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Foreword

In 2015, a workshop convened by Ana Echevarria and Nora Berend at 
St Catharine’s College, Cam bridge invited medi evalists to discuss contacts 
between religious minorities in the medi eval period. Participants considered 
case studies from different historical and geo graphical contexts to analyse 
a range of groups and individuals and the dynamics of their interactions, 
while also discussing current uses of the term ‘minority’.

Concurrently another workshop, organized at Saint Louis Uni ver sity, 
Madrid, by Luke Yarbrough, discussed the apparent paradox of religious 
alterity and political power in medi eval polities. The speakers focused on 
persistent patterns of out-group empowerment that arose from relationships 
between minorities, both those who lacked access to ideo logical hegemony or 
political power and elites who were numerical minorities, short on legitimacy 
and access to mechanisms of local control. Participants also discussed the 
discourses that such empowerment motivated among the ostensible majorities.

Both conferences spurred debate about the implications of being a 
minority and the limitations of the term ‘minority’ itself to refer to medi eval 
realities. It became clear that the topics at hand merited further analysis in 
the form of a coherent publication that could contribute to broader scholarly 
discussions of these problems.

Although those workshops provided the initial impetus for this collection, 
to which some of the participants have contributed, the concept and rationale 
of this volume are new. The contributions of participants in the workshops 
are joined here by other specialists who have recently pioneered innovative 
approaches to the topic. The final result provides, we hope, fresh perspectives on 
how difference was experienced and managed in the medi eval Mediterranean.



URIEL S IMONSOHN

Women at the Crossroads of  
Muslim/Non-Muslim Encounters

Conversion and Intermarriage  
in the Classical Islamic Period

A majority/minority dichotomy is often employed in modern historio graphy 
of Muslim/non-Muslim relations in the Classical Islamic period (i.e. the 
eighth to the thirteenth centuries).1 From a quantitative perspective, mass 
conversion to Islam is generally understood to have taken place centuries 
after the Muslims took over Byzantine and Sasanian territories. At the same 
time, some weight could be given to the argument that despite Islamic 
sectarianism, a dichotomy of Muslim majority versus non-Muslim minority is 
valid in terms of different types of dominance, for example, political, religious, 
and cultural. And indeed, ever since the Muslim armies first set foot outside 
Arabia in the 640s, with only few and rather minor intermissions, the Near 
East has been ruled by Muslim governments, Arabic has become the lingua 
franca, and Islam has enjoyed precedence vis-à-vis non-Islamic confessions, 
not to mention religions.

Yet this dichotomy deserves some qualification. Recent decades have 
witnessed a growing body of scholarship which offers a more nuanced 
observation of the history of Muslim/non-Muslim relations in the early 
and medi eval Islamic periods, noting the high permeability of confessional 
boundaries. At the same time, a deeper understanding of the social circumstances 
that facilitated this permeability is still in progress. In the framework of these 
inquiries, two central aspects of those social circumstances have remained 
notably neglected, despite their importance to questions of religious change 
and social accommodation. They are the existence of religiously mixed families 
in general, and the place of women in their context in particular. In this essay 

  1 See Ashtor, ‘The Social Isolation of Ahl Adh-Dhimma’; Bosworth, ‘The “Protected Peoples”’; 
Ye’or, Le Dhimmi; Lewis, The Jews of Islam, esp. ch. 1; Cohen, Under Crescent and Cross; 
Courbage and Fargues, Christians and Jews under Islam; Berkey, The Formation of Islam, ch. 
10; Levy-Rubin, Non-Muslims in the Early Islamic Empire, ch. 18; Hoyland, The Late Antique 
World of Early Islam.

Uriel Simonsohn (usimonsohn@gmail.com) is Senior Lecturer in the Department 
of Middle Eastern and Islamic Studies at the Uni ver sity of Haifa, Israel.

Minorities in Contact in the Medi eval Mediterranean, ed. by Clara Almagro Vidal, Jessica 
Tearney-Pearce, and Luke Yarbrough, CELAMA 33 (Turnhout: Brepols, 2020), pp. 51–70
FHG    10.1484/M.CELAMA-EB.5.120862
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I will present a variety of instances in which women are involved in the context 
of religiously mixed household settings in rabbinic, ecclesiastical, and Islamic 
legal regulations and positions. My goals are to elucidate the circumstances 
at the background of these cases and then to highlight some of the normative 
and social dilemmas they prompted. I believe that such an undertaking will 
prove valuable, as it will allow future investigation into the important, yet 
historio graphically neglected, question of the place of women in the context 
of inter-religious encounters in the early Islamic period.

Religiously Mixed Families

The phenomenon of religiously mixed families and its significance for 
processes of religious change is not unique to the Classical Islamic period. 
Indeed, ancient, late antique, western medi eval, and even present-day realities 
suggest that religiously mixed families were a common social feature. Thus, 
for example, similar circumstances in the early Christian period (first–fourth 
centuries ad) have been understood in modern scholarship as a crucial aspect 
in the incorporation of Hellenism into Christianity and in the evangelizing 
mission of the early Church.2 The late Roman household that included 
one or more members of the Christian fold exhibited an informal balance 
of gendered hierarchies that played an important role in shifting religious 
affiliations. While patriarchal in nature, these households reflect a reality in 
which female members, particularly the mistress of the house, assumed the 
managing role of domestic affairs. Within the interior sections of the house, 
hidden from the scrutiny of clerical agency or passers-by, women would attend 
to their traditional chores as mothers and wives. These included fulfilling 
their husbands’ emotional and physical needs and, perhaps more importantly, 
raising and educating their children — tasks that gave great weight to their 
presence in the household when considering interplays of spiritual sentiments 
in the context of religious differences.

In the early and medi eval Islamic periods the phenomenon of religiously 
mixed households appears to have been triggered by two principal factors: 
conversion to Islam of individual family members, and religious exogamy.3 

  2 Von Harnack, Die Mission und Ausbreitung des Christentums, pp. 590, 594; MacDonald, Early 
Christian Women and Pagan Opinion, pp. 192–93; Lieu, ‘The Attraction of Women in/to Early 
Judaism and Christianity’, p. 11; Stark, The Rise of Christianity, p. 112; Horn, ‘The Pseudo-
Clementine Homilies’; MacDonald, ‘Kinship and Family in the New Testament World’, p. 38; 
Collar, Religious Networks in the Roman Empire, p. 10.

  3 See Frantz-Murphy, ‘A Comparison of the Arabic and Earlier Egyptian Contract 
Formularies’; Shatzmiller, ‘Marriage, Family, and the Faith’; Safran, ‘Identity and 
Differentiation in Ninth-Century al-Andalus’; Brett, ‘Population and Conversion to Islam 
in Egypt’, p. 20; el-Leithy, ‘Coptic Culture and Conversion in Medi eval Cairo’, passim; Lev, 
‘Coptic Rebellions and the Islamization of Medi eval Egypt’, pp. 325–26; Tannous, ‘Syria 
between Byzantium and Islam’, pp. 524–41; Zorgati, Pluralism in the Middle Ages, chs 2 and 4; 
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The significance of these developments and the endurance of familial bonds, 
despite religious dissension, or the endurance of religious bonds, despite 
social integration, are central for assessing not only religious developments, 
but also cultural and social ones.

Under Islam, mixed marriages between Muslim men and non-Muslim 
women of the scriptural religions (ahl al-kitāb, i.e. People of the Book) were 
the only sanctioned type.4 While the Qur’an does not explicitly reject unions 
between Muslim men and women from among the People of the Book, the 
notion that Muslims should sever all ties, even within the immediate family, 
with members of their kin who adhere to other confessions is unambiguously 
articulated: ‘Thou shalt not find any people who believe in God and the Last 
Day who are loving to anyone who opposes God and His Messenger, not 
though they were their fathers, or their sons, or their brothers, or their clan’ 
(Q 58:22).5 Indeed, while Muslims, Christians, and Jews would all agree on 
the unity of God and the Last Day, Christians and Jews most certainly did not 
accept Muḥammad’s prophecy, a point of difference which renders the Qur’anic 
exhortation for kinship separation applicable to the People of the Book as well.

Despite an early Islamic licence for marriage between Muslim men and 
non-Muslim women of the scriptural religions, Yohanan Friedmann notes 
that such marriages ‘confronted widespread opposition during the first two 
centuries of Muslim history and continued to be viewed as reprehensible 
even after the law came firmly down on the side of permissibility’.6 Moreover, 
there are also certain indications of early objections to marriages of this type. 
According to Friedmann, Muslim authorities who voiced these objections 
claimed that the Qur’anic prohibition on marriage with polytheists (Q 2:221) 
extended also to People of the Book. Despite the scarcity of support for this 
position in Islamic tradition, the unequivocal discomfort with marriages 
between Muslims and non-Muslims should be perceived as emblematic of 
Islamic conceptions in the first two centuries of its dominance and perhaps 
even beyond them. Meagrely attested as they are, early Islamic calls for 
confessional separation in the context of familial bonds share a significant 
trait with their parallels in early Christianity: in both cases they were uttered 
in the formative and consolidating stages of young religions, reflecting a 
heightened awareness of the threat posed by household intimacies to the 
religious integrity of new believers.7

Simonsohn, ‘Conversion to Islam’, pp. 652–53; Sahner, ‘Christian Martyrs and the Making of 
an Islamic Society’, pp. 110–30; Simonsohn, ‘The Legal and Social Bonds of Jewish Apostates 
and their Spouses’; Simonsohn, ‘Communal Membership despite Religious Exogamy’.

  4 See Fattal, Le Statut légal des non-musulmans, pp. 129–36; Friedmann, Tolerance and Coercion 
in Islam, ch. 5; Tsafrir, ‘The Attitude of Sunnī Islam toward Jews and Christians’, pp. 328–32.

  5 The Koran Interpreted, trans. by Arberry.
  6 Friedmann, Tolerance and Coercion in Islam, p. 192.
  7 On marriages with non-Christians as a threat to the religious integrity of Christian believers, 

see Justin Martyr, First Apo logy, ed. by Roberts and Donaldson, pp. 188–89 (ch. 2);  
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We may assume that Muslim and non-Muslim concerns with matters 
pertaining to the private domains of family households took on special 
relevance subsequent to increasing Muslim/non-Muslim social proximities. 
These proximities are attested in the newly conquered territories, in the regions 
of the Fertile Crescent and North Africa for example, once Muslims began 
settling outside their garrison towns on the one hand, and non-Muslims 
moved in the opposite direction, into these towns, on the other.8 And it 
was at this point that we may anticipate growing rates of intermarriage and 
conversion to Islam.9

Women in Religiously Mixed Families

The surviving historical records from the early Islamic period rarely refer to 
the role of women in religiously mixed households in detail.10 At the same 
time, coupled together, normative principles and narratives shed some light 
not only on the perceptions of their authors but also on the social realities at 
their background. Thus, for example, Islamic legal sources contain references 
to the presence of Christian women in Muslim-male-dominated households. 
These sources speak of instances in which Christian wives of Muslim husbands 
were permitted to practise their religion in the private sphere of their home 
and discuss the potential negative impact of a non-Muslim mother upon 
her Muslim children.11 Reports about the period of the Rightly Guided 
Caliphs (632–61) mention instances of such female influence — as in the 
case of ʿUmar I’s sister, Fāṭima, who is said to have influenced his choice to 

St Tertullian, Ad uxorem 2, ed. by Roberts and Donaldson, iv, 44–45 (Book ii, ch. 2); see 
Raepsaet-Charlier, ‘Tertullien et la législation des mariages inégaux’, p. 253; Hayes, Gentile 
Impurities and Jewish Identities, p. 92.

  8 See Donner, The Early Islamic Conquests, pp. 245–50; Morony, Iraq after the Islamic Conquest, 
pp. 251–53; Hoyland, ‘Jacob of Edessa on Islam’, pp. 152–53.

  9 See Brett, ‘The Spread of Islam in Egypt and North Africa’; Bulliet, Conversion to Islam in 
the Medi eval Period; Morony, ‘The Age of Conversions’; Fiey, ‘Conversions à l’Islam de Juifs 
et de Chrétiens’, pp. 14–22; Hoyland, Seeing Islam as Others Saw It, pp. 336–42; Wasserstein, 
‘Conversion and the Ahl al-Dhimma’.

  10 The place of women in the context of inter-religious encounters in the early and medi eval 
Islamic periods has been addressed in modern scholarship in the following contexts: in 
relation to the time of the Prophet: Stern, ‘The First Women Converts in Early Islam’; 
Lecker, ‘The Jewish Reaction to the Islamic Conquests’; Lecker, ‘Were There Female 
Relatives of the Prophet Muḥammad among the Besieged Qurayẓa?’; as targets of Muslim 
polemicists and theo logians: Cuffel, ‘From Practice to Polemic’; with regard to illicit 
interfaith relationships: Zorgati, Pluralism in the Middle Ages, chs 4, 5; their status as slaves: 
Urban, ‘The Early Islamic Mawālī’, ch. 4; and their legal status: Shatzmiller, ‘Marriage, 
Family, and the Faith’; Spectorsky, ‘Women of the People of the Book’.

  11 Safran, ‘Identity and Differentiation in Ninth-Century al-Andalus’, pp. 575–76; Friedmann, 
Tolerance and Coercion in Islam, pp. 188–90.
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embrace Islam.12 In al-Andalus, the introduction of non-Islamic customs by an 
Umayyad governor was attributed to the influence of his Christian wife.13 In 
Iraq, resentment towards the local Umayyad governor Khālid al-Qasrī (d. 743) 
was embellished with an allegation that he favoured Christianity on account 
of his Christian mother, to whom he dedicated a church.14 And Arabic folk 
tales such as the Arabian Nights contain vivid tales manifesting the enchanting 
qualities that allowed Christian girls to overpower Muslim warriors.15

Similar apprehensions are attested in legal and narrative references to 
non-Muslim female slaves marrying Muslims in the Umayyad period.16 
These women, who bore Muslim children and were known as umm walads 
(lit. ‘mother of a child’), often retained their non-Muslim religion, thereby 
rendering their children susceptible to the degrading social standing of 
‘half-bloods’.17 Early attitudes towards non-Muslim women may have been 
founded on notions like the one attributed to the caliph ʿ Umar I (r. 634–44), 
who ascribed to them a dangerous allure.18

The focus on gender in East Syrian and West Syrian ecclesiastical 
regulations is striking as well. While the idea of matrimony as a mechanism 
by which spouses could be induced to shift their religious allegiances was 
inscribed already in apostolic and patristic literature, and later in Christian 
legislation of the early Islamic period, the accumulated evidence suggests 
the endurance of religiously mixed unions.19 It is circumstances such as 
these that imbue legendary tales underscoring the central role of Christian 
women as confessional gatekeepers with historical veracity. Thus, for example, 
a ninth-century martyro logy from Palestine referring to the crucial role played 

  12 Ibn Hishām, Sīra, trans. by Guillaume, p. 156; discussed in Abbot, ‘Women and the State in 
Early Islam’, p. 108.

  13 Safran, ‘Identity and Differentiation in Ninth-Century al-Andalus’, p. 580.
  14 Hawting, The First Dynasty of Islam, p. 81. I wish to thank the editors for drawing my 

attention to this example.
  15 Kruk, ‘Warrior Women in Arabic Popular Romance’.
  16 Some of the better-known cases in Islamic tradition involve concubines, slaves, and captives. 

The often-recounted stories about Rayḥāna bt. Shamʿūn and Ṣafīyya bt. Ḥuyayy, both 
Jewish captives who converted to Islam and were subsequently manumitted and married 
to the Prophet, exemplify the opportunities afforded by conversion to Islam. See Ibn Saʿd, 
Kitāb al-ṭabaqāt al-kubrā, ed. by ʿUmar, x, 116–27; al-Wāqidī, al-Maghāzī, ed. by Jones, ii, 
520; discussed in Stern, ‘The First Women Converts in Early Islam’, p. 297; Spectorsky, 
‘Women of the People of the Book’, p. 272; Friedmann, Tolerance and Coercion in Islam, 
pp. 183–84; Lecker, ‘The Jewish Reaction to the Islamic Conquests’, pp. 179–80.

  17 See Schacht, ‘Umm al-Walad’; El Cheikh, ‘In Search of the Ideal Spouse’, pp. 190–91; Urban, 
‘The Early Islamic Mawālī’, ch. 4; cf. the case of Umayyad caliphs in al-Andalus, in Zorgati, 
Pluralism in the Middle Ages, p. 92. In fact, there is some indication that even male clients 
(mawālī) of Muslim masters did not always convert to Islam; see Crone, Slaves on Horses, 
p. 237, n. 358.

  18 Al-Ṭabarī, Taʾrīkh al-rusul wa-l-mulūk, trans. by Friedmann, p. 159, cited in Tannous, ‘Syria 
between Byzantium and Islam’, p. 524.

  19 See Simonsohn, ‘Communal Membership despite Religious Exogamy’.
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by the hero’s Christian mother in preserving his Christian identity within a 
family setting that was predominantly Muslim.20

Legal Cases, Principles, and Positions

The image of sustained matrimonies and of kinship ties among members of 
discrete religious affiliations is further corroborated in Coptic papyri, Geniza 
letters, and rabbinic responsa.21 These cases, along with others, await further 
examination and contextualization. In what follows I will present a variety of 
instances in which women appear in the context of religiously mixed household 
settings in rabbinic, ecclesiastical, and Islamic legal regulations and positions. 
My goals are to elucidate the circumstances at the background of these cases, 
and then to highlight some of the normative and social dilemmas they posed.

The following discussion is based on an analysis of legal sources that were 
formulated by Christian, Jewish, and Muslim communal leaders, namely East 
Syrian and West Syrian clergy, the Babylonian Geʾonim, and Muslim ‘ulamā’.22 
I have discussed elsewhere my point of departure regarding the historio graphic 
utility of legal sources, particularly for the study of conversion to Islam and 
the phenomenon of religiously mixed families.23 Suffice it here to note that 
although only some of these sources, whether regulations or legal opinions, 
were issued in response to concrete legal problems, legal texts should be 
considered as emblematic of the social concerns of their time, rather than 
mere intellectual endeavours.

Legal sources of diverse provenances contain sporadic, yet not uncommon, 
references to women who were married to spouses of religions other than 
their own. An ecclesiastical concern with this trend shows up, for example, in 
a canon issued in an East Syrian synod of 676; the canon calls upon Christian 
women to abstain from such unions.24 Similar exhortations show up time and 
again in East Syrian legal sources from the beginning of the fifth century to 
as late as the eleventh, and in West Syrian sources from the second half of 
the seventh to the thirteenth.25 They suggest that ecclesiastical regulations 

  20 Demetrakopoulos, ‘Agios Bakchos o Neos’; see Sahner, ‘Christian Martyrs and the Making 
of an Islamic Society’, pp. 113–19.

  21 Frantz-Murphy, ‘Conversion in Early Islamic Egypt’; Simonsohn, ‘The Legal and Social 
Bonds of Jewish Apostates and their Spouses’.

  22 On the legal enterprises of these authorities, see Hallaq, An Introduction to Islamic Law, ch. 4; 
Brody, The Geonim of Babylonia, esp. ch. 4; Kaufhold, ‘Sources of Canon Law in the Eastern 
Churches’.

  23 Simonsohn, ‘Conversion to Islam’; Simonsohn, ‘Are Gaonic Responsa a Reliable Source for 
the Study of Jewish Conversion to Islam?’.

  24 The canon was issued in a synod headed by the East Syrian Catholicos Mār Georges 
(r. 661–80) at Diren (in the Persian Gulf and modern-day Bahrain); Synodicon orientale, ed. 
and trans. by Chabot, pp. 224, 488 (canon 14).

  25 See Simonsohn, ‘Communal Membership despite Religious Exogamy’.
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targeted women who married outside the Christian fold yet at the same time 
retained, or sought to retain, some level of affinity with Christian communal 
life, not to mention their Christian kinsfolk.

Concurrently, Islamic legal sources provide an abundance of regulations 
stemming from instances of matrimony between a Muslim male and a 
non-Muslim female, specifically from a scriptural (‘People of the Book’) 
background.26 Among the numerous legal references to religiously exogamous 
marriages we find cases of non-Muslim couples already in wedlock, whereupon 
the male or the female embraced Islam.27 In the latter case only two feasible 
outcomes are envisioned — divorce or the subsequent conversion of the 
non-Muslim husband.28

Scenarios of mixed marriages take on concrete expression in medi eval 
rabbinic legal opinions that were issued in the academies of Iraq from the 
ninth through the eleventh centuries, known as gaonic responsa.29 Thus, 
for example, queries that were sent to the Geʾonim of Babylonia concern 
uncertainties regarding the status of Jewish widows of deceased apostate 
husbands who died childless.30 It seemed unclear whether these widows 
were still bound to their brothers-in-law through levirate marriage (yibbum), 
given the fact that their husbands had left the Jewish fold. Here, apostates 
and their Jewish female spouses appear to have remained married, yet once 
the apostate spouse died, the legal validity of the marriage was brought into 
question.31 Nevertheless, while for the most part Islamic legal sources exhibit 
an unambiguous image according to which female conversion to Islam 
resulted in matrimonial breakups, rabbinic opinions highlight the endurance 
of matrimony in moments of either male or female conversion to Islam.32  

  26 See Friedmann, Tolerance and Coercion in Islam, ch. 5.
  27 See, for example, in Aḥmad ibn Ḥanbal’s responsa gathered in al-Khallāl, Ahl al-milal wa-l-ridda 

wa-l-zanādiqa, ed. by Ibrāhīm b. Ḥamad b. Sulṭān, i, 252–76: a Christian who converted to 
Islam while married to two sisters or more than four women (pp. 252–55); a man whose wife 
embraced Islam before her dower (ṣadāq) has been determined (pp. 255–57); a man embraces 
Islam, yet his wife refuses to do so (pp. 257–59); the woman embraces Islam before her husband 
in the abode of war (dār al-ḥarb), or abode of Islam (dār al-islām) (pp. 260–66). For further 
examples and discussion, see Friedmann, Tolerance and Coercion in Islam, pp. 163–66.

  28 Friedmann, Tolerance and Coercion in Islam, pp. 163–64. Cf. early Muslim opinions, which 
licensed the endurance of non-Muslim/female Muslim marriages; Friedmann, Tolerance and 
Coercion in Islam, pp. 166–70.

  29 See Simonsohn, ‘The Legal and Social Bonds of Jewish Apostates and their Spouses’. 
Admittedly, gaonic responsa do not disclose the nature of the religion to which Jews had 
converted. While it stands to reason that for the most part shifts of religious affiliations were 
in the direction of Islam, the question can remain open for present concerns, as my goal 
is merely to highlight a phenomenon of mixed family ties, assuming these were plausible 
irrespective of the religious differences at stake.

  30 Simonsohn, ‘The Legal and Social Bonds of Jewish Apostates and their Spouses’, pp. 434–36.
  31 Otsar ha-geonim, ed. by Lewin, vii (Yevamot), p. 34 (no. 76), p. 35 (no. 80), p. 83 (no. 185).
  32 Otsar ha-geonim, ed. by Lewin, viii (Ketubbot), p. 356 (no. 789), p. 356 (no. 790), Kiddushin, 

p. 35 (nos 89, 90).
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In the latter case, gaonic responsa allow us to observe instances in which female 
converts not only remained in matrimony with their Jewish husbands, but 
also maintained relations with their kinsfolk. Thus, for example, a question 
referred to either Rav Sherira Gaʾon (fl. 968–1006) or his son Rav Hayya 
Gaʾon (Hai, fl. 1006–38), both of the Pumbedita Academy in Baghdad, brings 
to light an uncertainty regarding the legal status of the dowry of an apostate 
woman.33 Following the woman’s death, it was unclear whether the property 
with which she entered matrimony should remain with her husband or go 
back to her heirs, presumably her parents and siblings. The legal significance 
of the question can be put aside for now. From a social perspective, however, 
the question suggests that the apostate woman had remained in matrimony 
with her Jewish husband and at the same time retained some level of contact 
with her original family, significant enough for the latter to come forth and 
claim ownership over her dowry.34

The image of women converts retaining relations with non-Muslim relatives, 
specifically their fathers, can be further deduced from Islamic legal principles 
pertaining to the role of a father as protector of his daughter outside the private 
domain (maḥram) and his duty to marry her off.35 Ibn Qudāma’s (d. 1223) legal 
compendium cites Ibn Ḥanbal’s (d. 855) position, according to which a Jew or 
a Christian whose daughter converted to Islam cannot give her in marriage or 
travel with her and is not considered her protector.36 Conversely, Ibn Qudāma 
cites the positions of Abū Ḥanīfa (d. 767) and al-Shāfiʿī (d. 820), according 
to whom the non-Muslim father is still considered a protector of his Muslim 
daughter, since she is protected by him forever.37 Similar circumstances show 
up in a question posed to Ibn Ḥanbal, who was asked to rule which of the two 
was to marry off a Muslim girl: her non-Muslim father or her Muslim brother.38 
Finally, further dependencies between parents and children are attested in 
the legal work of the Ḥanafite scholar al-Kāsānī (d. 1191). The matter at hand 
concerned the duty of either parents or child to provide maintenance or support 
(nafaqa) to one another, when either one is in a destitute state. According to 
al-Kāsānī, even when parents and their children are of different religions, ‘it 

  33 Otsar ha-geonim, ed. by Lewin, viii (Ketubbot), p. 356 (no. 789).
  34 Cf. Hallaq, An Introduction to Islamic Law, p. 68: ‘Obviously, the ties of the wife/woman with 

her original family were not, upon marriage, severed, and her parents, brothers and sisters 
continued to watch closely as the marriage of their daughter/sister unfolded’.

  35 Schacht, An Introduction to Islamic Law, p. 360: maḥram: ‘a person related to another within 
the forbidden degrees’.

  36 Ibn Qudāma, al-Mughnī, ed. by Khaṭṭāb and others, iv, 337–38.
  37 Ibn Qudāma, al-Mughnī, ed. by Khaṭṭāb and others; for the Ḥanafite position, see al-Sarakhsī, 

Kitāb al-mabsūṭ, ed. by al-Mays, iv, 11; for the Shāfiʿite position, see al-Khāṭib al-Shirbīnī, Mughnī 
al-muḥtāj, iv, 210.

  38 Al-Khallāl, Ahl al-milal wa-l-ridda wa-l-zanādiqa, ed. by Ibrāhīm b. Ḥamad b. Sulṭān, i, 232–33; 
permission may have resulted from a similar concession to non-Muslim men to marry off 
their non-Muslim daughters to Muslim men, given the fact that a non-Muslim woman would 
normally have a non-Muslim father. See Friedmann, Tolerance and Coercion in Islam, p. 180.
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is incumbent upon the Muslim to provide for his father and mother who are 
from among the protected people (ahl al-dhimma) and upon the protected 
person to provide for his […] mature Muslim children’, on account of the 
‘bond of the womb’ (ṣilat al-raḥm).39

The legal dilemmas noted above appear to have resulted from circumstances 
of religiously mixed family ties in the context of conversion to Islam. They allow 
us to consider instances in which, despite conversion to Islam, ties between 
female converts and their former coreligionist family members were sustained 
to a certain extent. The endurance of these ties should also be considered in 
moments of religious exogamy, namely marriage between a Muslim man and 
a non-Muslim woman. The relatively frequent treatment of the problem in 
East Syrian and West Syrian legal regulations and canon laws from the early 
Islamic period suggests a common phenomenon.40 At the same time, the 
recurrence of ecclesiastical threats of excommunication that were issued against 
transgressing women who entered into matrimony with non-Christians, most 
likely Muslims, can be taken as an indication that these women had not intended 
to sever ties with either the Christian community or their Christian kinsfolk. 
Two different regulations found in the law book of the East Syrian Catholicos 
Išōʿ bar Nūn (r. 823–28) offer examples of legal injunctions that cast light on 
the family drama surrounding intermarriage between Christian women and 
non-Christian, presumably Muslim, men. The first of the two regulations is 
directed towards the girl’s father: ‘If a man marries his daughter to a pagan, Jew, 
or someone of the other religions, he should no longer visit the church or take 
part in the holy mysteries’.41 Similar regulations of both East Syrian and West 
Syrian provenance speak of Christian parents who married off their daughters 
to non-Christian men.42 Yet whereas in the first regulation parents who married 
their daughters to unbelievers faced the penalty of excommunication, that is to 
say the loss of membership in communal life, the second regulation threatens 
their daughters, who went off with non-Christian men by their own choice, 
with the loss of their most dear ones:

If a Christian man gives his daughter in marriage to a Jew, or a Zoroastrian, 
or to a member of other religions, that one shall be estranged from the 
church. If, however, his daughter rebelled against him, and married one of 
those [members of other religions], having fled her father’s home — if it is 
possible to bring her back and she is not brought back, he (i.e., her father) 

  39 Al-Kāsānī, Badāʾiʿal-ṣanāʾiʿ fī tartīb al-sharāʾiʿ, ed. by Tāmer, v, 155–56.
  40 See Simonsohn, ‘Communal Membership despite Religious Exogamy’.
  41 Syrische Rechtsbücher, ed. and trans. by Sachau, ii, 122–23 (reg. 10).
  42 See, for example, Synodicon orientale, ed. and trans. by Chabot, pp. 158, 418 (canon 27; synod 

of the Catholicos Išōʿyahb I (582–96)); The Synodicon in the West Syrian Tradition, ed. and 
trans. by Vööbus, iii, 4, iv, 5 (canon 13; synod convened under the headship of the West 
Syrian Patriarch Gīwargī (r. 758–90)); The Synodicon in the West Syrian Tradition, ed. and 
trans. by Vööbus, iii, 44; iv, 47 (canon 23; West Syrian Patriarch Yūḥanān (r. 846–73)).
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shall receive judgment. If she marries [a non-Christian] out of her own 
will, her judgment will be before God and the holy church, that she may 
not be conversed with as long as she lives, even by her mother and siblings, 
for she has shamed them twice: first, in fleeing [her parent’s house], and 
second, in consenting to marriage with [members of] other religions.43

The blunt demand to cut off the transgressor from any form of contact with 
other Christians, particularly her next of kin, should be noted here. Severing 
kinship ties can be viewed not only as a form of punishment, but as an indication 
that such ties could have been maintained, and of the danger they posed to 
the spiritual integrity of the Christian fold.

Indeed, our sources offer us some idea as to the nature of that danger. 
In a well-known question posed to the West Syrian Bishop Jacob of Edessa 
(r. 684–89, 708), a priest by the name of Addai inquired about the appro-
priateness of a priest giving communion to a woman who was married to 
a Muslim.44 Addai provides two good reasons for allowing the woman to 
continue partaking in the spiritual life of her Christian congregation: he notes 
that the Muslim husband has threatened to kill the priest should the latter 
refuse his wife, and the likelihood of the woman converting to Islam if barred 
from the communal service. In reply, Jacob allowed giving communion to the 
woman on the condition that she will ‘suffer under the canons whatever she is 
able to bear […] so that other women fear, lest they too stumble’.45 Both the 
question and answer permit some room for reconstructing a social scenario 
in which the woman, despite her marriage to a Muslim, perhaps a new convert 
to Islam, was tied both to a Muslim community and a Christian one: to the 
former through matrimony and to the latter through spiritual sentiments and 
perhaps also family connections.46 At the same time, ecclesiastical authorities 
were concerned with the potential impact such a dual allegiance may have 
on their coreligionists, on account of the bad example it would set to other 
women who may have opted for similar arrangements.47

The image of a dual standing, of a woman in a Muslim-dominated 
household on the one hand, and her affiliation with a Christian community 
on the other, shows up in the most vivid manner in a series of questions that 

  43 Syrische Rechtsbücher, ed. and trans. by Sachau, ii, 170–71 (reg. 119).
  44 Reliquiae iuris ecclesiastici antiquissimae, ed. by de Lagarde, pp. 604–05 (question 75); Tannous, 

‘Syria between Byzantium and Islam’, p. 470, n. 1120; Penn, Envisioning Islam, pp. 150–51.
  45 Reliquiae iuris ecclesiastici antiquissimae, ed. by de Lagarde, pp. 604–05 (question 75); Jacob’s 

position was short lived. In 785, a synod convened under the headship of Patriarch Gīwargī 
included a canon banning women who married ‘pagans and Muslims from entering the 
church and partaking in communion’. See The Synodicon in the West Syrian Tradition, ed. and 
trans. by Vööbus, iii, 4, iv, 5 (canon 13).

  46 On the social context of Jacob of Edessa’s stipulations, see Teule, ‘Jacob of Edessa and Canon 
Law’.

  47 For a survey of East and West Syrian ecclesiastical warnings against religious exogamy, see 
Simonsohn, ‘Communal Membership despite Religious Exogamy’.
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were addressed to Ibn Ḥanbal, all pertaining to the spiritual freedoms of a 
Christian woman married to a Muslim man. Ibn Ḥanbal was asked whether 
a Muslim man should forbid his Christian wife to consume wine, go out 
to church, bring into the house a cross, take part in Christian festivals and 
gatherings, or perform pilgrimage to holy sites:48

Muhanna (ibn Yaḥyā al-Shāmī, d. 862) told us, saying: I asked Aḥmad; 
I said: ‘A Muslim man married a Christian woman; can he prevent her 
from drinking wine?’ He said: ‘He should order her [not to drink wine]’. 
I said: ‘If she did not comply, can he prevent her?’ He said: ‘No.’ I said: 
‘Can he prevent her from going out to church?’ He said: ‘Indeed, with 
respect to her going out, she may not go out and he can prevent her, since 
she may not go out without his consent.’ I said to Aḥmad: ‘Can he prevent 
her from bringing a cross into his home?’ He said: ‘He should order her, 
but as for preventing her, he cannot do so.’

A possible consideration behind these questions may have been the negative 
impact such practices could have on other members of the family, particularly 
children, who would be exposed to non-Islamic rituals. The potential bad 
influence of a mother on her children is elucidated in a position found in the 
Mālikite legal work of Saḥnūn (d. 854–55), the Mudawwana, which deals with 
the maternal guardianship of children whose Muslim father and non-Muslim 
mother had divorced. In reply to Mālik’s ruling that the children are to remain 
under the custody of their non-Muslim mother (whether Christian, Jewish, 
or Zoroastrian), it was put to him that the mother might serve her children 
wine and pork.49 In reply, Mālik noted that the woman could have served 
her children with these forbidden foods while she was still married to her 
Muslim husband, ‘yet if she wished to do something like that, she should be 
prevented from it and the child is not to be separated from her; and if [after 
her divorce] there was concern she will act [in this way] she is to be attached 
to Muslim people, lest she does’ (‘Wa-ʾin khāfū ʾ an tafʿala ḍummat ʾ ilā nāsin 
mina-l-muslimīna liʾallā tafʿaluhu’).50 Here, again, it has been suggested that 
of particular concern was the negative impact the non-Muslim mother might 
have on her Muslim children.51

  48 See al-Khallāl, Ahl al-milal wa-l-ridda wa-l-zanādiqa, ed. by Ibrāhīm b. Ḥamad b. Sulṭān, ii, 
430–31; cf. Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya, Aḥkām ahl al-dhimma, ed. by al-Raʾūf Saʿd, i, 314–17. Ibn 
Qayyim reiterated Ibn Ḥanbal’s positions, adding reference to an instance in which a Muslim 
is married to a Jewish woman, in which case he is to respect her religious duties, including 
keeping the Sabbath and observing Jewish dietary and menstruation restrictions. The diff erent 
opinions and rulings are summed up in Friedmann, Tolerance and Coercion in Islam, pp. 188–90.

  49 Saḥnūn, al-Mudawwana al-kubrā, ii, 359.
  50 Saḥnūn, al-Mudawwana al-kubrā, ii, 659; cf. Malik’s disfavouring marriage with non-Muslim 

women on account of the very same reason that she may introduce forbidden practices into 
the household; Saḥnūn, al-Mudawwana al-kubrā, ii, 306.

  51 Safran, ‘Identity and Differentiation in Ninth-Century al-Andalus’, pp. 583–84; note the 
references in the Mudawwana to children born to Christian converts to Islam who were 
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Concerns of this latter type reveal the central position that mothers occupied 
in the household, specifically their crucial place in forging the identity of her 
children. Yet whereas from the perspective of Muslim legal authorities that 
place had to be monitored and supervised, from the perspective of non-Muslim 
authorities, such circumstances offered an opportunity. An encyclical letter 
issued by the West Syrian Patriarch Athanasius of Balad (r. 683–86) betrays 
on the one hand an ecclesiastical leadership coming to terms with religious 
exogamy, yet on the other hand its attempt to retain Christian women within 
the fold and thus to ensure a proper upbringing of their children. Athanasius 
advised his clergy to act in the following manner with regard to Christian 
women who married non-Christian men:

Reprimand them, warn them, especially the women who unite with such 
men, that they should abstain from the nourishment of their sacrifices, 
strangled (flesh), and their illegal commerce; that they should try also, 
with all their force, to baptize their children that they had through their 
unions with them. If you are able, those who behave in a complete 
Christian manner, do not hinder them from participation in the divine 
mysteries, only on account of [the fact] that they had united with pagans 
openly and visibly.52

The passage signals a recurring tension in contemporary East and West Syrian 
ecclesiastical legal sources, namely the simultaneous affiliation of Christian 
women with the Christian fold and their non-Christian families.53 Athanasius 
appears to have recognized this tension and thus sought a middle ground by 
providing guidelines as to how these women should uphold their Christianity 
and secure the Christian upbringing of their children.

It may have been a similar recognition in Rav Sherira Gaʾon’s answer to a 
question presented to him on the matter of a Jewish newborn whose father 
was a Jewish apostate.54 Rav Sherira was asked whether the newborn could 
be circumcised on a Sabbath, it being the eighth day since its birth. I have 
suggested elsewhere that since no explicit explanation is given as to why there 
would be reason for contention over the day of circumcision, it could be 

married to Christian women in the abode of war (dār al-ḥarb); Saḥnūn, al-Mudawwana 
al-kubrā, ii, 300; see in an Andalusi context, Zorgati, Pluralism in the Middle Ages, pp. 94, 167.

  52 ‘Letter of West Syrian Patriarch Athanasius of Balad in 684’, ed. and trans. by Nau, pp. 128–29; 
English translation partially taken from Hoyland, Seeing Islam as Others Saw It, pp. 148–49.

  53 On the suggestion that the pagans referred here were Muslims, see Zellentin, The Qurʾān’s 
Legal Culture, p. 7. Cf. Hoyland, Seeing Islam as Others Saw It, pp. 148–49; Hoyland rightly 
notes that the term ḥanpē (pagans) would denote Muslims only in the late eighth century, 
yet at the same time is inclined to believe that ‘Muslims were uppermost in Athanasius’ 
mind’; Penn, ‘Monks, Manu scripts, and Muslims’, pp. 244–46; although acknowledging the 
ambiguity in Athanasius’s original meaning, Michael Penn draws our attention that in later 
versions of the letter ambiguity was removed by a replacement of ‘pagans’ with ‘Hagarenes’, 
thus providing clear indication of the reference to Muslims.

  54 Otsar ha-geonim, ed. by Lewin, ii (Shabbat), p. 130 (no. 398).
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inferred that the source of concern was that the newborn could be declared 
a non-Jew and hence its circumcision could take place beyond the regularly 
stipulated eight days.55 However, for the sake of the present discussion it is 
the Gaʾon’s answer that is most relevant. Rav Sherira advised circumcising 
the newborn on the Sabbath on the grounds that

He (the newborn) is an offspring of Abraham and the generations of 
apostates do not become entrenched [in this case], but it is just one 
[person] who apostatized and perhaps he will rethink [it] and leave his 
son in the Jewish religion. Furthermore, for [the child’s] mother is an 
Israelite and perhaps he [the child] will follow her; and we do not presume 
that he will go astray, therefore we do not have the power to forbid his 
circumcision on a Sabbath.

Contrary to the matrilineal principle, according to which the Jewish identity 
of the newborn is conditioned on that of his mother, the question at hand 
suggests a historical moment in which the newborn’s Jewish identity was 
not certain, a notion that can be inferred from the Gaʾon’s emphasis that the 
father’s apostasy applied only to himself (‘the generations of apostates do 
not become entrenched’). Rather than couching the newborn’s identity in a 
legal principle, Sherira’s confidence appears to have derived from his faith in 
the child’s freedom of choice to follow his Jewish mother. Put differently, the 
child’s Jewish identity was conditioned on the example set by his mother.56

Conclusion

The positions and regulations presented in this short essay were issued by a 
narrow stratum of individuals whose legal authority derived from or went 
along with their communal leadership roles. High-ranking Christian clergy, 
rabbinic leaders, and Muslim scholars asserted authority on the grounds of 
their immersion in their respective scriptural, theo logical, and, ultimately, legal 
traditions. As such, they endeavoured to guide their coreligionists in moments 
of uncertainty and to safeguard communal boundaries when these were in 
danger of compromise. Accordingly, legal positions and regulations should 
be seen as reflections of both elite and lay concerns over matters of normative 

  55 Simonsohn, ‘The Legal and Social Bonds of Jewish Apostates and their Spouses’, pp. 432–33.
  56 The uncertainty regarding the child’s Jewish identity may derive from a reading into Mishna, 

Kiddushin, 3. 12: ‘If the betrothal is valid and no transgression befell, the standing of the 
offspring follows that of the male [parent] […]. If the betrothal was valid but transgression 
befell, the standing of the offspring follows that of the blemished party’; cf. the position of 
Avraham Maimonides (d. 1237) in Teshuvot Rabenu Avraham b. haRambam, ed. and trans. 
by Freiman and Goitein, pp. 54–55 (no. 53); the case brought before Avraham Maimonides 
dealt with the circumcision on a Sabbath of a newborn whose parents were both apostates. 
Maimonides ruled that the newborn should be circumcised by a gentile.
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conduct that stemmed from their daily experiences. The tangibility of legal 
discourse is reinforced when considered in light of the thematic threads that 
run through legal sources of different confessional provenances and along 
other forms of literary evidence.

It should, therefore, come as little surprise that we find in gaonic responsa, 
ecclesiastical jurisprudence, and fiqh corroboration of the phenomenon of 
religiously mixed family ties. As already noted, these ties had resulted from 
instances of religious exogamy or the conversion to Islam of a certain family 
member. The endurance of kinship ties in the context of religious difference, 
or dissent, offers a few insights regarding the place of women in mixed 
households and the societies under discussion.

Indeed, marriage between non-Muslim women and Muslim men and 
the conversion to Islam of Christian and Jewish women were likely to have 
constituted radical choices in a social setting that was conspicuously governed 
by confessional considerations. Yet contrary to the prevalent notion dominating 
normative prescriptions and, consequently, modern historio graphy, the legal 
cases surveyed and assessed in the course of the present discussion suggest 
that these choices did not necessarily result in the severance of ties between 
these women and their family members who remained within their former 
confessional fold.57 The endurance of these ties, at times to the extent that 
non-Muslim women continued to practise their religion within their homes 
and partake in the religious life of their non-Muslim communities, implies a 
religious blending that signalled both danger and opportunity. Thus, while 
Muslim authorities sought to curtail the potentially negative impact of 
non-Muslim wives and mothers, ecclesiastical and rabbinic leaders expressed 
their hopes that these women would raise their children in a manner that 
would sustain their non-Muslim affiliation.

At the same time, religiously mixed kinship ties could have worked in an 
opposite direction. Despite the absence of explicit references in legal sources, 
the conversion to Islam of daughters and sisters could have had a domino 
effect. Narrative sources speak of instances in which the conversion to Islam 
of a family member would be followed by that of additional members.58 And 
it is in this context that we should recall ecclesiastical calls for family members 
to cut off ties with recalcitrant girls who married non-Christian men.

  57 Cf. Goitein, A Mediterranean Society, ii, 301, iii, 81; Cahen, ‘Histoire économico-sociale 
et islamo logie’, p. 203; Blidstein, ‘Who Is Not a Jew?’, p. 376; Ben-Sasson, ‘Le-zehutam 
ha-Yehudit shel ʾanusim’, p. 21; Shatzmiller, ‘Marriage, Family, and the Faith’, p. 257.

  58 See Ashtor, ‘Prolegomena to the Medi eval History of Oriental Jewry’, p. 65. See, for example, 
the case of the Companion Wathila ibn al-ʿAsqa al-Laythi (d. 704) who, consequent to 
his choice to follow the Prophet, was ostracized by his father: Ibn Saʿd, Kitāb al-ṭabaqāt 
al-kubrā, ed. by ʿUmar, i, 263–64; the famous sufi Maʿrūf al-Karkhī (d. 815–16), who was 
initially sent by his parents to a Christian tutor, yet resisted instruction, converted to Islam, 
and upon his return to his parents’ home brought about their own conversion to Islam: 
al-Qushayri, al-Risāla al-Qushayrīya, ed. by Maḥmūd and al-Sharīf, i, 42.
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Both scenarios suggest women as confessional gatekeepers or agents of 
conversion, thus rendering their place crucial for understanding processes 
of religious change, adaptation, and survival in a period that witnessed the 
gradual domination of Islam over the southern shores of the Mediterranean 
and throughout the Near East.
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