
No Compulsion in Islam

Blending rationalism and scripture, Mustafa Akyol’s

volume makes a strong case for religious liberty in

Islam.

jacob williams

T
he  qur ’an  declares  in  surah  2:256  that  there  is  “no

compulsion in religion.” But throughout the Islamic scripture’s

exegetical history, most Muslim scholars attached so many

qualifications to this declaration that it became almost a dead letter,

arguing that the verse applied only to forced conversions to Islam but did

not prohibit the use of religious coercion against Muslims. Some went

even further and held the verse to have been abrogated by later, more

severe scriptural passages. Thus, the title of the new volume, No

Compulsion in Religion—No Exceptions, edited by Mustafa Akyol, stands as a

bold challenge to both the medieval Islamic jurisprudential tradition and
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to the arguments of the authoritarian movements seeking to create

“Islamic states” of various kinds today. The arguments of the book, which

firmly oppose attempts to ground religious coercion of any kind in Islamic

teachings, primarily address Muslims who are unsure what they should

think about the issue. But the book is of great interest, also, to Westerners

who are unsure about Islam’s compatibility with political and personal

freedom.

Generalizing and simplifying tremendously, Muslims have taken two

broad types of approach to the interpretation of the Qur’an and the

sayings (the hadith reports) of the Prophet Muhammad. On one side are

the traditionalists who treat the opinions of medieval exegetes as binding.

On the other side are those whom Akyol elsewhere describes as

“rationalists,” who are willing to depart from the views of medieval

scholars when reasoned analysis of the arguments seems to require it.

Largely missing from the scene are Salafi literalists who also wish to

bypass medieval scholarship—but in favor of superficial fidelity to

surface-level meanings, rather than reasoned interpretation. Though

much-maligned in “Islamoskeptic” discourse in the West, this Islamic

literalism is the view of a small minority, with little serious intellectual

heft; most Muslim support for religious coercion arises from sympathy

with the traditionalist stance, not the Salafi one. 

The problem of religious coercion in Islam does not arise because the

Qur’an endorses executing apostates and blasphemers, and enforcing

prayer and fasting with a whip. It doesn’t. No clear statements of this kind

are found anywhere in the text. But certain hadith appear, at first glance,

to endorse drastic forms of religious coercion. Of course, medieval

scholars knew that first glances aren’t always conclusive; they developed

an elaborate interpretive method and body of jurisprudence that took this

into account. Still, with some exceptions, these scholars came to endorse

execution for public apostasy and extensive state enforcement of religious

practice.

The question for Muslims today, then, is how to view this medieval

jurisprudence. Is it binding in conscience? Or, alternatively, can Muslims

revise specific rulings, and indeed reach conclusions in tension with the

most superficial meanings of certain hadith, on the basis of general
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principles extracted from scripture? If this kind of reasoning from the

underlying purposes or maqasid of scriptural injunctions is appropriate, it

might also be partially informed by what human reason can know about

morality independently of revelation—by what we might call an Islamic

conception of natural law.
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Citizens should be free to offer religious arguments for
policies, as long as these policies don’t involve religious
coercion.

The contributors to Akyol’s volume all assume that the second, rationalist

approach is correct. Their essays are exemplary demonstrations of how

Muslim thinkers might reach sensible conclusions that contextualize the

illiberalism of medieval jurisprudence while remaining grounded in the

scholarly tradition and, indeed, seeking to realize the deeper goals that

medieval scholars also grasped for. As the Muslim theologian Timothy

Winter puts it in a different context, scholarship grounded in tradition

should not aim at “the replication of the positions of the ancients” but

should instead “seek what they sought.” The essays of this volume thus

deftly interweave philosophical and scriptural arguments. They show how

both the internal logic of scriptural hermeneutics, and the rational grasp

of the purposes and nature of religious worship, lead to the conclusion

that coercively enforcing religious practice or professions of belief is, in

fact, rejected by Islam rightly understood.

The essays do not shy away from directly confronting traditionalist

arguments on what are, for Muslims, highly controversial issues—indeed,

the most controversial issues out there. Between them, the contributors

discuss apostasy and blasphemy, “Ramadan laws” that ban public eating

and drinking in the holy month, female dress codes, and the legitimacy of

the Iranian regime. Two central lines of recurring argument emerge from

the volume, one teleological, engaging with the (in)effectiveness of

religious coercion in achieving its goals, and one scriptural.

On the teleological side, the contributors show us that religious coercion

corrupts the religion and the moral character of both the coercer and his

victim. The authorities empowered to coerce tend to embark on an “‘ego

trip’ of the self-righteous,” tempted to vice by a dangerous power to

regulate the details of other people’s private lives. And the people subject

to coercion are unlikely to become pious paragons of virtue, but rather to

either resist enforcements that they resent or to performatively go

through the external motions of worship while inwardly remaining
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recalcitrant. Either way, coercion does not produce genuine religiosity or

inner striving for the Divine.

Among the contributions, Mohamad Machine-Chian’s remarkable essay

on Iran backs up this philosophical speculation with concrete empirical

data. The legacy of the Ayatollah Khomeini’s “Islamic Revolution” appears

to have been to turn his country into a riddastan, or “land of apostasy”: an

astonishing 47 percent of Iranians claim to have no religion in anonymous

surveys, while only around a third identify with the regime’s official Shia

Islam. Not only has the regime’s coercion failed to produce piety, but it has

also actively undermined it by associating religion with the corruption

and predations of unchecked power.

There are interesting parallels here with debates among Western

conservatives and classical liberals. Kevin Vallier’s recent work on the

“fusionist” synthesis of liberty and virtue pioneered by American

conservatives identifies the “ruler’s burden”—the corrupting effect that

policing religion and morality has on the policemen and women

themselves—as one of the core problems with the coercive imposition of

virtue. The argument is remarkably similar to Akyol’s warning about an

“‘ego trip’ of the self-righteous.” Such links between Islamic rationalism

and American fusionism are surely worth exploring further. And, as Akyol

has observed elsewhere, the Islamic debate even has a good deal to say to

today’s Catholic integralists, who wish to resurrect a close church-state

union and coercively prevent heresy and schism. A prominent integralist,

the Cistercian monk Edmund Waldstein, has in fact approvingly cited

Khomeini’s views on religion and state. He ought to read Machine-Chian’s

essay.

The book’s final chapter, a transcription of a conversation between Akyol

and the Sudanese-born Islamic legal scholar Abdullahi An-Na’im,

reinforces the philosophical argument and also contains an important

clarification about secularism. The aim, for An-Na’im, of separating

Sharia from the state is not to exclude religion from public life—there

should be no attempt to “control people’s reasons for voting or debating

public policy.” Citizens should be free to offer religious arguments for

policies, as long as these policies don’t involve religious coercion. French-

style laïcité is not the answer to Islamist authoritarianism. In fact, as
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Akyol observes in the volume’s introduction, the prominence of laïc

attitudes among Muslim secularists is part of the reason for the “vicious

cycle of mutual distrust and repression” that blights most Muslim

countries.

On the scriptural side, the contributors show that the Qur’anic verses and

hadith adduced by medieval scholars and traditionalists in favor of

coercion are best understood as injunctions that were relative to specific,

now passed, circumstances. Most poignant in this connection is Abdullah

Saeed’s chapter on apostasy. Saeed discusses one of the most (in)famous

proof texts for the traditionalist view, a hadith in which Muhammad is

quoted as saying, “whoever changes his religion, kill him.” But as Saeed

points out, this was said in a situation in which changing one’s religion

also involved switching sides in a military struggle. Similarly, the military

actions of the early Caliphs against apostasizing tribes—actions often cited

by traditionalists as precedent for punishing apostates today—were a

response to these tribes’ refusal to pay taxes, not to their apostasy as such.

Thus, the medieval injunction of execution for apostates was really, Saeed

argues, a misinterpretation of the actions of the Prophet and his

successors against treason—a crime that, in a modern state, has nothing to

do with one’s religious profession.

Husnul Amin performs the same task for the medieval views on

blasphemy, showing that, despite a few superficial (and in any case

ambivalent) proof texts cited by traditionalists, the underlying aim of the

Prophetic mission was to encourage Muslims to endure insults with

patience and moderation, not to respond with violence. And Asma

Afsaruddin, in her chapter on sex equality, makes an analogous argument

about scriptural quotations deployed to justify forced marriage or the

limiting of women’s legal rights.

Ultimately, what all these scriptural arguments amount to is an implicit

endorsement of something like the “dual movement” hermeneutic

advocated by the philosopher and theologian Fazlur Rahman. First,

Rahman argued, Muslims should identify the underlying, principled

purpose of a scriptural injunction by abstracting it from its original

context. Second, the exegete should figure out how to achieve this purpose

in the unimaginably different context of the modern world, often yielding
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a quite different injunction. This process, of course, requires complex

prudential judgements and engagement with modern social science.
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Akyol’s volume has shown that, sometimes, the specifically
Islamic arguments for liberty resonate outside the house of
Islam and need to be heard by the West, too.

Unfortunately, however, approaches like this tend to invoke knee-jerk,

defensive responses from many Muslims, who see “modernism” as a bad

faith, post hoc attempt to force Islam into the straightjacket of a Western

liberalism they sometimes see as a mask for neocolonial oppression. One

limitation of the volume is that, despite the rigor of its constitutive essays,

it does not contain a direct response to this argument at the level of

methodological principle. Muslims whose minds are “closed” to

rationalism may simply be unwilling to engage with the detailed

scriptural arguments.

Akyol’s own contributed essay comes closest to directly answering this

attitude. Relating a fascinating anecdote about the attempts of a radical

seventeenth-century Ottoman sect to violently suppress wine, smoking,

and coffee-drinking, Akyol cites a contemporaneous scholar, al-Nabulsi,

who argued forcefully on philosophical grounds that, since no man is

responsible for the state of another individual’s soul, the best response to

other people’s vice is to gently admonish them and then look to one’s own

pursuit of virtue. But it is precisely this philosophical argument that

traditionalists are likely to write off as not just wrong but illegitimate, on

the grounds that God’s revealed will cannot be constrained by human

reason.

This rejection of natural law—a position we might call Divine

“voluntarism,” or the belief that morality consists solely in conformity to

the peremptory and arbitrary commands of the deity—is a common

rhetorical posture among more reactionary Muslims. Yet commitment to

this view runs shallow. If true, voluntarism would imply that non-

Muslims have no real moral knowledge, so presumably are not culpable

for any wrong they do—except insofar as they are culpable for not

becoming Muslim out of purportedly willful ignorance. But when

Muslims appear to be the victims of oppression by non-Muslims, as in

Burma or Xinjiang, the appeal of voluntarism vanishes, and the kind of
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figures who invoke this position suddenly rely on an implicit notion of

the natural wrongness of racism and discrimination.

For the arguments of Akyol’s volume to be fully persuasive to its intended

audience, then, the unsustainability of any moral framework that rejects

natural law needs to be directly and explicitly exposed at the level of

principle. Only then will the detailed, issue-by-issue arguments gain a fair

hearing. After all, among the underlying values guiding the volume’s

scriptural interpretation is the conviction that religious coercion is a

natural wrong—wrong because it destroys goods like inner sincerity and

spiritual striving that non-Muslims can also recognize.

The only issue-based argument with which I quibble, and it is a minor

quibble, is found in Mohamed Lamallan’s essay on Ramadan laws. If we

view the case for religious freedom as a natural law argument, aimed at

securing the good of free self-orientation toward whatever higher powers

may exist, we might draw a distinction between religious coercion proper

and the coercive upholding of public order. A law restricting public

breaking of the fast is different in character from one banning apostasy or

the expression of blasphemous ideas, because it does not entirely restrict

an individual from acting in accordance with their deepest values (one so

inclined can break the fast in private but refrain from doing so in the

street). Perhaps, therefore, it is not absolutely unjust for a state to uphold

moderate Ramadan laws under the auspices of an Islamic conception of

public morality that includes the way public culture affects spiritual

goods within the state’s sphere of legitimate concern. But even if this is so,

Lamallan has certainly shown that such laws are highly imprudent, for so

many categories of people (travelers, the sick, pregnant women, non-

Muslims) are not supposed to fast that it is not clear what public morality-

based purpose such laws can effectively serve. Nevertheless, clarifying the

different levels—principled and prudential—at which different kinds of

religious coercion are ruled out may be a helpful exercise.

Akyol’s edited volume is, taken as a whole, a vitally needed contribution to

a vexed debate. While grounded in the Islamic tradition, the arguments—

both philosophical and scriptural—are informed by principles with which

persons of any religious convictions or none urgently need to engage. As

Western societies increasingly reject the excesses of progressive liberalism
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and “woke” extremism, it is vital that they recover their commitment to

religious liberty, rather than falling back into illiberal religious coercion.

Muslims who embrace the ideal of “no compulsion” can and should be

part of this re-commitment. And Akyol’s volume has shown that,

sometimes, the specifically Islamic arguments for liberty resonate outside

the house of Islam and need to be heard by the West, too.
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