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ABSTRACT 

 
One of the human rights which have been taken into account in different ethical and legal schools is the freedom 
of opinion. According to this right, no opinion can be imposed on any individual. This right has been endorsed 
in some Quranic verses, too. However, some claim that apostasy ruling is incongruent with the freedom-of-
opinion right. The present article first enumerates the Quranic verses about the freedom of opinion and then, it 
shows that the apostasy ruling can be widely seen in Judaism and Christianity. Afterward, it criticizes the doubt 
on the incongruity of freedom of opinion with apostasy ruling for two reasons. First, one should consider the 
necessity of accepting the requirements of believing in Islam. Second, the apostasy punishment is conditioned to 
its propagation.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 
Included in the teachings of the Quran are discussions of this divine book on human rights. It should be 

noted that the denotations of the word Haq (the Arabic term for right) include affirmation, correctness, and 
truth.1 On the other hand, its terminological meanings include entitlement, inviolability, advantage, and power. 
Moreover, right has been described as the essence of the social rules and regulations and the system of the 
personal and social behaviors of the citizens of a society, whose implementation has been guaranteed.2  

Besides, we might claim that examination of human rights is one of the most basic discussions in the legal 
domain. This topic received a special attention throughout the world when the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights was passed in 1948. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights might be considered as the most 
important achievement of the modern era, since different countries accepted it after years of social and religious 
disputations and fights. Nowadays, everyone in the world praises humanity for enactment of this declaration.  

Despite some theological, jurisprudential, and legal concerns over some parts of this declaration, its 
content in general emphasizes ethical principles and bases such as human dignity, the principle of freedom and 
right, the necessity of observing human rights and sanctity, prohibition of any kind of prejudice against humans, 
and the necessity of observing justice in the enforcement of rules and plans. One of the rights that have been 
endorsed in this declaration is the freedom of religion and opinion.  

On the other hand, some have referred to the apostasy ruling – which is stated in some Quranic verses – 
and have claimed that this ruling is incongruent with the freedom-of-opinion right. Using a descriptive-
analytical research method, the study at hand tries to answer the following questions: 

• What is the view of the Quran to the freedom of opinion? 
• Is the freedom-of-opinion right incongruent with the apostasy ruling? 

 
2. Freedom of opinion in Quran's view  

One of the human rights that is emphasized by all humans and whose correctness has been endorsed by the 
Quran before any law expert has commented on it is that the human is free to choose his opinion and religion, 
and no one should be forced to accept a religion. The Quranic teachings in this domain can be categorized into 
two groups.  
 

2.1 The Quran's emphasis on the high status of reasoning  

Examination of the Quran's teachings reveals that reason and reasoning have a special status in this divine 
book. Accordingly, the Quran has repeatedly used words such as reasoning, reflection, and contemplation to 
show the position of reason. It has asked people to contemplate and reflect upon God, the divine signs in 
horizons and souls, the metaphysical mysteries, the reasons and arguments that have been put forth by the 
prophets, the moral teachings, the religious legislations, and the magnificence of the Quran and its text.  
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Therefore, different verses of the Quran have reprimanded different groups of people for their failure to 
use their reasoning capabilities, and have compared them to animals or even more misguided than them.3 
Besides its positive view toward reason, the Quran has used reason and intellectual arguments in different 
situations, and has always asked the opponents and enemies to set forth their arguments.4 This has been clearly 
stated in the following verse:  

And pursue not that of which thou hast no knowledge; for every act of hearing, or of seeing or of 
(feeling in) the heart will be enquired into (on the Day of Reckoning).5 

Following anything without reasoning will result in paying attention to and believing in the opinions and 
words of other people. The argument that the Quran uses to emphasize this point relies on the liability of the ear, 
eye, and heart in front of God. Accordingly, the Quran asks those who deny the existence of the Unseen World 
and want to limit all existential realities to sense and material world to put forth an argument for their claim.6  

Generally speaking, in the Quran's view, reason is efficient and effective on doctrinal teachings, ethical 
teachings, jurisprudential teachings, or simply put, in all religious domains,7 though the strength of this 
effectiveness might not be the same in all domains.  

Despite its emphasis on the high status of parents and the necessity of observing their sanctity and respect, 
the Quran has asked people with idolater parents to avoid obeying their parents' invitation to idolatry, if they 
know that idolatry is wrong.8  

The clause "anything of which thou hast no knowledge"9 reveals that God does not say since I invite you to 

monotheism and in the contrary, your parents invite you to idolatry, you should decline their invitation and 

accept my word, but rather He says that if your parents do not put forth any argument for their idolatrous claim, 

do not follow them. This means that if I ask you to monotheism, follow it only if you find it congruent with 

reason and knowledge.  
Accordingly, God recounts the words of the Companions of the Cave who reprimanded their nation 

because they did not provide any arguments for their idol-worshipping.10   
Relying on the necessity of basing any belief on knowledge and certainty, the Quran criticizes and rejects 

Idolaters' claim for polytheism11, Christians' claim that Prophet Jesus was killed and crucified12, Christians' 
claim that God has a child13, and Idolaters' claim that angels are God's daughters14, since these claim are not 
based on knowledge.  

 
2.2 The Quran's emphasis on the freedom of adopting a religion  

One of the proofs that show the Quran has a special emphasis on the freedom of thought and the 
intellectualism in accepting any belief is revealed in the verses that highlight accepting the most superior 
viewpoint. The clearest example in this regard concerns this verse: "…so announce the Good News to My 
Servants, those who listen to the Word, and follow the best (meaning) in it: those are the ones whom God has 
guided and those are the ones endued with understanding."15 Respecting the right for freedom of thought and 
opinion, the Quran advices Muslims to stop battle and listen to an idolater who announces in the middle of battle 
his will for listening to the word of Islam and the Quran, provided that there is no trick and deception.16 As a 
result, if an idolater asks for a cease fire in the middle of a battle so as to have a chance to get acquainted with 
Islam, provided that there is no deception and trick, it is upon Muslims to stop fighting. More interestingly, if 
that idolater is not convinced after Islamic proselytism and does not convert to Islam, Muslims have to take him 
to a safe place sound and safe.17 It is clear that in the contemporary world, many of those who beat the drum of 
freedom and pride themselves on that would not accept an order to stop fighting because of someone's request.  

The next verse that clearly reveals the Quran's view to the freedom of thought is the following: "Let there 
be no compulsion in religion: Truth stands out clear from Error".18 Thus, God wants to assert that it is not 
possible to impose a religion or opinion to somebody through force and duress in the world of reality, since 
acceptance and belief is an internal, heart-based issue and no one has control over the internal side of anyone 
else.19 With regard to the clause "Truth stands out clear from Error"20, God has expressed the reason for freedom 
of religion, i.e. the way for growth and sublimation has been made clear from the deviation and aberration, and 
so, there is no excuse for anyone.  

Impermissibility of forcing people to adopt a religion can be seen in some other Quranic verses, including 
those that say if God wanted, He could force people to adopt the religion and be faithful.21 

With the Quranic evidences that were presented in the previous lines, there will be no doubt for any fair 
thinker that no religion has emphasized human's freedom and right to freely choose an opinion more than Islam 
has done.  

 
3. The criticism of the doubt on the incongruity of the freedom of opinion and apostasy ruling 

Ertedad (the Arabic equivalent for apostasy) denotatively means an agent's reversion to something or 
someone other than himself.22 In the Islamic jurisprudential terminology, it is defined as abandoning Islam after 
having belief in it.23  
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Many verses of the Quran have discussed the apostasy issue and have enumerated the worldly and other-
worldly consequences of apostasy. For instance, it has been said in the Quran that apostates' good deeds will be 
wiped out and they will be losers in the Otherworld,24 they will be the target of the divine wrath and painful 
punishments,25 they will be deceived and trapped by Devil who embellishes their bad deeds in their eyes,26 they 
will be deprived from God's guidance,27 and they will be cursed by God, angels, and people.28  

From among the verses that clearly reprimands apostasy, we might refer to the verse "And if any of you 
Turn back from their faith and die in unbelief, their works will bear no fruit in this life and in the Hereafter; they 
will be companions of the Fire and will abide therein."29  

It is noteworthy that no Quranic verse refers to the legal punishment of apostasy, and this kind of 
punishment was enacted by Prophet Muhammad (s). In addition to the Quran, many Islamic traditions have 
referred to the apostasy issue.30  

Based on the legal rulings that are foreseen for apostasy, if someone abandons Islam and turns to, say, 
Christianity, he will be punished if some conditions are met. Then, seemingly it appears that punishing an 
apostate is breaching the freedom-of-opinion right in Islam.  

In order to explain the foregoing point, it should be noted that foreseeing punishment for apostasy is not 
exclusive to Islam and is practiced in other religions, too. For instance, it is asserted in the Bible, which is 
believed in by Jews and Christians, that in case a faithful person utters blasphemy to God or abandons his faith, 
he will be sentenced to death.31 

It should be noted that the Church assigned intense punishments to thinkers in middle Ages and sentenced 
them to penalties like death penalty due to their scientific viewpoints. The Church did so because it believed that 
all of those viewpoints should be congruent with the Bible, and their incongruity was taken as abandoning belief 
in the rightfulness of the Bible, i.e. apostasy. To put it in better words, the Church relied on the apostasy ruling 
to judge the scientists in middle Ages worthy of severe punishments.  

Nonetheless, some of the Orientalists as well as scholars from People of the Book criticize Islam due to 
foreseeing punishment for apostasy, although they are aware of the existence of apostasy ruling in the Bible!32 

 
3.1 The necessity of accepting the requirements of believing in Islam 

As it was discussed earlier, the Quran accentuates that acceptance of any religion and opinion should be 
based on investigation and study, and a person should not adopt a religion before she gets certain that it is 
correct and right.  

Accordingly, all Islamic jurisprudents have stressed that believing the principles of Islam should be based 
on knowledge and certainty, and following a religious authority is not permissible in this regard.  

Islam emphasizes that after accepting this religion based on knowledge and study, the person should 
observe its requirements. One of these requirements is that he should not publicly abandon Islam.  

Therefore, accentuating the point that every opinion and Islamic faith should be based on reason and 
argument on the one hand and foreseeing punishment for abandoning it on the other hand reveals that God says no 
one is obligated to accept Islam and people are free to choose their religion. However, He also says that anyone 
who has accepted Islam should know that after this acceptance, he should observe Islam's requirements and orders. 
One of the necessities and requirements of Islam is that turning back from this religion is totally prohibited.  

This view can be seen in some important occupations on the globe. For instance, all intelligence services in 
the world recruit individuals based on the applicants own request without any duress. However, they inform the 
applicants from the start that although they are free to choose to enter the intelligence service, they will face 
limitations in their relationships with their friends and relatives, traveling, going abroad, etc. and even might not 
be allowed to change jobs.  

Moreover, in some countries, these limitations are applied to some strategically sensitive university majors 
such as nuclear physics, and failure to observe these limitations brings about punishments. Has anyone 
considered these limitations, punishments, and bitter consequences that follow the failure to observe the 
requirements of such organizations as contrary to freedom and volition? 

The answer to the aforementioned question is negative, since the respective practitioners and students are 
told that those limitations are inevitable and are foreseen for the sake of different social interests. Moreover, 
these limitations have been declared to the intended individual, and he could have rejected that job or university 
major but he has chosen it by his free will, and so, he cannot endanger the interests of a country or an 
organization by abandoning the job or major.  

If foreseeing such limitations for occupational and worldly issues is something natural and appropriate, 
then how can we consider Islam ineligible to have a preemptive measure against apostasy and say that it should 
not foresee any punishment for an act that will lead to weakening of people's religious beliefs? 

On the other hand, the historical and Quranic evidences show that some of the enemies of Islam tried to 
weaken the religious beliefs of people through apostasy in the early days of Islam. In fact, some of the scholars 
of the People of the Book used a dangerous trick to weaken the faith of the faithful. Some of them advised some 
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others to go to the Prophet of Islam in the morning and collectively convert to Islam and at the end of the day, 
go to him again and announce that they have abandoned Islam. The following verse refers to this incidence:  

"A section of the People of the Book say: "Believe in the morning what is revealed to the believers, but 
reject it at the end of the day; perchance they may (themselves) turn back."33 

Regarding the cause of Revelation of this verse, it has been said: "Twelve grand Jew scholars came to an 
agreement to convert to Islam in the morning and at night turn apostate so as to make Muslims doubt Islam."34  

Now it should be asked that when apostasy is to be used as a trick to weaken the faith of the faithful or 
apostasy has such a consequence, is it for the best interest of the faithful if Islam simply ignores apostasy and 
does not foresee any measure to prevent it?  

 
3.2. The apostasy punishment is conditioned to its propagation   

The most important point that should be considered in criticizing the doubt on the incongruity of freedom 
of opinion and apostasy punishment in view of Islam is that punishing apostasy is foreseen only in case the 
apostate divulges his apostasy and propagates it. To put it more clearly, just as accepting a religion is something 
internal and personal and no one can be forced to come to believe in a religion, abandoning a religion is also 
something internal and personal that cannot be relied on to punish its agent.  

What sets the ground for punishing an apostate is divulging the apostasy and trying to weaken the faith of 
the other believers; this is when the person abandons his faith and then goes to the community of the faithful and 
announces that she has abandoned Islam and has adopted another religion. Such a person sets the ground for 
weakening other believers' faith through this act.35 

Isn’t it appropriate to tell such a person the following words?   
1. When adopting a religion, you have been free and no one has forced you to embrace Islam.  
2. It was said to you from the start that you should not hasten in accepting Islam and should come to 

believe in it through conducting necessary investigations and studies to ascertain Islam's rightfulness.  
3. It was said to you from the start that accepting Islam has requirements such as not abandoning it 

obviously and publicly.  
4. If you were to revert from Islam, you could have done this in your heart, and it was not necessary to 

publicize it and to set the grounds for weakening the beliefs of the faithful through negative 
propagation.  

Now, with the aforementioned preemptive measures, doesn’t Islam or any other religion have the right to 
consider punishment for apostasy of such a person?  

A question might come to the mind that this analysis is applicable only to those cases where the person 
initially believes in another religion or is simply infidel and so, has the chance to study and investigate the 
rightfulness of Islam. However, it cannot be applied to the children of Muslim parents, who have hereditarily 
been considered as Muslims, because they have been regarded as Muslims unwillingly and without any right 
and freedom from the birth time, although they will be considered apostate if they convert to another religion 
after their puberty. Then the question is that how the apostasy ruling – which is based on volitional and 
knowledge-driven acceptance of Islam – can be applied to the foregoing cases? 

It should be said in response that such a person is considered a Muslim up until his puberty and enjoys its 
individual and social benefits. If he comes to doubt Islam's rightfulness after his puberty, he is allowed to study 
and investigate his religious beliefs and accept Islam's correctness through reasoning and certainty. If he cannot 
come to such a certainty, he can choose his intended religion like any other believer, and in case he does not 
adopt Islam, the apostasy ruling will not be applied to him. Apostasy will be applicable to such a person only if 
he is certain about correctness of his parents' beliefs or admits and acknowledges Islam's rightfulness but then 
publicizes his abandoning of Islam. As it is clear, any fair thinker will regard such a person liable to punishment 
because of his public propagation against Islam.  

In sum, it can be said that on the one hand, foreseeing the punishment for apostasy in Islam is for the 
benefits of the community of the faithful, and on the other hand, enforcement of this punishment is conditioned 
to terms such as publicizing the apostasy and propagation of this phenomenon.  
 
4. Conclusion  

One of the human rights that has been properly stressed by the Quran is that human is free to choose his 
opinion and religion. According to the Quranic teachings, adoption of any opinion should be based on 
knowledge and awareness.  

Foreseeing punishment for apostasy is not exclusive to Islam and has been conducted in other religions, 
too. For instance, the severe punishments that the Church foresaw for thinkers during the Middle Ages and the 
penalties such as the death penalty that it assigned to them for putting forth their scientific views were based on 
apostasy claim.  
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The historical and Quranic evidences note that some of the enemies of Islam intended to weaken the 
religious beliefs of people through apostasy in the early days of Islam. To fight against such tricks, Islam 
assigned punishments for apostasy.  

The punishment for apostasy is applicable only if the person publicizes her apostasy and propagates it, and 
by doing so, sets the grounds to practically weaken the beliefs of the faithful.  
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