History Compass 11/8 (2013): 647–662, 10.1111/hic3.12075

Conversion to Islam: A Case Study for the Use of
Legal Sources
Uriel Simonsohn*
The Martin Buber Society of Fellows, The Hebrew University of Jerusalem

Abstract

The past few decades have witnessed increasing calls in modern scholarship for revisions of the
portrayal of early Islamic rule history. Such calls not only challenge older historiographic paradigms
but also encourage historians to seek answers in sources hitherto neglected. Accordingly, in recent
years there has been a dramatic proliferation of studies offering new historical conceptions, many of
which are indebted to new kinds of source material, including coinage, ofﬁcial documents, inscriptions, and material artifacts, alongside more conventional forms of data like historiographic treatises,
biographical dictionaries, apologetic literature, theological essays, and scriptural texts. Assembled together, new and older historical materials were now being processed, synthesized, and analyzed
through the lenses of fresh paradigms and often in collaboration with other disciplines, especially
the social sciences and comparative literature.The present contribution offers further support of this
latter approach by highlighting the utility of legal sources for discussing the process of conversion to
Islam in the early Islamic period. Following a brief historical survey, the discussion turns to address
one of the central, yet highly elusive, episodes in early Islamic history – the process of conversion
to Islam. The goal of this sample analysis of legal sources is twofold – to provide new historiographic
insights, but also, from a methodological perspective, to underscore the remarkable utility of these
sources for historians.

Christian and Jewish Communities under Medieval Islam: General Contours
The Jews and Christians who found themselves under Islamic rule were offered by their new
overlords equal civil and religious rights thanks to their monotheistic convictions. Among
those, the communities considered in the following discussion are the Christians of the East
Syrian and West Syrian Churches, and the Rabbanite Jews who adhered to the leadership of
the Babylonian ge’onim. The choice to focus on these particular communities is a function
largely of the relative richness of their available corpus of legal sources.
The ecclesiastical map of the eastern churches under early Islamic rule was shaped before
the advent of the Muslim armies, an outcome of the Christological divisions that took place
in the ﬁfth and sixth centuries following the Council of Chalcedon in AD 451.1 Thus, the
patriarchs of the East Syrian Church (also known as the Nestorian Church and the Church
of the East) and those of the West Syrian Church (also known as the Jacobite Church and
the Syrian Orthodox Church) retained their authority over their traditional geographic
domains. Both ecclesiastical centers held sway over ecclesiastical sees that stretched far
beyond their immediate vicinities, with the East Syrians holding posts in Mesopotamia and
throughout Asia, as far as India and China, and the West Syrians settling in regions of the
Fertile Crescent, Mesopotamia, Asia Minor, and even the Indian Peninsula.
The Babylonian academies of the ge’onim presented themselves and were accordingly
perceived by their supporters as successors of the great Sanhedrin, the governing legal body
of Rabbanite sages that operated alongside and in collaboration with the Jewish Palestinian
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patriarch (nasi) under late Roman rule.2 As heirs of the ancient generations of the Rabbanite
sages who produced the Mishnah and the Babylonian Talmud, the ge’onim claimed to be,
and to a great extent functioned as the spiritual leaders of notable parts of the Jewish diaspora.
From as early as the seventh century, perhaps even the late sixth, to as late as the eleventh
century, the Babylonian ge’onim governed both directly and indirectly the lives of Jews from
central Asia in the east, through Mesopotamia, the Fertile Crescent, Yemen, North Africa,
and as far west as the Iberian Peninsula, and even parts of Europe.
Both the archeological and the literary evidence pertaining to the short aftermath of the
Arab conquest and the consolidation of Islamic rule suggest little turbulence in the lives of
local Near Eastern societies.3 With the exception of a wave of migration of those who
maintained an alliance with Byzantium and therefore left the Abode of Islam, the image that
emerges is one of general continuity from the pre-conquest period. Settlements both urban
and rural remained in place, elites remained in power, economies in ﬂow, and religious afﬁliations continued unchanged. Concurrently, the Islamic takeover has been seen as an important milestone in the gradual formation of religious communities as social systems.
Michael Morony sees the emergence of religious communities as “forms of social organization” as “part of the general transformation taking place in the Middle East from the fourth to
the ninth centuries.”4 Yet, whereas Morony views Islamic rule as a crucial milestone in this
development, considering it no less than “the single most important distinction between it and
Hellenistic society,” other scholars tend to locate the change much earlier, in a Constantinian
politeia. According to Garth Fowden, it was “Rome’s self-identiﬁcation with the church” which
gave Christians a sense of implication in “the empire’s political aspirations.”5 Living the historical
debate aside, the idea, according to which the social membership of the individual was dictated by
his/her religious afﬁliation, is crucial for our understanding of the societies under discussion.6
These are societies that, at least from the standpoint of their governing religious elites (patriarchs,
bishops, ge’onim, and regional Jewish communal leaders), were to handle their daily affairs,
construct their social commitments, and develop a social outlook in full accordance with the
principles of religious codes. It was with reference to these principles that the religious
community, its institutions, and most importantly its agents were not merely fulﬁlling functional
needs and agendas but were entrusted with safeguarding communal boundaries and overseeing
communal discipline.7
As adherents of a monotheistic faith and possessors of revealed Scriptures (the Torah,
Psalms, and Gospels), Christians and Jews are classiﬁed in the Koran as the “people of
the Book” (ahl al-kitāb).8 Accordingly, these communities were granted the legal status
of “protected people” (ahl al-dhimma). In return for their acknowledgement of Islamic rule
and payment of the poll-tax (jizya), Christians and Jews (and later also Zoroastrians) were
allowed to retain their religions and were granted protection and legal autonomy.9 The
ﬁrst few centuries after the conquest show a growing preoccupation on the part of
Muslim jurists with the question of the legal status of non-Muslims, their place in Muslim
society, and their contacts with their Muslim neighbors, a process whose peak can be seen
in the canonization of the renowned Pact of ‘Umar. The latter, most likely taking its ﬁnal
form toward the end of the eighth to early ninth century, contained a list of stipulations
designed to regulate the lives of non-Muslims amidst Muslim societies.10 Such legal
prescriptions were not one-sided. As we shall see, both Christian and Jewish legal authorities
were equally preoccupied with restricting the extent and nature of interfaith ties, reﬂecting
not only religious agendas but also the prospect if not the actual frequency and prevalence
of such ties. Indeed, the extant evidence supports the assumption that relations between
Muslims and non-Muslim ﬂourished in a wide variety of cultural, intellectual, religious,
economic, social, and political realms.11
© 2013 John Wiley & Sons Ltd

History Compass 11/8 (2013): 647–662, 10.1111/hic3.12075

Conversion to Islam

649

Law for Historians12
The reliability of the historical information provided by early Islamic narratives has been the
subject of ongoing debates among modern scholars for some time, with positions ranging
from wholehearted endorsement to complete dismissal. Ten years after her ﬁrst attempt at
calling into question the origins of Islam in Hagarism – which she co-authored with Michael
Cook – Patricia Crone was prepared to launch an even stronger attack against the reliability
of early Islamic historiography in her book Slaves on Horses. By now, early Islamic accounts of
the past were reduced to the level of vessels carrying “dust and rubble.”13 Crone’s skeptical
approach was met with a counter approach, one that acknowledges the problematic nature of
the source-material, yet at the same time insists that in adopting a critical approach towards
the extant literature some of its shortcomings can be overcome. According to Fred Donner,
a leading proponent of the latter approach, modern scholars should be able to access early
Islamic history through an assessment of the “relative emphasis” in early Islamic historiographic
narratives on particular themes.14
Christian and Jewish narratives from the early Islamic period merit no less caution. As historians,
we must always be mindful of the fact that narratives played a crucial role in instilling particular
ideological agendas.15 These narratives, coupled with formal injunctions, portray a social setting
that was carved along religious lines and the lives of religious communities as well-entrenched
corporate entities in which coreligionists conducted their affairs almost autonomously with
minimal interaction with their external religious environment.16 Yet, this image, plausible as it
may strike the modern mind, has been undermined in recent years by historians who propose
viewing religious communities as just one hinge among many around which pivoted social
commitments. A ﬂuidity and changeability of religious and social bonds, Richard Payne argues,
is already attested in Christian hagiographical and legal records from ﬁfth through seventhcentury Iran, an argument that resonates with Jack Tannous’s portrayal of the complex relations
between Christians and Muslims in the early Islamic Fertile Crescent.17 Accordingly, Arrietta
Papaconstantinou warns us against speaking of non-Muslim communities in deﬁnable terms
before the ninth century:
Although the visible deﬁnition of the groups was religious, their composition could at least partly be
dictated by other factors that also have group-creating power so to speak, in particular status, kinship, ethnicity and territoriality.18

In her reading of early Islamic belles-lettres (adab), Hilary Kilpatrick demonstrates the manner
in which familial, social, and even professional ties overrode religious differences in ninthcentury Iraq.19 Yet, similar patterns are also attested after the ninth century. Marina Rustow’s
portrayal of Jewish Rabbanite – Qaraite relations in eleventh-century Palestine and Egypt –
and Christopher MacEvitt’s study of relations between native Eastern Christians and Frankish
Crusades through a mechanism of “rough tolerance,” both suggest the ﬂexibility of religious
and social identities.20 Underlying this revisionist proposition is not only a different scholarly
outlook but also a rigorous analysis of old and new evidence, among which legal narratives
and regulations occupy a central place.
The utility of legal sources for studying the history of religious encounters in the early Islamic
period shows well in Albrecht Noth’s study of the aforementioned Pact of ‘Umar. Noth
discusses the Pact’s functional role, suggesting its primary objective was to defend Islamic
confessional identity by insisting on the maintenance of social boundaries. He rejects the idea
of the Pact as a legal instrument used to humiliate or victimize non-Muslim communities.21
Instead, he views it as a legal solution to problems that emerged from the gradual social
integration of Muslim and non-Muslim groups. Milka Levy-Rubin has recently described
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the Pact as an expression of a new social ideology that evolved and developed throughout
the eighth century, whose roots were deeply entrenched in Iranian social ethos and mores.22
This social ideology, she argues, was meant to legalize the inferior “class” of non-Muslims in
the new society. It was a Sasanian scheme of social stratiﬁcation, once used to delineate
social classes, which was now being adopted by the Muslims for the purpose of achieving
confessional segregation.23
It should be noted, however, that while legal sources have been utilized by historians of
different periods and geographic domains, the methodological question of whether law
can tell history has scarcely been addressed by historians of Islam and of the societies within
its sovereignty, and thus remains a perplexing issue.24 The present discussion rests on the
conviction that both geonic responsa and ecclesiastical regulations, despite their notable
differences, reﬂect historical realities. A great deal of the responsa drafted in the rabbinic
academies of Babylonia, the canon laws issued in synodic assemblies, and the ecclesiastical
regulations assembled in legal codes appear to reﬂect actual concerns prompted by real-life
situations and trends. This can be corroborated not only by the evidence derived from other
forms of data but also through a comparative analysis of the legal sources themselves. These
comparisons indicate that legal authorities of discrete religious afﬁliations were preoccupied
with similar (and sometimes nearly identical) problems stemming from the nature of
Muslim–non-Muslim encounters.25
The Process of Conversion to Islam
A survey of modern scholarship on conversion to Islam in the ﬁrst few centuries after the
conquest reveals that most modern historians have focused on such questions as when
conversions to Islam took place, how many people converted in a given period, and
why they chose to do so.26 Thus, early in the twentieth century scholars such as C. H.
Becker viewed conversion to Islam to have been principally motivated by economic
considerations.27 Yet, this understanding was later revised, following Daniel Dennett’s study
on the poll tax in the 1950s.28 Dennett convincingly showed that the idea of non-Muslim
discriminatory taxes were neither imposed uniformly nor conceived from the onset of Islamic
rule. Thus, in addition to acknowledging the role of economic growth in religious change,
Marshall Hodgson referred to the great social advantages that were to be gained by conversion to Islam, underscoring the social mobility that went hand in hand with the new religious
afﬁliation.29 Yet, it was the understanding, such as the one reﬂected in Nehemia Levtzion’s
essay “Towards a Comparative Study of Islamization,” according to which the phenomenon
of conversion to Islam cannot be treated from a singular perspective that gradually took
precedence among historians.30 While full scholarly consensus regarding questions of cause
and motivation remains out of reach, there is little doubt about the ﬁnal results. What began
with the mass Islamization of Arabian tribes in the seventh century, Iranians and Syrians in
the eighth through the tenth centuries, and Egyptians up to the thirteenth century, was a
process that culminated with the vast majority of Near Eastern populations embracing the Islamic faith.31 Less clear, however, remains the nature of the process itself. Indeed, Islamic law
and Islamic legal traditions (h.adīth) provide the principles of “proper conversion” and address
various aspects of the act of conversion or its converse, apostasy.32 In addition, different
historiographic sources depict instances in which individuals and groups converted to Islam
during the ﬁrst few centuries following the rise of the new religion (e.g. the
historiographic works by Muslim authors such as al-Ya‘qūbī (d. 897), al-T.abarī (d. 923),
al-Mas˓ūdī (d. 956), and those of Christian writers, such as the anonymously written
Chronicle of Zuqnin (ca. eighth century), and the one by Patriarch Dionysius of Tell Mah.rē
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(d. 845). Yet, the daily dilemmas that were prompted by conversion to Islam and its social
implications, the duration of the act itself (whether the individual converted immediately
or over an extended time), the reaction of the convert’s former and new coreligionists,
and the impact of the act on the convert’s social commitments, have received little, if any,
attention in modern scholarship dealing with this period. It is here, once again, that the
legal sources left behind by the religious communities whose members chose to adopt a
new religion can help us ﬁnd answers. One central trend these sources mention is the act
of conversion to Islam followed by a reversion – that is, a change of heart and a return to
the original religion. This trend reﬂects not only the progressive nature of conversion but
also the existence of a social space in which religious commitments were not perceived in
sweeping terms, hence allowing for the movement back and forth between religions.
Conversion to Islam occasioned a series of potential social and material beneﬁts such as,
depending on the convert circumstances, avoiding the payment of the poll-tax, securing state
employment, emancipation from slavery or from a state of war imprisonment, receiving an
inheritance, and even marriage. Thus, we may assume that at least for those who were not
immersed in theological deliberations, the change of religion did not necessarily stem from
newly acquired perceptions of God and His message, and accordingly, that the shifting of
their commitment from one monotheistic system to another was often an act of little drama,
a fact that may have rendered conversion to Islam increasingly common. Indeed, there is
more evidence that indicates the little regard in which some converts held their passage from
one religious afﬁliation to another. This can be gleaned from the frequency in which converts reverted back to their former religions – a phenomenon that has received surprisingly
little attention in modern scholarship.33 In ecclesiastical regulations and geonic responsa it appears mostly in connection with questions concerning the sincerity of those seeking to return
to their former religions, something that both Jewish and Christian lawyers seem to have
been eager to ensure by means of penance. Asked whether a Christian who converted to Islam and later asked to return to Christianity should be baptized a second time, West Syrian
bishop Jacob of Edessa (d. 708) prescribed “a certain time of repentance” after which the
returning apostate could once again join in communion.34 The principle underlying ecclesiastical positions was that, despite an apostate’s decision to renounce his Christian faith, he in
fact never left Christianity, hence the question of his return is of a social rather than a theological nature. Ecclesiastical leaders therefore stipulated that an apostate’s proper reintegration
within the Christian fold was conditioned upon his willingness to undergo a period of constant penance that would demonstrate the sincerity of his return. 35 Indeed, these sorts of
ideas do not seem new if we consider them against canon laws issued in the course of the
early local and ecumenical councils.36 Nonetheless, such preoccupations do appear to corroborate the image that emerges from contemporary narrative sources of Christian provenance of certain Christian individuals who repeatedly apostatized and returned to
Christianity.37 Similar cases are described in numerous narratives about this period, a fact that
has led one modern scholar to the conclusion that individuals who repeatedly changed their religion constituted the largest category of apostates.38
The key concern from the ecclesiastical standpoint appears to have been not whether
Christian apostates seeking readmission could or should be considered Christian again but,
rather, the sincerity of their intentions and the manner in which they expressed their regret as
a means both of setting an example for their fellow Christians and of safeguarding the sanctity
of the Christian community and the normative integrity of its members. To this extent, ecclesiastical and geonic preoccupations have much in common. Thus, rather than questioning the
Jewishness of reverting apostates, geonic responsa reﬂect a similarly overriding concern with the
sincerity of those who want to revert to Judaism, expressing the fear that an opportunistic
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motivation would endanger the very foundations of Jewish communal boundaries. Accordingly,
an anonymous ga’on ruled that the return to Judaism of a slave who had earlier converted to
Judaism and then apostatized required no special measures other than the performance of
penance.39 The same idea is conveyed in a responsum attributed to either Rav ‘Amram Ga’on
(ga’on of Sura, d. 871) or Nat.ronai bar Rav Hilai (ga’on of Sura, d. 858).40 The ga’on ruled that
a certain reverting apostate should be ﬂogged not because of his apostasy but, rather, because,
despite his apostasy, he was still properly regarded as a Jew and should therefore be held
accountable for the sins he committed during his time among non-Jews.41 Interestingly, the
petitioner mentions in his query to the ga’on that the person seeking to return whishes to do
so in a different country than the one in which he had apostatized, perhaps an attempt to escape
the death penalty decreed by Islamic law for Muslim apostates. Regarding the fact that the man
apostatized and now seeks to revert, the ga’on ruled that, once returned, the man
. . .should stand before the public and confess to what he has done and express his regret over the
bad deeds he committed. Once he has done this, everyone will know that he performed a complete
penitence and there will be no fear of deceit and eating and drinking with him will be allowed.42

Such apprehensions were likely to have weighed more heavily in cases involving individuals
who held central religious positions, where the example that reverting apostates set for others
assumed a crucial signiﬁcance. Thus, in a ninth-century responsum in reply to the question of
whether a Jew of priestly lineage (kohen) who apostatized and later changed his mind may
reassume his role (i.e. may proclaim the priestly benediction and be the ﬁrst one to read the
Torah in the synagogue).43 The ga’on ruled in this case that once he apostatizes, a kohen’s
sanctity is irreversibly blemished, even if he returns to the Jewish faith, grounding his position,
among other things, on the negative example the kohen apostate might set for the rest of the
community.44 This position, it should be noted, was in contrast to those of Rabbanite
authorities in Europe who permitted reverting Jews of priestly lineage to reassume their former
positions within the community.45 The parallel phenomenon of conversions of key ﬁgures in
the Christian community is attested in East Syrian legal sources. Here, Christian jurists called
for a lengthy state of penance on the part of clergymen who renounced the Christian faith
and afterwards returned, after which they may be accepted into the Christian fold but may
not immediately serve in their ecclesiastical rank.46
The movement (often repeated) from one faith to another occurred for a variety of
reasons. Yet, the narrative sources that tell the story of such individuals are colored by a host of
religious, political, and disciplinary agendas. Legal sources, by contrast, render these cases more
tangible, shedding light on the speciﬁc dilemmas they raised in non-Muslim communities.
Furthermore, they support the notion that conversion to Islam was not always irreversible,
thereby underscoring the progressive nature of this act and implying a reality in which converts
maintained close contact with their former religious communities. This latter point can be further
observed through the endurance of familial ties, despite the conversion of one or more of the
family members.47 While the trend is attested in early Islamic narrative sources and is addressed
quite extensively in Islamic jurisprudence, it has been left almost untouched as a social phenomenon in modern scholarship, moreover from the standpoint of non-Muslim legal sources.48
These sources point to a series of legal, as also moral, concerns that were triggered by the diverse
aspects of religiously mixed households and extended families. Questions pertaining to the
Christian education of children whose father is a Muslim, the inheritances of Christians who
converted to Islam, and the validity of matrimonial commitments at the event of conversion of
either the husband or the wife, are only some of the examples to what comes up both in rabbinic
and ecclesiastical legal sources.49 In a question referred to Jacob of Edessa whether it is appropriate
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for a priest to instruct Muslim children, the querying priest, Adhai, remarks that the priest in
question was bound to be coerced to do so by the Muslims.50 Though the question doesn’t
provide us with the full details of this affair, the remark that the Muslim adults involved were likely
to insist that the children receive instruction from a priest is telling. In the context of religiously
mixed families and conversions to Islam, it invites the speculation that at least one of the children’s
parents was either a former or a current Christian and accordingly wanted them to receive
Christian education.51 This is just the kind of family arrangement described in a regulation in
Isō‘bokt’s (c. eighth century) East Syrian lawbook:
If a man has children, whom he has from a woman of a different belief, without having another
wife, and these children are Christian, they should inherit their father. If, however, they are pagans
(i.e. Muslims), they do not inherit their father’s property.52

The case of a ten-year-old boy from Islamic Spain, which was brought to the discretion of
the Cordovan jurist Ibn Lubāba (d. 926), suggests that the apostasy of family members could
also occur at an early stage in their life: the legal scholar was asked to rule on whether the
child’s Christian parents had a right to bring their son back into to their religion.53
With regard to Jews, the testimony of geniza documents that speak of women who
retained their Jewish religion despite their husbands’ conversion to Islam, gives a sense of
the sort of circumstances that may have prompted geonic responsa dealing with mixed
marriages.54 Mixed marriages are mentioned in geonic responsa primarily in relation to questions of divorce, levirate marriages, the fate of the couple’s shared property, and the Jewish
identity of their children. A question referred to Nat. ronai bar Rav Hilai concerned a mixed
(if short-lived) marriage between a Jewish apostate husband and a Jewish wife. The ga’on was
asked whether the apostate’s divorce would be considered valid according to Jewish law, as
the latter, having converted, was external to the Jewish fold.55 In another question, referred
to the head of the academy of Pumbedita, Rav Hayya Ga’on (d. 1038), we ﬁnd reference to
a Jewish woman who apostatized, and it was therefore unclear whether the property with
which she entered the marriage, her dowry, was to remain with her husband, following their
divorce, or go to her heirs-before-marriage (members of her father’s household).56 Geniza
documents also provide the background to geonic responsa that mention renegade sons of
Jewish parents and converted parents of children who remained Jewish.57 Cases involving
a child and father of different religions formed the background to a series of responsa on
the question of inheritance. However, only as late as the ninth century do we ﬁnd among
the ge’onim those who ruled against the possibility of apostate sons inheriting their fathers.58
The innovative ruling has been seen in modern scholarship in a historical context of a significant rise in Jewish conversions to Islam and in afﬁnity with parallel Islamic, Christian, and
Zoroastrian legal principles.59
Conclusion
The Jewish and Christian communities at the center of this discussion operated simultaneously
on religious and social levels, rendering their religious afﬁliations and social memberships
inseparable, at least from the standpoint of religious elites. Accordingly, social life and institutions were made to function in accordance with a set of rules whose primary source and point
of reference were legal principles that traced their origins to primordial times and were
elaborated by later generations of legal scholars. With time, confessional laws expanded to such
an extent that they encompassed every aspect of life within the community, thereby instilling
in the minds of communal members a social imagination carved up along religious lines.
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Recent voices in modern scholarship have been calling for a revisionist historiographic
perspective on the history of non-Muslims under Islamic rule. These calls stress the need
to view Near Eastern societies in complex terms that do not necessarily correspond to the
tidy formal image to which religious leaders prescribed. Yet, such a revised understanding
cannot be achieved merely through a change in modern perceptions; rather, it requires an
analysis of the historical evidence that is framed by new questions. Focusing on parts of the
legal literatures that Christian and Jewish communities of the early and Medieval Islamic
period have left behind, the preceding discussion has attempted to do just that. Underlying
it is the methodological premise that laws, regulations, stipulations, and legal interpretation
can be used by social historians as reﬂections not only of social mores and structures but also
of social agendas and realities.
The social theme selected to illustrate this point is that of conversion to Islam. The great
historical lacuna in relation to the process that brought masses of non-Muslims into the
Islamic fold shortly after Islam’s takeover of vast territories in the Near East and throughout
its early history remains unﬁlled. Yet, unlike narrative sources or biographical dictionaries,
legal sources afford us a glimpse into some of the more subtle nuances of this process,
highlighting its gradual nature and the less dramatic terms in which it was perceived by those
who lived it. One aspect of this process that the legal sources underscore is the movement
(often repeated) of individuals from one faith to another by converting and reverting.
Although narrative sources mention the phenomenon, they pay little attention to the sort
of concerns it prompted among those non-Muslim communities to which former members
sought reentry. The return of non-Muslim apostates was treated by Christian and Jewish
lawyers on two different levels – the theological and the social. From a religious perspective,
Christians and Jews who renounced their faith may have been considered heavy transgressors,
but their actions did not strip them off their Christian or Jewish identities. The
social/communal aspect of their actions, meanwhile, was addressed with greater concern. Fears
that the actions of these apostates may set a bad example for their coreligionists or that their return
was not wholehearted and sincere prompted various mechanisms such as ongoing repentance and
a public declaration of guilt on the part of those who sought to return into the fold of their
communities. The image of close relations maintained between converts and former coreligionists
is further conﬁrmed by ecclesiastical regulations and geonic responsa that speak of the survival of
family units despite the conversion of one or more of its members.
Sometime around the beginning of the eleventh century, Rav Hayya Ga’on permitted the
Jewish consumption of wine touched by Muslims but remarked that such permission would
not have been granted 200 years earlier, when those who converted to Islam were not yet
ﬁrm in their beliefs and were prone to sustain customs of their former religions.60 As former
Zoroastrians or Christians, these recent converts to Islam were liable of rendering wine
forbidden for Jewish use by merely touching it. Indeed, legal sources dealing with reversions
of conversion to Islam among both Christians and Jews, and with a complex reality of
religiously mixed families, shed light on at least some of the reasons why conversion to Islam
was anything but a swift and absolute act.61 When considering the social ramiﬁcations of
conversion to Islam, historians should bear in mind this nuanced picture and be wary of assuming radical ruptures in the social commitments linking converts and their former
coreligionists. Of course, legal sources must not be read in isolation from other forms of
historical material. Indeed, these sources themselves conﬁrm once again the richness,
diversity, and broad scope of Muslim–non-Muslim spheres of contact and the interrelatedness
of these spheres in the period under discussion. Nonetheless, the modern observer would be
well advised to remember that much of the narrative and documentary sources at our disposal
were written by a narrow group of literate elite ﬁgures who owed their knowledge and skills
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to the very same institutions designed to erect and sustain confessional boundaries. While the
analysis of legal sources should be equally qualiﬁed, their function of addressing ad hoc
concerns and regulating the actual contemporary affairs of the community lends them a crucial
historiographic advantage.
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