazilite arguments in Rashid Rida, nor is there in
palestinian Darwaza (wrote 1930s-40s), who examines the verse with a new
the tion to the overall context and concludes that it must be meant as a general
oy [:nation of religious freedom (al-hurriyya al-diniyya)'®’. But both Mu‘tazilite
am[,ments reappear in Elmalili (d. 1942), author of a fafsir in Turkish, who argues
argt religion is confession by the heart and beyond the reach of compulsion: even
t(t;]gd refrains from constraint in the matter. As a modernist, he took this to mean
that the verse forbids the use of force, and that moreover it does so I%tzenerally,
without being limited to the People of the Book, let alon_e abrogat.ed .In thp
same vein al-Hijaz1 (first published 1951) adduces the_ old_ idea that inner man is
beyond compulsion to prove, not that forced conversion is per'fec.tly compatible
with the 1a ikraha verse, but on the contrary that the verse forbids it. In fgwour of
this view he also cites Q. 10:99 (Will you then force people to becomg belte\ferslo.Z)
and other tolerance verses traditionally held to_have beeq abr_ogated in Medina!0?,
reading them as eternal commands, and combines all this with arguments drawn
from Rashid Rida"°. Forty years later, S&’is, Karstin and al-Subki (published 1994)
likewise seize on the view that inner man is beyond compu}swn; “one_cglnn(?t
conceive of compulsion in it (I@ yutasawwaru al-ikrah fihi), given that rel}glon is
a creed”, as they say, sounding remarkably like al-Jishumi, but taking the fact that
it was impossible to mean that it was forbidden!!.. '

More commonly, though, it is the first Mu'tazilite understanding of tl}e verse
that the modernists use, tacitly rewriting the freedom from divine coercion as a
prohibition of its human counterpart. Thus Hamza, Baraniq and ‘Alwan (published
1953-62) read al-Qaffal in Fakhr al-Din al-Razi (both unnamed) as prohibiting
human coercion in matters of faith and identify this as the message of the story
of the Ansari and his two Chtistian sons, which they understand as a grant of

104. Rashid Rida, Tafsir, vol. 3, p. 36f; cf. J. Jomier, Le Commentaire coranique du Mandr, Paris
1954, ch. IX.

105. Cf. al-Hijazi, al-Khatib al-Mawsili and al-Zuhayli, below notes 110, 158, 1.91, apd the modern
editor in Mawardi, Tafsir, vol. 1, p. 271, note, who all quote him without mentioning him, .

106. Rashid Rida is quoted by name by Shirazi (below, note 124), and without acknowledgement in
Ayatullah Sabzawari (below, note 130). )

107. Darwaza, Tafsir, vol. 3, p. 384. The verse also endorses hurriyat al-i‘tigdad in Tbn al-Khatib
(publ. 1964), Awdah al-tafastr, p. 50.

108. A. Karaniustafa, “Elmalili Muhammed Hamdi Yazir’s (1878-1942) philosophy of religion”,
Archivum Ottomanicum 19 (2001), p. 278 (drawn to my attention by Susan Gunasti).

109. “Tolerance verses” here translates @ydt al-muwdda‘a, an expression which seems to have been
coined in the western Islamic world (cf. Ibn ‘Atiyya, al-Muharrar, vol. 2, p. 196; Abii Hayyan al-
Andalusi, Bahr, vol. 2, p. 292; Tha4libi, Jawdhir, vol. 1, p. 245; compare also Ibn Juzayy, Tafstr,
vol. 1, p. 64).

H0. Hijazi, Tafsir, vol. 1, p. 7f. The author is not otherwise known to me. .

111. S&is, Karstin and Subki, Tafsir, vol. 1, p. 283f. They also use al-Baydawi and al-Qasimi without
naming them.
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universal tolerance 2. The Tunisian Ibn ‘Ashiir (d. 1970) echoes al-Zamakhsharj
on how faith is based on enablement and choice in his discussion of Q. 2:256 as 5
grant of universal tolerance, in which there are also shades of al-Baydawi on how
rational people will accept Islam of their own accord. (He plays around with the
chronology of revelation, too, as will be seen.)!* Tantaw1 (published 1977) quotes
al-AliisT’s rendition of Fakhr al-Din al-Razi, as well as Ibn Kathir and al-Baydawi,
without naming any names, retaining al-Alisi’s explicit identification of [a ikrahq
as a denial of divine compulsion, but nonetheless concluding that the verse prohi-
bits forced conversion (by humans); and Shihata (1980s) repeats TantawT’s com-
ments, also without naming his source!*. The modernist recasting of the first
Mu‘tazilite interpretation is carried into the Islamicist literature in English by
Sachedina on al-Zamakhshari, and by McAuliffe and, much as I regret it, myself
on Fakhr al-Din al-Razi'.

In short, both Mu‘tazilite interpretations have served to provide anchorage in
Sunnism for the interpretation of Q. 2:256 as a universal declaration of religious
tolerance. Their Mu‘tazilite origins have clearly been forgotten, partly thanks to
the old habit among Muslim scholars of quoting other people’s statements as their
own and partly as a result of the constant invocation of al-Baydaw1, Ibn Kathir and
other Sunni authorities in the same context !, It is undoubtedly as a timeless grant
of universal tolerance that the vast majority of educated Muslims understand the
verse today, especially when they write in English. One can read it on the web, and
on bumper stickers"'”. Even the mujahids who kidnapped the American journalist
Jill Carroll in Iraq in January 2006 kept insisting, during their attempts to convert
her to Islam, that there was “no pressure” on her to follow their religion'®. It was
also as a timeless grant of universal tolerance that the Muslim response to the
papal speech at Regensburg in September 2006 presented the verse, though the
formulation seemed to make an alarmingly Mu'tazilite distinction between inner
and outer man'®.

112. Hamza, Baraniq and ‘Alwan, Tafstr, vol. 3, p. 10f. The authors are not otherwise known to me.

113. Ibn ‘Ashir, Tafsir, vol. 3, p. 26.

114. Tantawi, Tafsir, vol. 1, p. 588f; Shihata, Tafsir, vol. 3, p. 26f.

115. A A Sachedina, “Freedom of conscience and religion in the Quran”, in D. Little, J. Kelsay
and A. A. Sachedina, Human Rights and the Conflict of Cultures, Columbia, SC, 1988, p. 67f; above,
note 23.

116. There is a neat example in Rahman, Punishment of Apostasy, p. 24: he cites Abi Musl_im
and Qaffal from Abii Hayydn al-Andalusi, not knowing that their tafsirs were Mu'tazilite, aqqnng
ZamakhsharT (who is probably also citing Abti Muslim) without giving a thought to his Mu‘tazn_llslm.
and mentioning that the same reasoning is found in Aliis, not knowing that he too is summarizing
Abii Muslim and al-Qaffal (from Fakhr al-Din al-Razi). He caps it all by citing Ibn Kathir on the
uselessness of coercion.

117. Orit Bashkin directed my attention to the web (see for example the Islamic Supreme
Council of America on “Democracy according to Traditional Islamic Sources”, 2:2 (http:/fww.
islamicsupremecouncil.org/Publications/Papers/islamanddemocracy-091502.htm#_Tocl4018355.)-
Joseph Lowry saw a bumper sticker saying “No compulsion in Islam” in Philadelphia on 14th April,
2004. 3

118. “They’d kidnapped me, they all had guns ready to kill me, but oh no, no pressure the.re , 88
she comments (http://www.csmonitor.com/2006/0816/p01501~woiq.htlm; drawn to my attention by
Karen Bauer).

119. Cf. below, p. 154.
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The Imamis

Modernism took much longer to make its appearance in Imami than in Sunni
commentaries on Q. 2:256'%°, The first break with tradition seems to come in the
work of the Lebanese Mughniyya (or Maghniyya, published 1968). According to
him, the verse proclaims that Islam does not force anyone to embrace it by force,
as also shown by Q. 10:99 (Will you force people to become believers ?). This is the
standard modernist interpretation, presumably blown into Imam1 society by winds
from the Sunni world around it. It is also what Mughniyya would like the verse
to mean, but he is too well schooled in the tradition to find it unproblematic. He
has the reader ask what the point of prohibiting the use of force would be, given
that the heart is beyond the reach of compulsion, clearly a reference to the second
Mu‘tazilite interpretation. Unlike the Sunnis who simply rewrite the Mu'tazilite
description as a prescription (human beings cannot, i.e. may not, force others to
convert), Mughniyya sees that the Mu'tazilite and the modernist interpretations
are actually at loggerheads: if human beings simply cannot be forced to convert,
why bother to legislate against it ? He replies by reiterating that if the verse is read
as a negative command rather than a factual statement, it prohibits forced conver-
sion. But he concedes that one of the aims of war in Islam was izkdr al-islam, the
external adoption of Islam. Only somebody infallible, i.e. the Imam, or his deputy
can wage such war, he adds, but this does not of course disprove that it is enjoined.
In sum, he leaves the problem unresolved!?.,

Husayn Tabataba’1 (published 1970), on the other hand, takes the verse to state
either that compulsion only affects external acts or that the use of compulsion is
prohibited: either way, he is implicitly taking the issue to be human relations with
other humans. According to him, the verse proves that Islam was not spread by
the sword, though he makes no attempt to deny the religious nature of the fighting
it prescribes: its purpose is not to spread religion by force, he says, but rather to
revive the truth (Ghya’ al-haqq) and defend monotheists, whose religion is that
of human nature (al-fitra). Once all have been subjected to the religion of pro-
phethood, there will be no problem about tolerating other monotheists, whether
Jews and Christians. Whether Ruman nature leaves room for Zoroastrians, Baha'Ts,
atheists or pagans he does not say 2.

With some exceptions'?, the works written over the next three decades take
their cue from Tabataba'1: all proclaim Islam to be a religion of tolerance while at
the same time endorsing the use of force; all angrily deny that Islam was spread by
the sword, yet frequently justify coercion with reference to the distinction between
inner and outer man and/or the idea of Islam (or monotheism in general) as the

120. Cf. the traditional nature of al-H®&'iri al-Tihrani al-Mufassir (publ. 1337/1918f), Mugtanaydt,
vol. 1, p. 115f; Khalidi, Safwat al-‘irfan [in Persian], vol. 1, p. 172f; Khii't, Bayan, vol. 1, p. 326ff (publ.
1966); Najafabadi, Furgan, vol. 2, p. 260, 263 (as late as the 80s ?).

121. Mughniyya, Tafsr, vol. 1, p. 396-8.

122, Tabataba’i, Mizan, vol. 2, p. 342ff.

123, Notably Sabzawiri, Jadid, vol. 1, p. 326f (cf. also below, note 150); NajafT, Tafsir-i dsan, vol. 2,
P. 130ff, who both read the verse as a straightforward affirmation of religious freedom, though the
former starts by seeing it as about free will; and Dukhayyil, Wajiz, p. 53, still interpreting the verse
4 a proclamation of freedom from divine coercion.
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inborn religion of mankind, and all tacitly or explicitly limit the grant of tolerance
to Jews and Christians.

Thus Makarim Shirazi (published 1974, in Persian) argues that there is nq
need to convert people by force, given the wealth of proofs in favour of Islam.
it is not actually possible to do so either, given that compulsion does not reach
the heart; and on top of that it is forbidden by Q. 2:256, revealed in response
to the Ansari who wanted to compel his two sons to become Muslims'?4; thig
Angari behaved in the manner of tyrannical rulers, he says: to him as to Sayyid
Qutb, possibly his source of inspiration, it is secularist rulers who are guilty of
trying to change people’s convictions by force?. If even a father was not allowed
to do so, a fortiori it was ruled out for others, he says. All this decisively refu-
tes the poisoned propaganda of the Church (or, as the Arabic translation has i,
the Crusaders) that Islam was spread by the sword. However, Shirazi adds, ido-
latry is not a religion from the point of view of Islam, so there is no contradiction
between Q. 2:256 and the Qur’anic verses ordering polytheists to be fought'26. The
Lebanese Fadlallah (published 1983) similarly declares that Islam does not consi-
der polytheism or atheism (ilhdd) to be religions and so cannot coexist with their
adherents, who must be forcibly made to live as Muslims as far as their external
behaviour is concerned, whereas People of the Book can be offered freedom of
religion if they accept the conditions of dhimma'’. Both he and Dr al-Shaykh
Muhammad al-Sadiqgi (1985f) observe that the use of force is enjoined by the duty
of al-amr bi-lI-ma‘rif, thereby making it clear that the issue is the right to coerce
other Muslims. But such use of force is not really coercion according to al-Sadiqf;
rather it is bringing people into line with their own nature and sound rationality
(al-‘aqliyya al-saliha); and in any case, what they believe in their hearts is not open
to coercion at all'?8, Al-Karami (published 1981f) similarly justifies coercing peo-
ple to “return” to the truth on the grounds that there is no suspicion of force in the
innermost heart'?, while the Ayatollah ‘Abd al-A'la Sabzawar (published 1997)
declares coercion to be unnecessary, impossible, and forbidden. Islam was not
established by the sword, he says, for the Muslims were persecuted in Mecca. But
Muslims fight in a defensive vein for the revival of the truth (Ghya’ al-hagq) and the
return of people to their original nature, and since Islam is in conformity with an
intact original nature (al-fitra al-salima), he who denies it is actually denying his
own identity (huwiyya) and will (irada). Besides, coercion only affects the external
man. On top of that, compulsion can also be good, both for the public order and for
the victim; indeed, what could be morally more repugnant than leaving somebody
to work for his own eternal damnation ? What the verse forbids, he says, is the use
of compulsion without right (bi-ghayr al-haqq), such as that employed by despots
and tyrants (al-tawdghit wa-I-jababira), or maybe it forbids compelling believers

124. He quotes the story from the Tafsir al-manar, explicitly saying so.

125. See p. 148 below.

126. Shirazi, Namiina, vol. 2, p. 204ff; Arabic tr. Amthal, vol. 2, p. 181ff. He probably owes the Jast
point to Sayyid Qutb too.

127. Fadlallah, Min wahy al-Qur’an, vol. 5, p. 23ft.

128. He makes much the same point, now as Dr Ayatullah al-Sadiqi, in his short Tafsir al-qur'an
bi-l-qur’an, p. 42.

129. Karami, Tafsir, vol. 1, p. 337f.
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to adopt unbelief, in the same way as Q. 16:106 (Anyone who utters unbelief after
accepting belief in God, except under compulsion ...)"*.

All this is remarkably incoherent. If there had not been a religious revolu-
tion, the Imamis would presumably have used the first Mu'tazilite argument in
the standard modernist way to prove that Islam prescribes religious freedom. But
a revolution there was, and so it is the second Mu'tazilite argument that domina-
tes their discussions, countering their modernist affirmations of religious freedom
with what amounts to the traditional Mu‘tazilite position on forced conversion: it
is a good thing and no such thing exists. The incoherence arises from the fact that
doctrines concerning two different aspects of life — the individual’s relationship
with God on the one hand and with fellow human beings on the other — have
been collapsed into a single doctrine about the same reality: it is the same human
beings who grant religious freedom, circumscribe it, and take it away again; God
is not in the picture any more, except as the higher cause in the name of which the
grant is made and revoked. In combination with the old doctrine that Islam is the
religion of original human nature (fifra), this gives the modern Imami arguments a
totalitarian intrusiveness all too familar from other twentieth-century ideologies.
However self-serving the Mu'tazilite arguments may have been, they did at least
have the merit of leaving the individual in control of his own inner self, responsi-
ble only to God. In the Imami arguments of the revolutionary period, by contrast,
even inner man has been subjected to definition by the upholders of civic religion.
Like the Marxist notion of false consciousness or the Freudian idea of the subcons-
cious, the modern Imami concept of the fitra allows external authorities to identify
the mental processes in the most private recesses of the individual’s inner self, so
that he has nowhere to retreat: others claim to know better than he does himself
what his true nature is; humans have taken over the role of God (in this particular
case in the name of God). What we encounter here is true modernity with its lack
of sacred barriers, its flat reality shorn of metaphysics, its uniformly bureaucratic
management of everything — the world in which most of us live. Nowhere is it
more obvious that whatever Islamists may be up to, it is not the re-enchantment
of the world 3!,

How far this style of argument continues today I do not know, but new tones
are certainly heard as well. Mullahs who argue in favour of religious pluralism
have appeared in Iran'®, and Fadlallah has also changed his tune. In response
to a question regarding the incompatibility of /@ ikraha and ideological coercion
legalized by court jurists in the past, he now explains that some jurists understand
Islamic concepts “in a partial and arbitrary way”, perhaps unduly influenced by
verses that call for toughness vis-2-vis unbelievers, so that they forget that in pea-
cetime the dialogue (a word he now likes to use) should be friendly and based on

130. Sabzawari, Mawdhib, vol. 4, p. 2471f (tacitly citing Rashid Rida at p. 250). Sadiqi also mentions
that the verse forbids al-ikrah ‘ald tark lafz al-iman, citing the same verse (Furgan, vol. 3, p. 223,
226). Cf. Ibn al-‘Arabi, above, note 56.

131. For Weber’s evocative view of modernity as disenchantment of the world, see H. H. Gerth and
C. Wright Mills (eds. and trs.), From Max Weber: Essays in Sociology, New York 1946, p. 139; L. A.
Schaff in S. Turner (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to Weber, Cambridge 2000, p. 104f.

132. Thus for example Kadivar, below, note 142,
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arguments that can find their way to the heart without any coercion'®, Such views
still do not seem to have found their way into verse-by-verse fafsir.

The three further questions

This completes the main assignment of this paper, bringing us to the three fyr.
ther questions. First, how do the Sunni Islamists cope with the verse? Second]y
how do modernists and many Islamists who read the verse as a grant of relig10u£
freedom cope with inconvenient parts of the tradition ? (Under this heading I shg||
consider the subsidiary question why modern historians and believers so often finq
themselves at odds). And finally, what might a modern historian take the meaning
of the verse to be?

The Sunni Islamists

The term “Islamists” is here used to mean Muslims who want Islam to be the
basis of public life again, to serve as the authoritative source in political and socia]
affairs no less than private ones, which makes them a species of reformists ang
distinguishes them from modernists, who typically adopt secular ideologies (such
as nationalism, socialism or liberalism) for the regulation of the public space. In
the Shi‘ite world modernism arrived late and Islamism triumphed early, so that for
practical purposes they had to be treated together. But in the Sunni case they are
distinct.

Like their Shi‘ite counterparts, Sunni Islamists usually regard religious free-
dom as a characteristic so positive that it must be found in Islam, yet often want to
legitimate religious coercion. They do not seem to make use of the idea that Islam
is the religion of human nature, however, but rather reconcile their incompatible
desires by identifying the religious freedom granted by Q. 2:256 as the right to
live as a Muslim, in public no less than private affairs. This makes for a perfectly
coherent stance, though only as long as the rights of non-Muslims are not consi-
dered too.

Mawdudi barely comments on Q. 2:256 in his exegesis (written in 1942-49)%,
and the Islamist interpretation is first encountered in Sayyid Qutb (d. 1966), who
writes about the verse at length. Freedom of belief (hurriyyat al-i‘tigad) is a fun-
damental human right, he says: take away that freedom and you have removed the
very humanity of man; and if forced conversion to Islam is forbidden, a fortiori
so is the forced imposition of harsh worldly decrees by the government. Here we
have Q. 2:256 as a declaration of the right to live as a Muslim, an interpretation
also found among Imami Islamists, as we have seen'®. The freedom demanded
includes the right to wage holy war. Contrary to what people think, Sayyid Qutb
says, there is no contradiction between Q. 2:256 and the duty to fight them until
there is no fitna and the religion is God’s (Q. 2:193). On the contrary, jihad is
waged for the very freedom that the “no compulsion” verse enjoins, namely free-

134. http:/fenglish.bayynat.org.lb/Issues/coexistence.htm; cf, his words on dialogue and peaceful
coexistence at http://english.bayynat.org.Ibfislamicinsights/amro250922 htm; and http:/fenglish.
bayynat.org.lb/Doctrines/bookl.htm (1 owe all these references to Karen Bauer).

135. Mawdidi, Towards Understanding the Qur’an, vol. 1, p. 198f.

136. Cf. above, p. 145, 146.
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dom of religion (hurriyyat al-‘aqida), the right that the early Muslims had to fight
for, and the freedom to proselytize (hurriyyat al-da‘wa). Well-intentioned people
(rying to eliminate jihad are actually enemies of Islam on a par with Orientalists,
for Islam has fought throughout its long history (he consistently presents Islam as
an agent in its own right); it has done so, not to force people to convert, but rather
0 defend the believers, to establish freedom for the mission, and to establish its
own order (nizam). This is the only order in which the freedom of man can be
realized because it eliminates service to other humans in favour of service to God
and makes it impossible to humiliate others by means of legislation. Law-making
is for God alone, man is only a servant and should not arrogate divine power to
himself: this is the pillar (ga‘ida) on which the divine order of Islam is based. All
numan beings will benefit from this freedom, even those who do not embrace
[slam, for within the Islamic order people will be free to have their own creeds (a

oint also made by Elmalil)**. Islam does not force people to convert, nor was it
spread by the sword in the past, as its enemies claim, but it cannot exist without
order (nizam), power and jihdad''.

Freedom of belief is also pitted against secularism by ‘Abd al-Karim al-Khatib
(published 1967-70), who identifies the verse as an absolute rejection of all forms of
coercion, both material and conceptual, with which people are seduced away from
the truth: without liberation of the individual conscience from error and blindness,
all humans are mere slaves or animals!'®. The verse prohibits forced conversion
and forced departure from religion, as al-Mawsili (published 1972) declares: in
order to uphold this principle we need power, he says; we cannot protect religion
without it, and this is why we wage jihad; Islam has not spread by the sword, as
biased people say, but rather by its spiritual force and thanks to all the many proofs
that make the use of force superfluous'®,

What Sayyid Qutb outlines is a new polity in which the public order would be
Muslim and all other religions would be relegated to the private sphere, reversing
the order which prevails in the West, where the public order is secular and all
(other) religions are relegated to the private sphere. How non-Muslims could be
participants in an Islamic staté; as opposed to simple protégés of it, is not explai-
ned; and whether the freedom of belief without which one could not in his view be
truly human would extend to polytheists and atheists he does not say. Nor does the
khattb ‘Abd al-Karim. But Sa‘id Hawwa (wrote 1970s) makes it clear that the free-
dom in question would in any case only be that of dhimmis, adding that this status
is not available to Arab pagans, but whether he has modern pagans such as ‘Alawls
and atheists in mind one cannot tell (his treatment is surprisingly traditional)!4°.
Dr‘Amir ‘Abd al-Aziz (published 2000), editor with Yiisuf al-Qaradawi and others
of the Journal of Islamic Jerusalem Studies, is more explicit. He starts by rejec-

136. According to Elmalili, Islam was the only religion under which people of all persuasions,
idolaters included, could have religious freedom (Karamustafa, “Elmalily”, p. 278).

137. Sayyid Qutb, Zilal, vol. 1, p. 291ff; cf. S. Damir-Geilsdorf, Herrschaft und Gesellschaft: der
islamistische Wegbereiter Sayyid Qutb und seine Rezeption, Wiirzburg 2003, esp. p. 78ff (drawn to
my attention by Rainer Brunner).

138.‘Abd al-Karim, Tafsir, vol. 2, p. 318ff.

139, Mawsili, Tufsir, vol. 1, p. 242.

140. Hawwa, Asds, vol. 1, p. 601. Contrast Elmahili (above, note 136).
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ting forced conversion: “It is not permitted for Muslims to convert infidels to the
faith by force, for that kind of thing is no use, leads to no good, and doeg not
bring about faith in the hearts of their own free will™. It is not necessary to yge
force either, he adds, since Islam is a clear religion based on cogent arguments:
on the contrary, that method is characteristic of vacuous, odious, self-absorbe
egoists and oppressive authorities. But, he adds, the verse was revealed specif.
cally about the People of the Book: idolaters and similar godless and permissjye
people (mulhidin wa-ibahiyyin) are to be compelled to adopt Islam, since they
cannot be accepted as jizya-payers and do not deserve any consideration becayge
of their godlessness, stupidity, error and foolishness'*'. The modern wording ang
incoherence apart, it is not very different from al-Baydawi.

The fact is that the modern concept of religious freedom and the shar7 ryleg
regarding infidels simply do not go together, so that there are only two ways of
being coherent, namely to acknowledge that what worked in the past does not
work today or to reject the whole notion of religious freedom as mistaken. Open
recognition of the timebound nature of the tradition is still uncommon, at least
in the material on the ld ikraha verse that I have seen, but it is represented by
at least one mullah in Iran, Kadivar, and some Muslims writing in English'%,
Outright rejection of religious freedom is also rare, if only in the sense that those
who deride the concept, equating it with the freedom to live by any moral system
that one likes, usually retain the label for the freedom to be a Muslim or, under
Muslim sovereignty, a Christian or a Jew!®. Thus construed, it is protected, or
indeed spread, by force. When during the trial of the blind sheikh ‘Umar b. ‘Abd
al-Rabhman for complicity in the assassination of Sadat in 1981, the judge adduced
Q. 2:256 to show that Islam was not spread by fighting and cannot be imposed
by force, the blind sheikh replied by citing the Andalusian Ibn al-Arabi: was the
infidel fought for anything orher than religion? The Prophet ordered the Muslims
to fight people until they accepted the unity of God and Muhammad’s message;
the verse was abrogated, or it referred to People of the Book paying jizya, or it for-
bade the forced imposition of falsehood'**, Some Saudi professors similarly reject
the idea of religious freedom, thus finding themselves able simply to reaffirm the
traditional rules regarding apostates and dhimmis, and to declare that “those who
have no religion other than polytheism and unbelief” must for their own good be
fought until they adopt Islam %, In striking contrast to all this, the Sudanese Hasan
al-Turabi (published 2004) gives us a modernist variation on the Mu‘tazilite theme:

141.‘Abd al-‘Aziz, Tafsir, vol. 1, p. 390ff. His Arabic has the stilted and pretentious character familiar
from much contemporary English academic prose.

142. Mohsen Kadivar, a pupil of Ayatollah Montazeri, whose prodigious output includes a book
on pliralizm-i dinf, squarely confronts the incompatibility between the prima facie meaning of the
Qur’anic tolerance verse (Q. 2:256 included) and the traditional interpretations in a paper on “Freedom
of thought” presented at the International Congress of Human Rights and the Dialog of Civilizations
in Tehran, 6th May 2001 (available in a poor English translation at http://www.kadivar.com/ Htﬂ?/
English/ Papers/Human Rights.htm. My thanks to Mohsen Ashtiany for drawing my attention to this
paper).

143. Only the Saudi Hamd seems to find the very expression distasteful (Tahdhib, vol. 2, p. 185).

144. Kalimat al-haqq, p. 125; cf. above, note 56.

145. Hamd, Tahdhib, vol. 2, p. 182ff; Jaz&iri, Aysar, vol. 1, p. 246f (with the statement quoted).
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God does not force anyone to become a Muslim by innate nature, so nobody, 'not
even the Messenger, is allowed to do so either!*.

The handling of the tradition

If neither modernists nor Islamists like openly to confront the clash between
the modern concept of religious freedom and the traditional rules, how do they
cope With the points of incompatibility ? There are four main topics to consider.

The Arab idolaters

Tradition is unanimous that the Prophet gave the pagans of Arabia the choice
petween Islam and death. If Islam was spread by the sword in its homeland, how
could it be said to endorse religious freedom ?

One solution was to date the Qur'anic grant of religious freedom to a late stage
in the Prophet’s career. The three traditional interpretations variously presuppose
that the la ikraha verse was revealed in Mecca (if it was abrogated by the per-
mission to fight), or in early Medina (if it concerned problems arising from the
pre-Islamic history of the Ansar, more precisely in 4 A. H. if it was revealed in
connection with the expulsion of the Banii Nadir)!¥, or in late Medina (if it regu-
lated dhimmi status). If the pagan Arabs were forced to convert whereas other
infidels (or some of them) qualified for tolerance on the basis of rules revealed
in late Medina, it might seem natural to infer that Islam moved from a militant
phase in which the Arabs were forced to convert to one of general tolerance which
still prevails today. This is not what the pre-modern jurists normally argued.
On the contrary, they presented Islam as moving from a period of tolerance in
Mecca to one of militance in Medina which has lasted ever since, modified only
by the dhimma rules. But there were Shafi‘ite scholars in fifth/eleventh-century
Nishapur who understood the contrast between the forced conversion of the Arab
pagans and the tolerance extended to non-Arabs Christians, Jews and Zoroastrians
in chronological terms, postulating that the /a ikraha verse had been revealed
when not a single Arab pagan rémained'¥; and as we have seen, the Hanbalite Ibn
Qayyim al-Jawziyya (d. 751/1350) argued that the Arab pagans had been given the
choice between Islam and death for the simple reason that the jizya verse (not la
tkraha) was revealed too late for them to benefit from it'*. In the same way the
modern Tunisian lawyer, Ibn ‘Ashiir (d. 1970), explains the exceptional treatment
of the Arabs by placing the revelation of Q. 2:256 after the conquest of Mecca.
When the Prophet had completed the subjection of their land and purified the
Kaba, he says, God abolished warfare aimed at conversion (al-gital ‘ald al-din)

146, Hasan al-Turabi, Tafsir, vol. 1, p. 194 (my thanks to John Nawas for this reference).

147, The first to make this explicit seems to be Rashid Rida.

148. See the paraphrase of Qatida in Thalabi, Kashf, vol. 2, p. 235; Wahidi, Wasit, vol. 1, p. 369;
abbreviated in his Wajiz, p. 183 (none of the occasions of revelation he lists in his Asbab al-nuziil,
p. 451, is compatible with this view); Baghawi, Ma‘Glim, p. 124 (a work drawn from al-Tha'labi’s, see
C. Brockelmann, Geschichte der arabischen Literatur, Supplementband, vol. 1, Leiden 1937, p. 622).
Qatada’s statement does not itself have any chronological implications (cf. above, note 11), nor is it
Tormally cited or paraphrased as having any in other works (see for example, al-Haddad al-Yamani,
Kashf, vol. 1, p. 405; Suyiiti, Durr, vol. 3, p. 21f).

149, Above, note 58.
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and endorsed (abga) fighting aimed at the expansion of the sovereignty of |
(rawst" sultanihi)™. In other words, missionary warfare prevailed til| Arabj slam
been conquered, thereafter there was just political expansion of the normalli hag
This is the argument that Montgomery Watt propagated in the 1970s: “For yPe.
centuries most Europeans believed that Islam was a religion of violence “l:}?-n
spread by the sword ... [but] the early wars of expansion of the Islamic State hlch
political and materialistic ends and were not directed to the religious conver ad
of the conquered peoples™ 3!, wion

Another solution was simply to omit all reference to the problem. This is ¢
easy way out, which Ibn al-Qayyim also adopted in one of his works'2 and wh; E
was followed by Rashid Rida and the many others who counter the charge t;1c
Islam was spread by the sword with the observation that the Muslims were a eat
secuted minority in Mecca. That the Muslims were persecuted in Mecca hag ir.
fact been used against critics of holy war already by the philosopher al—‘Ami[3
(d. 381/992), but the latter had freely conceded that the Prophet used the sworq ir[:
Medina, merely insisting that he had done so as a last resort and in the best interest
of the victims!*. Rida, by contrast, claims that Q. 2:256 was revealed so early in
Medina that the Muslims never had time to use force, without a word about either
the injunction to fight or the fate of the Arab pagans'®. This interpretation hag
also entered the Islamicist literature in English: “It is well known that the Qurin
formally and repeatedly forbids to coerce or compel anybody to embrace Islam
The whole life of the Prophet shows that he sought liberty to preach his message”.
as Hamidullah says'*, ’

Jihad

If there is no compulsion in religion, how can jihad be an obligation? This
is much more problematic, for whereas the pagans of Arabia can be forgotten,
the expansion of Islam outside Arabia is not so easy to overlook, and to deny the
ongoing duty to wage jihad is to risk defining oneself out of the Muslim commu-
nity altogether.

a. A common response is to stress that jihdd is not waged for forced conver-
sion: thus al-Qasimi, al-Hijazi, Sayyid Qutb, Sa‘id Hawwa, Ibn ‘Ashir, al-Mawsili,
Shihata, al-Zuhayli, S#'is and co-authors, Tabataba’i, Fadlallah and no doubt many
others too. It has the advantage of being basically true. It is not wholly true, for
according to the Shafi‘ites and most Hanbalites, all infidels other than Christians,
Jews and Zoroastrians must be given the same choice between Islam and death as
the pagan Arabs — this is the rule that the Saudi salaf7s and modern radicals are
reaffirming. But even without that rule Jihad is a problem, for forcing non-Mus-

150. Tafsir, vol. 3, p. 26f. The Iranian Sabzawari also postulates a move from militance to tolerance,
in a somewhat vaguer way (Sabzawari, Jadid, vol. 1, p. 326f).

151. W. M Watt, “The significance of the theory of jihad™, in Akten des VII. Kongresses fiir Arabistik
und Islamwissenschaft, ed. A. Dietrich, Gottingen 1976, p. 390; idem, “Istamic conceptions of holy
war”, in T. P. Murphy (ed.), The Holy War, Columbus 1976, p. 149.

152.“He who looks carefully at the conduct of the Prophet will see that he did not ever force anyone
to adopt his religion” (Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya, Bada’i‘ al-tafsir, vol. 1, p. 414).

153. Cf. P. Crone, Medieval Islamic Political Thought, p. 382f.

154. Cf. the reference given above, note 104,

155. M. Hamidullah, Muslim Conduct of State, Lahore 1977, p. 172, para. 326.
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o to live as dhimmis under Islamic law is obviously a form of religious coer-
o, as was generally admitted in pre-modern times. Forcing people to become
e siims and forcing them to become dhimmis were different forms of ikrah ‘ala
Z:;: al-haqq, as al-Khattabi said withpl}t the slightest embarrassment; was the infi-
del fought for anything other than religion, as Ibn al—‘Arapi S0 mgmorably .asked ‘5f’?
simply to show that conquered peoples could keep their religion as dhimmis did
qot solve the problem. . N . :

b. A more drastic response, then, is to rewrite jihad as mere political expansio-
pism. This is how Ibn ‘Ashiir presented it (after the conquest.of Me§ca)', as we haye
seen, and also how Jihad was explained to students of Islamic studies in Br1ta1n. in
(he sixties and seventies, thanks to Watt and others. In terms of HanafT and Maliki
aw, it is half correct: it brought non-Muslims under the political rule of Islam
while leaving them to practise their own religion. The half that is omitted is that it
was God who ordered that they be conquered, that the purpose of the efforts was to
«make God’s word uppermost”, that the long-term hope was that the victims would
see the light and convert, and that the rewards for the participants were heavenly
unless they fought for worldly purposes (in which case their efforts did not count
as jihad). Characterising expansionism of this type as purely political is about as
accurate as characterising British imperialism as purely religious on the grounds
that the conquered peoples were often allowed to retain their own government
under British control. In any case, nobody likes imperialism of any type any more,
so this argument is not often heard these days.

¢. A far more popular solution is to claim that jikdad is purely defensive. This
view, which seems to have originated in British India'*’, has enjoyed something
close to dogmatic status among modern-educated Muslims till recent times, and
it is well represented among the Islamists too, both Sunni and Imami. It enjoys a
venerable ancestry inasmuch as both the tenth-century philosopher al-Amirt and
the fourteenth-century traditionalists, Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya,
presented jihad along these lines'®, Al“Amiri found it impossible to go so far as
to claim that the Prophet’s warfare was defensive, but Ibn Taymiyya and his pupil
were less pusillanimous, and the same is true of the modernists, who commonly
cast the conquests as defensive or pre-emptive too!*®. The pre-emptive argument is
also encountered as far back as the tenth century: the Muslims had to fight the infi-
dels until they accepted either the truth or dhimmi status in order to have peace of
mind and not to worry about being tricked or plundered by them, as the Epistles of
the Sincere Brethren explained. Fadlallzh agrees in his publication of 1983 (though
clearly not today): if the Christians and Jews will not accept either dhimmi status

156. See the references given above, notes 15, 56.

157. Cf. Cheragh Ali, A Critical Exposition of the Popular “Jihad”: Showing that all the Wars of
Mohammad were Defensive, and that Aggressive War, or Compulsory Conversion, is not Allowed in
the Koran, Calcutta 1885 (reprinted Karachi 1977). For the context, see P. Hardy, The Muslims of
British Indiaq, Cambridge 1972, ch. IV.

5158. “He only fought those who fought him”, as Ibn al-Qayyim says. For al-Amiri, see above, note

3.

159. E.g. Hijazi, Tafsir, 1/8; Sayyid Qutb, Zilal, 293f; Shihata, Tafsir, vol. 3, p. 29; Zuhayli, Tafsir,
vol. 3, p. 21f.
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or Islam, then they have in effect declared war on the Muslims, who must fight 4
defensive war against them %0,

The most interesting argument in favour of jihdd as purely defensive is by
Mahmad Shaltat (d. 1965), a rector of al-Azhar who wrote a well known treatise
on the Quran and jihad. He argued that the Quran gives mankind the freedom,
to choose between faith and unbelief, that it nowhere permits coercion in mat-
ters of religion but on the contrary forbids it (in Q. 2:256 and other verses) ang
that the permission to fight was revealed in response to the persecution endureg
by the Muslims in Mecca. All this is squarely based on the Quran itself with
almost complete disregard of traditional interpretations, and his apologetic intens
notwithstanding, he often seems to come much closer to what a historian woulg
consider likely to be the original meaning of the verses than his traditionalist
predecessors. He achieves his radical results by refusing to write in the musql-
sal genre, which he declares to be based on extra-Qur'anic principles that cause
verses to be explained “in ways completely opposed to their real meanings”, or
“even considered to have been abrogated”, so that for example no less than seventy
verses are declared to have been abrogated because they are incompatible with the
legitimacy of fighting; this, he says, clashes with the fact that the Quran is sup-
posed to be the primary source of Islam'%. He could have added that commenting
verse by verse makes it almost impossible not to be swept away by the tradition
(the only exegete who has managed to be completely original in that genre seems
to be Sayyid Qutb). Shaltiit’s reluctance to invoke the theory of abrogation is cha-
racteristic of all modern exegetes: not one of them, whether modernist or Islamist,
holds Q. 2:256 to be abrogated. But though thematic tafsir has risen to prominence
since he wrote, the musalsal genre seems to be as popular as ever.

d. Another solution, particularly popular in the West today, is to imply that
Jihad in the sense of holy war is an Orientalist misconception, usually on the
grounds that the word jihad does not really mean fighting and that true jikad is
spiritual battling against one’s own evil inclinations, often known as the Greater
Jihad'*. This is really more of a diversionary tactic than a solution since spiritual
Jihdd was never meant to replace the type enjoined in the law, however important
it was deemed to be. One does not find this solution in fafsirs.

All in all, it is probably fair to say that just as most educated Muslims today
assume the [a ikrdha verse to be a declaration of universal tolerance, so most of
them hold jikad to be defensive and dismiss Western-style historians who say
otherwise as biased against Islam. It is of course up to the believers to decide
what they want their Islamic institutions to be today, and most people are probably
cheered by their definition of jihdd as defensive, as also by the modernist unders-

160. Fadlallah, Wahy, vol. 5, p. 27; Rasd’il Ikhwan al-Safa, vol. 3, p. 162f;, compare Shaltiit in Peters,
Jihad, p. 99f.

161. M. Shalttit, al-Qur’an wa-l-gital, tr. Peters, Jihad, 60ff and cf. the analysis, p. 103ff. Cf. also K.
Zebiri, Mahmiid Shaltiit and Islamic Modernism, Oxford 1993, ch VIIL; his reluctance “to evaluate
the Qur'an by any criterion except itself” is noted at p. 161.

162. For an example A. Rahman, Islam: Ideology and the Way of Life, L.ondon 1980 (distributed by
the Muslim Schools Trust), ch. XV, where jihad is declared the most misunderstood Islamic concept:
non-Muslims always take it to mean war and fighting, and many Orientalists take it to be a duty
to propagate Islam by means of force. Like Shaltiit, he bases his account entirely on the Qur'an
(including Q. 2:256).

160

“No compulsion in religion”

randing of the [a ikraha verse. What Western-style historians deny is simply that
this is how either was understood in the past.

Historians and believers tend to misunderstand each other because the belie-
vers typically reinterpret their doctrines without acknowledging that this is what
they are doing, projecting their modern beliefs back into the past. Historians who
show that Muslims held different views in the past are seen as trying to under-
mine the validity of beliefs prevailing today, sometimes because the believers find
it impossible to distinguish past Muslims from themselves (unless they disagree
with them) and sometimes because doctrinal change is not recognized as legiti-
mate. There is an instructive example of such backprojection in the furore over
Pope Benedict XVI’s treatment of the @ ikraha verse in his speech at Regensburg
on 12th September, 2006. The Pope mentioned that according to some experts,
Q. 2:256 probably dated from “the early period, when Mohammed was still power-
less and under threat” and that other rules had later been added concerning holy
war; in other words, he adopted the traditional interpretation according to which
the verse had been revealed in Mecca and abrogated in Medina'é®. Thirty-eight
Muslim scholars responded (as did an Islamicist) that he was wrong!¢*: the verse
had been revealed in Medina in connection with some Jews or Christians who had
wanted to force their children to convert to Islam, as one could read in al-Tabar1
and other early commentators; it did not date from the period when the Muslims
were weak and powerless, but rather from their period of political ascendance, and
it taught them that “they could not force another’s heart to believe™'®>,

The Pope’s choice of the interpretation according to which the verse had been
abrogated is unlikely to have been innocent. One can however read the interpre-
tation he discussed in al-Tabari, too, and the Pope did at least acknowledge that
there were other views on the meaning. One might have expected the thirty-eight
Muslim scholars to respond that he was out of date, and that he was about as right
about modern Islam as a Muslim cleric citing Thomas Aquinas would be about
modern Christianity. But this is not what they said. Instead, they wrote as if the
interpretation adopted by the Pope was simply mistaken, and corrected him with
reference to another traditional interpretation; and in so doing, they read the verse
as a negative prohibition in connection with the Ansaris, but reformulated it in
their presentation of its enduring message as a factual statement about the impos-
sibility of coercing the inner man: it was this hybrid that they claimed to have read
in al-Tabari and other early exegetes. (Whether they were tacitly reserving the
right to use force against outer man one cannot tell.) In other words, they engaged
in what to a historian was misrepresentation of their own tradition, refusing to

163. Zenith News Agency ~ The World Seen from Rome, at http://www.zenit.org/english/visualizza.
phtml?sid=94748. The response of the thirty-eight Muslim scholars quote the Pope as saying
“according to the experts” rather than “according to some of the experts”, which makes the claim
unduly sweeping. What he actually said I do not know. The web-site identifies the version quoted as
the version he read.

164. The Islamicist is Juan Cole, who thinks the Pope ought to apologize to the Muslims for getting
his facts so wrong as to claim that the verse was revealed in Mecca and later abrogated, cf. his
“Informed Comment” at http://www.juancole.com/2006/09/pope-gets-it-wrong-on-islam-pope.html.

165.http://www.islamicamagazine.com/online-analysis/open-letter-to-his-holiness-pope-benedict-
xvLhtml.
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acknowledge that past Muslims had subscribed to doctrines that they themselveg
no longer believed to be valid.

Modern-educated Muslims who dismiss Western-style historians as biaseq
against Islam are more often than not ignorant of their own tradition, but that
certainly cannot be true of the thirty-eight scholars. They were writing as theo-
logians staking out a position, not as historians, however; and to a historian they
were guilty of traducing the past. Had one put this to them, however, they might
have responded that historians are guilty of traducing the present, for by insisting
that the past must be understood in its own light, historians remove the support of
the tradition from the present; if change is a sign of falsehood, historians under-
mine the authority of current interpretations by showing them to be historically
conditioned rather than perennial truths. The relationship between believers and
historians would not be so tense if the possibility of legitimate doctrinal change
were acknowledged, but it rarely is, in part no doubt because Muslims are feeling
on the defensive. So the two parties tend to misunderstand each other, as one sees
with depressing frequency in discussions of jikad.

Apostates and heretics

If Q. 2:256 is a declaration of religious freedom, how can Islamic law decree
death for apostates? The pre-modern exegetes do not often discuss this ques-
tion. As we have seen, al-Tabari (d. 310/923) explicitly notes that apostates are an
exception to the grant of tolerance (they are not in the category of infidels from
whom jizya can be taken, as the jurists will say). In the same vein the modern
Saudi exegete al-Hamd presents the death penalty for apostasy as a given fact in
the light of which the Qur'anic verse has to be interpreted, and since he expli-
citly rejects the concept of religious freedom, this is perfectly coherent'®. Others
only discuss forced apostasy, i.e. the secularisation they see their governments as
imposing on them: the verse shows that nobody can be forced to enter Islam or to
leave it, al-Khatib al-Mawsili says, deftly avoiding the question whether one can
be forced to stay in it. There can be no ikrah ‘ala tarkihi, as the Iranian Sadiql
says, again without a word about apostates'®”. There is much discussion of apos-
tasy in English, often in the context of human rights and often on the web, almost
always in a liberal vein. The website Religioustolerance.org, for example, tells us
that “There is a very strong movement within Islam which argues ‘Let there be no
compulsion in the religion ...". They also point out that there is no historical record
which indicates that Muhammad (pbuh) or any of his companions ever sentenced
anyone to death for apostasy. The hadiths (sayings of Muhammad) which seem
to call for execution are very weak and suspect”!%®, Even if all the reports were
authentic, the fact that the infallible Imams are no longer with us means that we

166. al-Hamd, Tahdhib, vol. 2, p. 182.

167. Sadiqi, Furgan, vol. 3, p. 223.

168. http://www.religioustolerance.org/isl_apos.htm. It is a fair summary of the argument of
Rahman, Punishment of Apostasy. Cf. also M. H. Kamali, Freedom of Expression in Islam, re\.zlsed
edition, Cambridge 1997, ch. IX, where Q. 2:256 is endorsed as the Qurnic norm and the traditlon'fll
doctrine is rejected as politically motivated. Note also the objections of Radzuan Halim to the Islami¢
State Document issued by Parti Islam SeMalaysia which invokes Q. 2:256 for non-Muslims aloni,
insisting that Muslims must abide by their religion (“Radzuan’s reasons: the Islamic state document’,
The Edge (Singapore), 22nd December 2003, p. 4 of 6 in my ILL copy).
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cannot execute the penalty they call for, the Imami Kadivar observes'®. “Islam
does not punish departure from it (al-khuriij ‘an al-islam), only revolt against it”
(al-khurdj ‘alayhi), as an article on Q. 2:256 in the Lebanese newspaper al-Hayat
declared in July 2006'°. But the debate still comes across as subdued; and as
might be expected, no tafsir musalsal seems to voice such views.

Muslim dissenters

If apostates are rarely mentioned in discussions of Q. 2:256 (at least in the
works known to me), dissenters are completely absent, except, as has been seen,
in Ismaili works. To this day the Ismailis remain the only Muslims to have inter-
preted “no compulsion in religion™ as an affirmation of the right to hold dissident
views without being outlawed. Other Muslims assumed the I ikraha verse to be
about infidels alone, taking the verses on correcting wrong practices and beliefs
(al-amr bi-l-ma‘riif wa-l-nahy ‘an al-munkar) to be about fellow-Muslims. The
two injunctions were rarely considered together, and this remains true today as
well, even though it is common for al-amr bi-lI-ma’‘riif to be considered in relation
to modern freedoms of other kinds.!” But a few attempts have been made to relate
them, in the context of the enforcement of public morality rather than belief.

One pre-modern example seems to be known: the Damascene scholar ‘Abd
al-Ghani al-Nabulst (d. 1143/1731) invoked la ikrdha and other tolerance verses
to forbid the use of force in the performance of the duty of al-amr bi-l-ma‘rif by
laymen 2. Nowadays, people also seek protection in the /@ ikraha verse when they
are tyrannized by Islamists. Thus the Lebanese Fadlallah complains in his publi-
cation of 1983 that some people have impugned the legitimacy of using force in the
performance of the duty to correct “with the hand” on the grounds that coercion in
religious matters is forbidden (his response is that there is no point in having a law
if people are free to disobey it and that “Islam does not believe in this individual
freedom, but rather legislates for the individual in his private as in his public life”).
It is presumably in response to similar objections that the Iranian Imami al-Sadiqi
claims that the use of force by way of al-amr bi-I-ma‘riif is not really compulsion,
given that people are being made to practise what they themselves believe'™. On
November 19th, 2003, the Lebanese newspaper al-Haydt carried an article by a
Lebanese professor of Islamic studies suggesting that the /a ikraha verse should
be read as forbidding Muslims to compel fellow-Muslims in matters Islamic!”.
Explicitly directed against the use of takfir and religious violence today, it argued
that this was compatible with the duty of al-amr bi-I-ma‘riif on the assumption that
changing things “with the hand” did not mean using violence, but rather engaging

169. Kadivar, “Freedom of thought” 19 (dismissing the traditions on the grounds that they are
ahad).

170. Al-Tayyib Bii ‘Azza, “Dalalat ayat ‘1a ikraha {1 al-din’ ... qir@a lughawiyya wa-ukhra mu‘asira”,
al-Hayar 15th July 2006, issue no. 15807 (drawn to my attention by Mona Zaki). Q. 10:99 is also
cited.

171. Cf. Cook, Commanding Right, p. 512ff.

172. Cook, Commanding Right, p. 326.

173. Fadlallah, Wahy, vol. 5, p. 28f; Sadiqi, Furgan, p. 223.

174, Suad al-Hakim,**a ikraha f1al-din’ ... qir@'a jadida f1 ma'na al-hurriyya al-diniyya”, al-Hayat,
;9th November 2003, issue no. 15571, supplement on turdth, 18 (drawn to my attention by Mona

aki).
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in any practical activity likely to change to world for the better; in the author’s
view, the duty of al-amr bi-l-ma‘rif had so far been understood in too narrow 5
vein as concerned with alcohol, entertainment and women’s clothing rather thap
moral issues. How this was received I do not know, but it seems likely that there
will be further developments along these lines in the future.

Late antiquity and the Qur'dn

The reader who has got this far has now read some 17,000 words in explanation
of a mere four. Just what did those four words mean when they were first uttered?
he or she may wearily be asking. The short answer is that we do not know. The
long answer is that while we do not know, some suggestions can be made,

The first point to note is that the words plainly are not meant in a lawgiving
vein. They are preceded by the throne verse, a sublime description of God: “There
is no god but He, the living, the everlasting. No slumber seizes Him, nor any sleep,
His are all things in the heavens as on earth. Who can intercede with Him except
with His permission?...” (2:255). Our verse continues in the same exalted style:
“No compulsion is there in religion. Right guidance has become clear from error.
Whoever rejects idols (al-taghiif) and places his faith in God, he has grasped the
firm rope which cannot break ...”. And 2:257 concludes, still in the same elevated
style, that “God is the friend of those who have faith: from the depths of darkness
He will lead them into His light. Those who reject faith, their friends are idols
(al-taghir), who will lead them from light into the depths of darkness...”. The
pericope is a glorification of God intended to persuade the audience to join His
side, not to introduce a new rule of conduct. That there is no place for compulsion
in religion is mentioned as a well-known fact which serves to highlight the self-
evident nature of what you must do: nobody is forcing you, choose what you like,
but do you want to end up in Hell? The alternatives are presented in such a way
that no sensible person could choose not to be on God’s side, as many exegetes
commented.

That this seemingly obvious reading of the verse is not standard in the Islamicist
literature reflects the fact that modern Islamicists tend to be remarkably faithful
to the mediaeval method of rafsir, which they imbibe as part of their training: they
do not read the verse as part of the pericope in which it appears, but rather detach
it from its context to interpret it in the light of the history of the early Muslim
community as known from tradition'”. That the throne verse and Q. 2:256 belong
together is a common exegetical view, and that the entire passage from 2:255 to
2:257 should be read as a unit had been proposed by unknown exegetes already by
the time of Aliisi (d. 1270/1854)'%. The trend that they and others (such as Shaltit)
represent is important. In general, scholars who study the Quran as historians,
writing mainly in Western languages, seem to be lagging behind those who study

175. It is this method that Shaltiit rebelled against (cf. above, note 161), as did others in Pakistan
about the same time (cf. M. Mir, Coherence in the Qur’an, Indianapolis, IN, 1986, drawn to my
attention by J. Witztum). For a good example, see R. Paret, “Sure 2, 256: 13 ikrdha fi d-dimi. Toleranz
oder Resignation?”, Der Islam 45 (1969), p. 2991, or id., Der Koran: Kommentar und Konkordanz,
Stuttgart 1980, ad 2:256.

176. Alusi, Riih, vol. 3, p. 18 (where the view is rejected). It is also reported in Atfayyish, Taysih,
vol. 1, p. 412. For its likely roots, compare M. Mir, Coherence in the Qur’an, p. 174f.
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it as believers, writing mainly in Arabic: for purposes of understanding what the
pook originally meant, as opposed to what its readers later made of it, we too must
read it independently of the tradition.

That still leaves us with the question whether it is God or humans whom the
verse declares not to be forcing you. The Mu'tazilites could be right that it is God,
put it is not the most obvious reading. For one thing, God is the subject of verses
255 and 257, but not of 256, suggesting that a different agent is envisaged. For
another, the statement that coercion has no place in religion implies that it does
have a place elsewhere, which would be an odd distinction to make with God in
mind. Above all, there are several other “tolerance verses” in the Qur'an, above all
Q. 10:99, so often adduced as a parallel by the exegetes: If your Lord had wanted
it, all those on earth would have believed together. Will you then force people (a-fa-
anta tukrihu al-nésa) to become believers ? Here it is explicitly ikrakh by humans
as distinct from God which is being rejected. By contrast, Q. 2:256 would be the
only verse in which God is said to abstain from ikr@h. One would thus be inclined
to agree with the earliest exegetes that /@ ikraha ft al-din refers to the absence of
human coercion.

If this is accepted, the pericope reflects a milieu in which everyone knew that one
couldnotuse compulsion in matters of religion, in the sense that it was wrongto do so
(whether actually forbidden by the law or otherwise). This in its turn tells us that we
are within the orbit of Greco-Roman culture in its late antique phase. The concept of
religious freedom was pioneered by the North African Christian Tertullian (d. after
220), who also gave the concept its name (libertas religionis). “It is ordained by both
man-made and natural law that each person may worship whatever he wishes”, he
said. “It is not for religion to compel religion (nec religionis est cogere religionem),
which is something taken up voluntarily, not under duress”'””. In the same vein
another North African, Lactantius (wrote ¢. 300-317), merging prescription and
description, said that “There is no need of force and injury, because religion can-
not be forced ...”; “religion ought to be defended, not by killing but by dying, not
by fury but by patience, not by crime but by faith ... There is nothing so voluntary
as religion” 8 Thereafter we encounter the concept in Greek: “I do not consider it
good practice to coerce people instead of persuading them”, Gregory of Nazianzus
(d. 389 or 90) said, gently chiding the emperor Theodosius while at the same
time praising him for “winning over everybody gently and setting up voluntary
action as the unwritten law of persuasion”!”., “Christians are not allowed to use
force or violence to combat error. They must provide for the salvation of men by
persuasion, reason, and gentleness™, as John Chrysostom (d. 407) said'®. By his
time, the claim was widely out of step with actual practice, and indeed with his
own recommendations elsewhere (“Slap them in the face, strike them around the
mouth, sanctify your hand by the blow”, as he famously told the Antiochenes with

177. Tertullian (d. after 220), Ad scapulam, 2.2; cited in P, Garnsey, “Religious toleration in classical
antiquity”, in W. J. Sheils (ed.), Persecution and Toleration, Padstow 1984, p. 14f and cf. p. 16.

178. Lactantius, Divine Institutes, v. 19.11, 22f (tr. M. F. McDonald, Washington 1964, p. 378,
379f).

179. Gregory Nazianzus, “Concerning his own life”, tr. D. M. Mechan, Three Poems, Washington
1987, p. 113,

180. John Chrysostom, Discours sur Babylas, ed. and tr. M. Schatkin, Paris 1990, p. 13.
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reference to blasphemers)'®.. None the less, the Christians continued to see thep-
selves as people who converted and corrected others without recourse to force
since this was how they were described in the Gospels and other foundationai
sources. That their religion had spread without use of the sword was a point they
were to make time and again in polemics against Islam '*.

By the fourth century it was the turn of the pagans to stress the voluntary
nature of religion: “There are things which escape constraint and are superior
to threat and injunction, such as all the virtues and above all, reverence for the
Divine”, the philosopher Themistius (wrote 364) said, stressing that the emperor
had provided legal freedom for every citizen to practise his own faith in imitation
of God who “has decreed that the manner of worship be left to the decision of each
individual: the man who applies force takes upon himself the authority which God
has given up”'8. Libanius (d. c. 393) repeatedly pleaded with the authorities for
tolerance of non-Christian religions (not just his own): “In such matters one must
persuade, not compel”3* The orator Symmachus (d. 402) goes so far as to endorse
pluralism: “What does it matter by which wisdom each of us arrives at truth? It is
not possible that only one road leads to so sublime a mystery”'®,

By the end of the fourth century, however, Theodosius I (379-95) had ordered
the pagan temples to be closed and banned public and private sacrifices along
with other pagan devotional acts, classifying them as treason punishable by death
(though well over half the population of the Roman empire may still have been
pagan at the time) 8. Thereafter life became increasingly difficult for pagans, and
for Jews, Samaritans and dissident Christians too. Under Justinian (d. 565) even

181. M. Gaddis, There is no Crime for Those who have Christ: Religious Violence in the Christian
Roman Empire, Berkeley, Los Angeles and London 2005, 15, citing his Homilies on the Statues, 1.32;
cf. R. MacMullen, Christianity and Paganism in the Fourth to Eighth Centuries, New Haven and
London 1997, p. 169, note 35.

182. See for example Abli Quira and Abua R'ita in S. H. Griffith, “Faith and reason in Christian
Kalam: Theodore Abli Qurrah on discerning the true religion”, in S. Kh. Samir and J. S. Nielsen (eds.),
Christian Arabic Apologetics during the Abbasid Period, Leiden 1994, 21f, 37; ‘Ammar al-Basri,
Kitab al-burhan, ed. M. Hayek, Apologie et controverses, Beirut 1977, 33ff; Hunayn b. Ishaq in Kh.
Samir and P. Nwyia (eds. and trs.), Une correspondance Islamo-Chrétienne entre Ibn al-Munaggim,
Hunayn ibn Ishaq et Qusta ibn Liiga (Patrologia Orientalis 40, fasc. 4, no. 1850), Turnhout 1981,
“Risila” 4, no. 185; cf. ‘Abd al-Jabbar’s summary of their arguments, Tathbit dald’il al-nubuwwa, ed.
‘A.-K. ‘Uthman, Beirut 1966, p. 173f. For the charge that Islam had been spread by force, see also ‘Abd
al-Masth al-Kindi, Risala, tr. G. Tartar, Dialogue Islamo-chrétien sous le calife al-Ma miin, Paris
1985, p. 144, 1671f, 227; P. Crone, Medieval Islamic Political Thought, p. 375ff.

183. Themistius (wrote 364), Oratio 5, 67c, in L. I. Daly, “Themistius’ plea for religious tolerance”,
Greek, Roman and Byzantine Studies 12 (1971), p. 73 (slightly modified); also tr. P. Heather and
D. Moncur, Politics, Philosophy and Empire in the Fourth Century: Select Orations of Themistius,
Liverpool 2001, p. 166.

184. R. van Loy (tr.), “Le ‘Pro Templis’ de Libanius”, Byzantion 8 (1933), 30 (§ 29). This speech
was occasioned by the rampages of the fourth-century equivalent of the Taleban. Cf. also his letter in
defence of Manichaeans (Ep. 1253) in S. N. C. Lieu, Manichaeism in Mesopotamia and the Roman
East, Leiden 1994, p. 53.

185. Symmachus, Relatio 111, 10, cited in MacMullen, Christianity and Paganism, p. 169, note 33
(ed. and tr. in J. Wytzes, Der letzte Kampf des Heidentums in Rom, Leiden 1977, p. 207); cf. also
Garnsey, “Religious Toleration”, p. 23.

186. K. W. Harl, “Sacrifice and pagan belief in fifth- and sixth-century Byzantium”, Past and
Present 126 (1990), p. 7, 15.
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agans who had “decided to espouse in word the name of Christians” were perse-
cuted along with Manichaeans, Samaritans, Jews, Sabbatians, Montanists, Arians
and others™". (“These crucifiers of the son of God should not be allowed to live at
all”, as a sixth-century Syrian saint declared before setting fire to a synagogue.)'*®
Tiberius II (d. 582) and Maurice (d. 602) also persecuted pagans'®’; and in 632,
under Heraclius (d. 641), the Jews and Samaritans were forcibly converted'”.
justinian’s policies did strike some as excessively intolerant. “As the Deity allows
various religions to exist, I do not dare impose one alone. For I remember reading
that we should sacrifice to the Lord of our own will, not at the command of anyone
who compels us. He who tries to do otherwise clearly opposes the heavenly decree”,
the Ostrogothic king Theodahad (d. 536) wrote to the emperor®!, using much the
same argument as Q. 10:99. The historian Procopius (d. after 562) also disappro-
ved, though he obviously could not be so outspoken. According to him, when the
rural people were compelled to abandon their ancestral faith, they rebelled, to
be cut down by soldiers or to take their own lives, in the case of the Montanists
by shutting themselves up in their churches and setting fire to them, or fleeing
from their homelands, so that “the whole Roman empire was filled with murder
and with exiled men”, while the Samaritans, resenting being made to change the
beliefs of their fathers, “not by their own free choice, but under compulsion of
the law”, instantly inclined to the Manichaeans and “the Polytheists, as they are
called” 2. Procopius also deemed it folly to enquire into the precise nature of God
when humans could not even understand human things properly: “let each say
about these things whatever he thinks he knows, both priest and layman” %,

Sura 2:256 must be downstream of all this, for what it expresses is a principle
inconceivable in a genuinely pagan world. There was no religious freedom in the
pagan Near East and Mediterranean before the rise of Christianity because civic
religion was separate from the pursuit of absolute truths and otherworldly salva-
tion (if any). Each ethnic and political community had its own gods; with the par-
tial exception of the Jews, no one claimed exclusive access to the divine or denied
other people’s gods, not because everybody was tolerant, but rather because what
religion stood for was a particular a set of laws and customs to which one adhered
by virtue of having been born into the community in question. Religion was the
ways of the ancestors, the worship that had kept your community alive, not a set of

187. Procopius, Anecdota, tr. H. B. Dewing, London and Cambridge, Mass. 1969, vol. 11, p. 32;
M. Meier, Das andere Zeitalter Justinians, Gottingen 2003, p. 202ff, 2981T.
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universally true beliefs®*. It was in philosophy that universally valid tenets were
to be found, and one was certainly free to choose one’s own philosophy, just as
one was free to seek individual salvation in mystery religions and additional culgg
of other kinds. But this freedom did not rest on a principle, merely on the fact thy;
such pursuits were not a matter of public interest as long as the demands of civjc
religion were respected.

The rise of Christianity changed all this by postulating a God who was trye
for everyone, irrespective of who or where or what one was, and who had to be
worshipped, not in addition to one’s ancestral religion or imperial cult, but rather
instead of them. The Christians behaved as if civic religion was a matter of choice,
and it was in response to the persecutions that they thereby brought upon them-
selves that they stressed the freedom of the individual to choose his or her own
beliefs. The rise of Christianity deeply affected the pagan concept of religion as
well, not only in the sense that the pagans began to defend the diversity of religions
that they had hitherto taken for granted, but also in the sense that they too came
to see religion as a matter of individual choice. Themistius’s claim that moral and
religious matters lay outside the sphere of legislation is an astonishing one for a
champion of Hellenism, as Garnsey remarks'.

La ikrdha f7 al-din is closer in wording to the snappy formulations of Tertullian
and Lactantius than to those of the Greek Christians, let alone the pagan philoso-
phers (whose views on the many roads leading to the same truth reappear in the
Ras@’il Ikhwan al-Safa’)"¢. But what matters is that the concept of religion reflec-
ted in the verse is that of late antiquity, not that of a genuinely pagan world beyond
it. In Q. 2:256 as elsewhere in the Quran, religion is a set of beliefs about a single
universal God freely chosen by the individual, not communal ways centering on
an ancestral god or gods. The Quran nowhere addresses its message to an ethnic
or political group in the manner of the Old Testament. It opens its statements with
vocatives such as “O you who believe”, never “O you Arabs” or “O you Quraysh”
(y@ ma‘shar al-Arab/Quraysh); it never casts Allah as the ancestral god of the
Arabs, as opposed to of mankind at large; and though the mushrikiin frequently
justify their beliefs as ancestral, they never charge the believers with treasonable
neglect of the civic/tribal cult by failure to venerate the deity or deities of the fore-
fathers, to perform the customary sacrifices, or engage in other venerable rites.
The issue between the believers and the polytheists (and Jews and Christians) in
the Qur’dn is universal truths to do with God’s relationship with lesser beings on
the one hand and the reality and imminence of the judgement and resurrection on
the other, not civic religion. Wherever exactly we are in Arabia, we are in a place
that formed a cultural continuum with the Christian world around it, sharing its
basic presuppositions and speaking the same cultural language, except that it for-
mulated itself in a distinctive local idiom of its own and was somewhat out of date:
Q. 2:256 articulates a norm which had come to be honoured more in the breach
than in the observance in the region in which it had originated.

What we encounter here seems to be a time-lag in the exchange of ideas
between populations separated by linguistic, cultural and geographical distance,

194. Garnsey, “Religious toleration”, p. 11, 13, 24.
195. Garnsey, “Religious toleration”, p. 21 and cf. 23.
196. Rasa’il Ikhwan al-Safa’, Beirut 1957, vol. 3, p. 30f.
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yet close enough in all these terms to engage in polemics. We see it today too.
Just as Westerners tend to envisage Muslims as embodiments of their pre-modern
nheritage (and, in the case of Islamicists, to interpret the Qur'an in the light of pre-
modern exegesis), so Muslims are given to presenting Islam as endorsing free will
and casting its founder as unaffected by sexual desire, in both cases in response to
ideas which emanated from the West, but which are now of dwindling significance
in the West itself. Similarly, freedom of religion no longer prevailed in the Roman
Empire, but among some people of Arabia it was still a live principle, as the many
“tolerance verses” of the Quran show: converts had to be won by persuasion;
fighting over religion was regarded as morally wrong, so that war, when it came,
required much justification'?’,

Both Christianity and Islam began as freely chosen systems of belief about the
nature of ultimate reality, but both had strong implications for the social and poli-
tical order in which they had grown up, and both eventually became civic religions
as well. One could still convert to Christianity and Islam after they had become
state religions (whereas one could not in any real sense of the word convert to a
pagan religion, as opposed to simply add a cult or a philosophy); but one was not
free to abandon the religion again, for it now embraced the laws and customs to
which all members of the polity were expected to adhere. Apostasy was treason;
the only way to abandon the religion was to go and live elsewhere. Religion now
performed the function of nationality in the modern world, that is to say it gave
people their civic status: to be without a religion was to be stateless, an outlaw
without rights or duties. Under these circumstances religious freedom became
undesirable. You cannot be free to choose your own nationality while continuing
to claim the rights and duties of a citizen, nor can you be free to adopt whatever
definition you like of what being a citizen entails; and if you want to live in a
country as a non-citizen, you cannot choose your own rules for foreign residents.
A modern citizen can renounce his citizenship without being regarded as a traitor,
but it would be strange for him to do so without going to live elsewhere. In the
same way, people were not free to adopt any religion they liked while claiming
status as members of a Christian or a Muslim polity, nor were they free to inter-
pret the official religion in any way they liked; and if they wanted to live in these
polities without adhering to the official religion, there were rules for protected
peoples to be obeyed. In short, there cannot be religious freedom where the poli-
tical community is based on religion. This was why the exegetes had to interpret
the la ikraha verse by recourse to the postulates of abrogation and the far-fetched
interpretations that Shaltiit spoke so scathingly about.

There were times in Islamic history when the tension between Islam as beliefs
about ultimate reality and Islam as civic religion was strongly felt: the tenth and
eleventh centuries are the most obvious example. But though the intellectual elite
at the time began to go down the road that Europe was to take from the sixteenth
century onwards, they only belittled the importance of the civic sphere; they never
went so far as to define it out of the religion. Religious freedom was still some-
thing undesirable when the rise of a by now secularised Europe made it something
so prestigious that Islam had to have it even though it contravened the principle of
religion as nationality. Thus began the great rediscovery of the fact that there is

197. Cf. Encyclopaedia of the Qur’dn, ed. J. D. McAuliffe, Leiden 2001-6, s.v. “War”, p. 456f.
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freedom of religion in the Qur'an and the gradual dismemberment of the traditiop,
As the Islamists so clearly see, there is only one way to stop this dismembermey,
namely to restore a political community based on religion. Whether they cap g, iE
is another question.
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ADI AL-NU'MAN, ISMATLI LAW AND IMAMI SHI'ISM

AL-Q

Farhad DAFTARY
The Institute of Ismaili Studies, London

The Ismailis split off from the rest of the Imam Shi‘is on the death pf the
m Ja‘far al-Sadig in 148/765; other Imam1 groups were eventually consolidated
- terms of the Twelver (Ithna‘asharT) community. The Imami Shi‘i doctrine of the
n ;mate, which was conceptualized already in al-Sadiq’s time, retained its centra-
;;?y in the theological thought of both branches of Imam7T Shi‘ism, the IsmaTliyya
and the Ithnaashariyya, despite pronounced differences in their political strate-

ies. It was however in the Fatimid state, representing the crowning success of the
revolutionary movement of the early Ismaflis, that the doctrine of the imamate
also served to characterize the newly-founded legal system of the Ismaflis.

The modern progress in Ismaili studies, based on a large number of 1sma‘li
manuscripts recovered in the twentieth century, has shed light on many aspects
of Ismafili history and thought. As a result, centuries-old misrepresentations of
this branch of Imami1 Shiism have also been increasingly replaced by factual
evidence substantiating a completely different, and equally astonishing, picture.
The Isma‘ilis had been accused from early on by their detractors, especially the
Sunni polemicists among them, of having dispensed with positive law or the com-
mandments and prohibitions of the shari‘a, because they had found access to its
hidden, true meaning concealed in the batin or esoteric dimension of religion
as interpreted by their Imam. This explains why the Isma‘Tlis were also pejora-
tively designated as the Batiniyya (Esotericists) by their enemies. Modern scho-
larship in Isma‘Tli studies, however, has revealed that the Isma‘iiis, at least from
the time when their da‘wa led to the foundation of a dawla, the Fatimid caliphate,
in 297/909, did indeed concern themselves with legal matters. In fact, [smaTli lite-
rature of the Fatimid period generally emphasizes the inseparability of the zahir
and the batin, the letter of the law and its inner, spiritual significance. Modern
scholarship has shown that Isma‘lt law and jurisprudence were founded in early
Fatimid times, mainly as a result of the efforts of the foremost Fatimid jurist, Abti
Hanifa al-Nu'man b. Abi ‘Abd Alldh Muhammad b. Mansiir b. Ahmad b. Hayyiin
al-Tamimi al-Qayrawani. However, in the pre-Fatimid, secret and revolutionary
phase of the Isma‘Tli movement, Isma‘Tli law did not exist; and the then dissimula-
ting Isma‘lis observed the law of the land wherever they lived.

After a pioneering study by Richard Gottheil (1862-1936), based on Ibn Hajar’s
Raf* al-isr ‘an qudat Misr', it was mainly Asaf A. A. Fyzee (1899-1981) who first
called the attention of modern scholars to the work of al-Qadi al-Nu'mén as an
Isma‘il1 jurist and to the resulting independent IsmaTli school of jurisprudence,

Ima

1. Richard J. H. Gottheil, “A distinguished family of Fatimide cadis (al-Nu'man) in the tenth
century”, Journal of the American Oriental Society 27 (1906), p. 217-296.
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