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Abstract — Riddah (Apostasy) is one of the grievous offences in Islam. It has been the cause of destruction of faith of many 
Muslims since the early period of Islam. Although Islam is the only acceptable religion in the sight of Allah, yet there are those 
who decide to become murtaddun (apostates) after embracing it.  This is because most men are ungrateful to Allah. This paper 
intends to discuss and refute the popular misconception that ‘once a Muslim says La ilaha illallah, he remains a perfect Muslim 
irrespective of whatever he says or does’. Many Muslims today are ignorant of the fact that riddah is normally performed by 
Muslims. In view of this therefore, relevant verses of the Glorious Qur’an and authentic Hadiths of the Prophet (SAW) shall be 
cited in order to, one, clear off the misconception and two, explain the danger involved in accusing a Muslim of being a 
murtadd (apostate) without clear and reliable proofs. 
 
Index Terms— Misconception, Phenomenon, Polytheism, Riddah 
 
I. INTRODUCTION 
 
Islamic faith (Iman) is an essential aspect that qualifies 
a person to be within the fold of Islam. Before one 
becomes a Muslim, on has to accept the Shahadah 
(Declaration of faith) by way of testifying to the 
existence of no other deity except Allah and accepting 
Prophet Muhammad (SAW) as His Messenger. One 
must also believe in the articles of faith. Therefore, 
acceptance of Islam and compliance with the 
requirements of the articles of faith are what make 
man to be a good Muslim.  
A Muslim is required to, as a matter of necessity, seek 
the knowledge of both Tawhid (Monotheism) in order 
to perfect his religion and Shirk (Polytheism) in order 
to safeguard his faith and avoid falling into it. The 
Glorious Qur’an says: 
Know therefore, that there is no god but Allah. [1] 

It is important to note that as Islam has creedal theme 
for its entrance, that is Kalimatush-Shahadah 
(declaration of faith), so also it has exit through which 
one can fall out of the fold of Islam by negating his 
faith. This is called Riddah (Apostasy), the 
misconceived phenomenon. It is against this 
background that this research is undertaken to 
examine the concept, types and implications of Riddah 
among Muslims today. 
 
II. DEFINITION OF RIDDAH 
 
Literally, Riddah means retrogression, reversion or 
going backward.2 This usage can rightly be supported 
by the following verses of the Qur’an: 
“And turn not back ignominiously, for then will you be 
over thrown to your own ruin.”[3] 
 
 
1 Qur;an, 47:19 
2 Elias, E.L. Elias Modern Dictionary/Arabic-English Cairo Modern 
Publishing House and Co., 1982, P 246 
3 Qur;an, 5:21 

“Quite a number of the people of the Book wish they 
could turn you (people) back to infidelity after ye have 
believed.”[4] 

In the terminology of Fiqh (Islamic jurisprudence) 
however, Riddah is defined as “an act of renouncing 
Islam voluntarily by a Muslim”. [5] 
Shaykh Sayyid Sabiq defined Riddah as “voluntary 
withdrawal of a sane and matured Muslim from Islam 
to unbelief”. [6] 
In the Glorious Qur’an, the word Riddah has appeared 
in a number of verses. The following are examples: 
“O you who believe! If any from among you turn back 
from his faith, soon will Allah produce a people whom 
he will love as they will love Him”.  [ 7] 
“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” [.8] 
“Those who turn back as apostates after guidance was 
clearly shown to them, the evil one has instigated them 
and buoyed them up with false hopes”. [9] 
From the above, it becomes obvious that if a person 
after accepting Islam utters words of unbelief, he 
becomes a murtadd as the verses indicate. This is one 
of the reasons why the Prophet (SAW) warned:  
“Beware! Do not renegade as (disbelievers after me 
by striking (cutting) the necks of one another”.[10] 

 
III. HOW TO ESTABLISH RIDDAH 
 
Scholars of Islamic law have discussed issues through 
which Riddah is normally established. They are: 

 
4 Qur;an, 2:109 
5  Alish M. Sharh Munjal Jalil ‘Ala Mukhtasar Khalil, Beirut 
(Lebanon), Dar Al-Fikr n.d, Vol. 4, P 461 
6  Sabiq, S. Fiqh Al-Sunnah, Beirut, Lebanon, Dar Alkitab 
Al-Arabiayyah 1977/1317, Vol. 2, P 450 
7 Qur;an, 5:54 
8 Qur;an, 2:217 
9 Qur;an, 47:25 
10  khan, M.M (tr) Sahih Al-Bukhari Lahore, Pakistan, Kazi 
Publications, 1976, Vol. 9, P 156 



International Journal of Management and Applied Science, ISSN: 2394-7926 Volume-1, Issue-8, Sept.-2015 

Riddah (Apostasy): The Misconceived Phenomenon 
 

125 

A. Belief (I’tiqad):  
This is something connected with faith. Such as belief 
in the eternity of the Universe, disbelief in the 
immortality of Allah, disbelief in the existence of 
Angels or disbelief in Resurrection and judgment.[11] 

B. Practice (‘Amal): 
Practices that lead to Riddah include for example: 
throwing the Qur’an in a dirty place intentionally, 
prostrating to idol, sun, moon, stars, cross or fire, etc. 
[12] 

C. Utterance (Qawl): 
Utterances that constitute Riddah include: saying that 
Allah has a beginning, or a son, or a father, or a wife, 
or to claim partnership in the Prophet hood of 
Muhammad (SAW) during or after his death, or to 
accuse him of not conveying his message, or to belittle 
him or any of the Prophets, etc.[13] 
However, before a Muslim is considered as a murtadd, 
he must have performed an act or uttered a word of 
unbelief intentionally. Allah says: 
“Anyone who, after accepting faith in Allah, utters 
unbelief, except under compulsion, his heart 
remaining firm in faith, but such as open their heart to 
unbelief, on them is wrath from Allah, and theirs will 
be a dreadful penalty”.[14] 
The Prophet (SAW) also said: 
“Actions are (Judged) according to the intentions, and 
every man has that what he intends”.[15] 
Since only Allah knows what is hidden in the heart, it 
is obligatory to have clear and manifest evidence 
before declaring Riddah against a Muslim. The 
Prophet (SAW) says: 
“When a man calls his brother an unbeliever, it 
returns (at least) to one of them”. .[16] 
In another Hadith He says: 
“If anyone says to his brother, O Kafir (disbeliever) 
Then surely, one of them is such (i.e. a Kafir)”.[17] 
It is also important to note that committing offence 
does not amount to Riddah provided the offender does 
not in any way challenges the prohibition of the 
offence which is unequivocally declared haram 
(unlawful) in Islam, such as zina (adultery/fornication) 
murder, and the like. However, he (i.e. the culprit) is 
required to repent to Allah and ask for His forgiveness. 
 
IV. RIDDAH IN THE EARLY YEARS OF ISLAM 
 

 
11 Iyyad, Q. Ash-Shifa Cairo, A.A. Abu al Su’ud and H. Tayyib 
(Kano), N.D., pp226-230 
12 Ibid, pp230-231 
13  Al-Abi, S.A. Jawahir al-Iklil Sharh Mukhtasar Khalil, Dar 
al-Fikr, Beirut, Lebanon, N.D. vol.2, pp278-281 
14 Qur’an, 16:106 
15Sahih Al-Bukhari, op. cit. Vol. 1, p47 
16 Siddiqi, A. (tr) Sahih Muslim, Beirut, Lebanon, Dar Al-Arabia, 
1971, p41 
17 Sahih Al-Bukhari op. cit. Vol. 8, p80 
 

The problem of Riddah started right from the early 
years of Islam. The following are two examples of 
Riddah cases that occurred during the period of the 
Prophet (SAW):  

A. Tabuk [18]ExpeditionCase: 
During the Tabuk expedition, an incident of Riddah 
occurred. The Prophet (SAW) was the leader of that 
expedition. On their journey to Tabuk, some people 
among the hypocrites said: 
“Does this man (i.e. the Prophet (SAW)) thinks that he 
can conquer the palaces and forts of Syria? This is 
never possible!” Allah (SWT) informed his Prophet 
(SAW) about this statement. The Prophet (SAW) thus 
ordered the detention of the people involved. He then 
came to them and said: ‘Did you say so and so?” They 
replied; O Prophet of Allah, we were only talking idly 
and in play’”. [19] 
Thereupon the following verses were revealed by 
Allah on the case: 
“If you do question them, they declare (with emphasis; 
‘We were only talking idly and play’. Say: was it at 
Allah, and his signs, and his apostle that you were 
mocking? Make you no excuses; you have rejected 
faith after you had accepted it”. [20] 
The above verses indicate that the statement of the 
hypocrites against the Prophet (SAW) had invalidated 
their faith even though to their estimation it did not. 

B. Julas Bin Suwaid case: 
A man called Julas Bin Suwaid Bin Samit claimed to 
be a Muslim during the time of the Prophet (SAW). He 
however uttered a statement that condemned the 
truthfulness of the Prophet (SAW). He said: 
By Allah! If Muhammad is more truthful than our 
brothers who are our leaders and most honored among 
us, then we are worse than donkeys.[21] 
When his case was taken up to the Prophet (SAW)[22], 
he denied the allegation by swearing to Allah that he 
did not utter such statement. But Allah falsified him in 
the following verse: 
They swear by Allah that they said nothing (evil), but 
indeed they uttered blasphemy, and they did it after 
accepting Islam. [23] 
Therefore, to deny or doubt the truthfulness of the 
Prophet (SAW) or dignify other people above him, is 
an act of Riddah as pointed out by the above 
mentioned verse.  

 
18 Tabuk is half way between Madinah and Damascus lying to the 
South-East of Aylah. 
19 Shawkani, M.A Fath Al-Qadir, Beirut (Lebanon), Dar Al-Fikr, 
N.D., Vol. 2,  p378 
20 Qur’an, 9:65-66 
21Fath Al-Qadir; op .cit. Vol. 2, p382 
22 It was taken up by one of the companions of the Prophet (SAW) 
called Amr bin Qais who was present when Julas uttered such 
statement. 
23 Qur’an, 9:74 
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V. ANALYSIS OF SOME OF THE TYPES OF 
RIDDAH POPULARLY MISCONCEIVED BY A 
NUMBER OF MUSLIMS: 
 
For a successful analysis of the types of Riddah that 
arepopularly misconceived by a number of Muslims, a 
survey of some of the major un-Islamic beliefs and 
practices that lead to Riddah which are prevalent in 
certain Muslim communities is necessary. Some of 
these major un-Islamic beliefs and practices include: 
 

A. Spirit Worship 
There are some people who though they freely admit 
that Allah is the Ultimate Controller of the Universe, 
yet He does not occupy the central role in their beliefs 
and practices. All favors arising from their worship are 
attributed to spirits called Iskoki (Jinn).Sacrifices, 
consisting of sheep, goat or fowl, are offered to them, 
each spirit having its appropriate animal. The purpose 
of the sacrificial act is to furnish a spirit with the 
blood, which is part of its sustenance.[24] A number of 
those who perform such practices call themselves 
Muslims. They pray, fast and perform Hajj. Yet, they 
misconceive the implications of such sacrifices. It is 
however obvious that the spirits have been taken as 
equals to Allah by their devotees. This is an act of 
Riddah. It is condemned by the Glorious Qur’an in the 
following terms: 
“Yet they make the Jinn equals with Allah though 
Allah did create the Jinn”. [25] 

The Messenger of Allah (SAW) and by extension all 
Muslims have been commanded by Allah to offer their 
sacrifice to Him alone in the following Qur’anic 
verses: 
“Say, truly my prayer and my service of sacrifice, my 
life and my death, are (all) for Allah, the Cherisher of 
the Worlds. No partner has He; this am I commanded 
and I am the first of those who bow to His will”. [26] 

From the above mentioned verses, it becomes clear 
that any Muslim who offers sacrifice to the spirits 
becomes a murtadd. 

 
B. Spirit Possession (Bori [27]) 

‘Bori’ refers primarily to the possession by the Jinn 
(Iskoki28) of their worshippers. [29 ] ‘Bori’ can also 
mean spirit possession of a sick person. Those who 
have faith in this type of spirit possession assert that 
they practice this ritual in order to help the public with 
‘protection’ of all kinds and cures for all kinds of 
diseases. [30] However, the process through which they 

 
24 Greenberg, J. The influence of Islam on a Sudanese Religion, J. J. 
Augustine Publisher, New York, p27 
25 Qur’an, 6:100 
26 Qur’an, 6:162-163 
27 It is a Hausa word 
28 Iskoki is the name of the Jinn in Hausa language 
29 The influence of Islam, op. cit. p28  
30 Madauci, I. et al, Hausa Customs, N.N.P.C. Zaria, 1982, p77 

perform this ritual contains many un-Islamic acts. 
These include claiming knowledge of the unseen, 
offering of sacrifices to the spirits as well as attributing 
divine powers to them. Obligatory prayers and fasting 
(even Ramadan fast) are to be suspended by the person 
who is to go through the ritual, whether this will last 
one or two or three weeks or even three months. [31] 
Another sacrilegious act performed by the ‘bori’ 
devotees on the day the initiation ceremony comes to 
an end was taking out the initiate (sick person) to the 
bush to locate a tamarind tree. Seven different 
chickens are killed at the foot of the tree as sacrifice to 
the ‘Iskoki’. Then everyone present kneels down 
before the tamarind tree and prays that his wishes 
should be granted by the ‘Iskoki’. The following is 
what they used to say: 
“We seek refuge in God, we seek refuge in the 
Prophet, we depend on you (for help). This sick 
person, remove from her/his body (the illness), which 
is what has brought us to you”. [32] 

In other words, the ‘bori’ devotees ascribe absolute 
power of harming or curing of all kinds of diseases to 
the Jinn. They also assert that through the ritual of 
‘bori’, the Jinn could provide all kinds of help and 
protection to the public. All these polytheistic 
practices mentioned above are mostly performed by 
Muslims who pray and fast. The art of spirit 
possession is therefore an act of Riddah that 
invalidates the devotee’s faith. Such Muslims who 
practice it fail to conceive that absolute power to help 
and protect are due to Allah alone. Allah says: 
“If Allah helps you, none can overcome you; If He 
forsakes you, who is there after that that can help you? 
In Allah, then, let believers put their trust”. [33] 

 
C. Magic and Witchcraft 

Magic is the system of trying to control events by 
calling on spirits or secret forces and producing 
unexpected objects by tricks. [34] The magicians are 
skilled at the combination of visual deception and 
mass hallucination. Witchcraft is the practice of magic 
to make bad things happen. [35] The witch claims to be 
able to help or harm people by means of magic spells 
or calling upon spirits to help her (him). 
Magic and witchcraft are practices which contradict 
the Islamic concept of Tawhid. This is because the 
magicians and witches believe that they have the 
power to use evil spirits or secret forces to make things 
happen that have the appearance of the impossible. A 
number of Muslims are engaged in the practice of 
magic and witchcraft. While some practice it as their 
means of livelihood, others practice it to satisfy their 
selfish interest. It is also important to note that quite a 

 
31 Hausa Customs, op. cit. p78 
32 Ibid 
33 Qur’an, 3:160 
34 Ali al-Shaykh, A.H. Fath al-Majid Sharh Kitab al-Tawhid, Dar 
al-Fikr, 7th ed., 1979, p285 
35 Ibid, p286 
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number of Muslims seek the help of magicians in 
many ways. These include seeking for wealth, 
children, kingship, curing of diseases, success in 
exams, marriage, self-protection, etc. Many rulers and 
the affluent today depend solely on magicians for 
self-protection against any vicissitude in their lives or 
properties. 
The practice of magic is kufr (unbelief). Allah says 
referring to the people of the Book: 
“They followed what the evil ones gave out (falsely) 
against the power of Sulayman; the blasphemers were, 
not Sulayman, but the evil ones, teaching men magic.’ 
[36] 
In another verse, Allah condemned magic saying: 
“And the magician thrives not, (no matter) where he 
goes”. [ 37] 
And as for witchcraft, we learn from the Glorious 
Qur’an how to seek refuge from the evils of the 
witches. The Qur’an says: 
“From the mischief of those who practice secret arts” 

[38] 
In the Hadith, the Prophet (SAW) said: 
“Whosoever blows on knots (practice witchcraft) he 
has indeed performed magic, and whosoever performs 
magic, he has indeed become a polytheist”.[39] 

From the above analysis therefore, it is obvious that 
magic and witchcraft are forms of Shirk. It will then be 
an act of Riddah for a Muslim to either practice or 
believe in them. 

 
D. Fortunetelling 

A fortuneteller is a person who claims to be able to tell 
something that will happen to a person in the future. 
[40] The practice of fortunetelling is incompatible with 
Tawhid. This is because it involves association of 
partners with Allah. Man’s exploitative desire is 
demonstrated in it. Some people become totally 
dependent on fortunetellers, and the fortunetellers 
make a lot of money out of them. Such people will 
never make a journey, buy or sell, or move into a new 
building/house or get married, without first consulting 
a fortuneteller, and asking what to do or when to do it. 
In this way, they surrender their own will and 
independence to another human being. There are 
fortunetellers who try to give an Islamic appearance to 
what they are doing by using Arabic Language or 
Arabic writing. This however does not alter the fact 
that the practice of fortunetelling is unlawful since 
Islam has sanctioned against it. In the Glorious 
Qur’an, Allah states that He alone knows the future 
and therefore fortunetelling is based on falsehood: 

 
36 Qur’an, 2:102 
37 Qur’an,20:69 
38 Qur’an, 113:4 
39  Al-Qardawi, Y. Al-Halal wa al-Haram fi al-Islam, Maktabat 
Wahbah, Cairo, 1405/1985, p232 
40Fath al-Majid, op. cit. p300 

He (alone) knows the unseen, nor does He make 
anyone acquainted with His mysteries.41 
The best of all creatures, Prophet Muhammad (SAW) 
was commanded by Allah to inform the world that he 
knew not the unseen save what was revealed to him by 
Allah. Allah says: 
“Say, I tell you not that with me are the treasures of 
Allah, nor do I know what is hidden, no do I tell you I 
am an Angel. I but follow what is revealed to me”. [42] 
Looking at the above quoted verses, it can be said that 
any Muslim who claims to know what is hidden or 
what will happen in the future is assigning to himself a 
share in the Unique Power of Allah.  
 
VI. IMPLICATIONS OF RIDDAH AMONG 
MUSLIMS 
The implications of the above mentioned types of 
Riddah which are popularly misconceived by a 
number of Muslims include: 
A. Involvement in these acts of Riddah cause the 
victims to forget Allah and the Last Day, and thus, 
Satan becomes their guide. 
B. It leads the victims to eternal punishment in the 
Hereafter except if they repent before their death. 
Allah says: 
“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.” [43] 

C. It makes them to challenge and assign to themselves 
a share in the Oneness, Divinity and Power of Allah. 
D. It paves way to human and Jinn devotion. 
E. It makes them to be wicked and harmful to 
themselves and others. 
F. According to shari’ah, victims of Riddah are to 
suffer death penalty when the prescribed conditions 
are satisfied.   
 
CONCLUSION  
 
From the above, it becomes clear that a number of 
Muslims misconceive the phenomenon of Riddah.  
The analysis also showed that a lot of them are 
ignorant of what constitute Riddah. Similarly, it is 
noted that many Muslims can easily recognize that 
their ablution is vitiated for instance, because things 
that vitiate ablution are easily found in all the simple 
books that deal with ablution, but could hardly 
recognize things that vitiate their faith because such 
could only be found in voluminous books. This is one 
of the reasons why a lot of them who fall victims of 
Riddah are not aware of their fallacy because of their 
ignorance of what may invalidate their faith. . In this 
regard, there is an urgent need for all the ‘religious 
scholars to embark on public enlightenment on the 

 
41 
42 Qur’an, 6:50 
43 Qur’an, 2:217 
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menace of this phenomenon in order to safeguard the 
faith of Muslims at all times. 
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