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Abstract

In early modern Islamic thought, the concept of zindig (heretic) occupied a critical space at
the intersection of theology, law, and state authority, particularly in the context of Muslim—
Christian relations. One of the most significant scholarly attempts to define this term came
from Ibn Kemal (d. 940/1534), a leading Ottoman jurist and theologian, whose treatise
Risdla ft ma yata‘allaq bi-lafz al-zindiq (Treatise on the Definition of the Word Zindig) sought
to clarify the precise meaning and legal implications of zandaga (heresy). This article pro-
vides the first English translation and critical edition of Ibn Kemal's treatise, making this
important work accessible to a wider scholarly audience. Through a close reading of the
text, this study examines how Ibn Kemal systematically distinguished zindig from murtadd
(apostate), mulhid (disbeliever), and munafig (hypocrite), shaping Ottoman legal discourse
on heresy. The present analysis further explores the theological and jurisprudential foun-
dations Ibn Kemal employed to define and punish heretics, particularly in light of the con-
troversial execution of Molla Kabid (or Mulla Qabid, tr. Molla Kabiz), who had asserted the
superiority of Jesus over Muhammad. This case demonstrates the presence of polemical
debates in the shaping of confessional boundaries in the ninth/fifteenth-century Ottoman
Empire and reflects the broader challenges of Muslim—Christian interactions during this
period. Additionally, this study investigates the broader implications of Ibn Kemal's clas-
sification of zindigq within the context of Muslim—Christian relations, considering how inter-
faith polemics and religious boundary-making influenced Ottoman legal thought. By con-
textualizing this treatise within early modern Ottoman legal and theological traditions, this
study contributes to the understanding of how heresy was redefined in a multi-religious
empire navigating theological, political, and interreligious challenges.
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1. Introduction

In early modern Ottoman intellectual and legal history, the concept of zindiq (heretic)
played a crucial role in negotiating the boundaries between orthodoxy and heterodoxy,
belief and disbelief, and law and transgression. Rooted in classical Islamic jurisprudence
yet reconfigured in response to Ottoman sociopolitical dynamics, the category of zindig
embodied anxieties about both internal dissent and external religious threats. This con-
ceptual elasticity made it a potent legal and doctrinal instrument, especially in a multi-
religious empire that continuously grappled with the challenges of doctrinal control and
imperial governance.
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Among the most significant scholarly efforts to define and regulate heresy in this pe-
riod was the work of Ibn Kemal (d. 940/1534). He was a towering figure in Ottoman schol-
arship and served as chief jurist (shaykh al-Islam, tr. seyhiilislam) from 1526 until his death.
Trained in both rational and traditional sciences, Ibn Kemal authored over 200 works span-
ning history, law, theology, and philosophy. His treatise Risala fi ma yata ‘allaq bi-lafz al-
zindig (Treatise on the definition of the word Zindiq) stands out as a systematic attempt to
delineate the legal and theological meaning of heretic, while distinguishing it from re-
lated categories such as murtadd (apostate), mulhid (disbeliever), and mundfig (hypocrite)
(Mahftiz 1962; Ocak 1998; Kuzey 2020; Taj 2024).

This framework proved particularly salient in the Ottoman context, where religious
plurality was both a source of cultural vibrancy and a site of legal complexity. The Ot-
toman state had to accommodate a variety of religious communities —Muslims, Christians,
and Jews—while maintaining an Islamic legal and theological hegemony. Ibn Kemal’s
heresiography functioned as a mechanism for distinguishing between tolerated religious
groups and condemned deviants within the Sunni Muslim community. Yet, in practice,
these two categories often overlapped. Some individuals, like Molla Kabid (or Mulla Qabid,
tr. Molla Kabiz), were Muslims whose views reflected Christian theological influence. The
concept of heresy thus served to police not only internal doctrinal boundaries, but also
inter-religious entanglements. Ibn Kemal’s treatise, therefore, reflects not only scholastic
concerns but also imperial strategies of governance through the instruction and indoctri-
nation of subjects.

While a number of scholars have addressed the broader contours of Ottoman here-
siography and timely confessionalization (Ocak 1998; Zildzic 2012), Ibn Kemal’s treatise
has not received sufficient scholarly attention. Building on recent studies that have re-
conceptualized the formation of Ottoman religious identity in terms of confessionalization
(Krsti¢ 2011), this article offers the first English translation and critical edition of his trea-
tise, accompanied by a detailed study of its legal and theological reasoning. Through close
textual analysis and historical contextualization, this study reveals how Ibn Kemal rede-
fined heresy in a dynamic imperial context marked by interreligious polemics, theological
contestation, and political anxiety. While Krsti¢ foregrounds the process by which the Ot-
toman state articulated a normative Sunni orthodoxy through discursive and bureaucratic
interventions, and Atgil examines the institutionalization of the learned class in the service
of imperial governance (Atcil 2017), Ibn Kemal’s writings provide a paradigmatic case of
how legal-theological texts shaped this project from within the highest echelons of the re-
ligious hierarchy. By reassessing the treatise not simply as a juridical document but as a
discursive intervention into debates about orthodoxy and power, this study contributes to
a more nuanced understanding of how Ibn Kemal responded to the doctrinal and political
challenges of early modernity.

One of the key theological controversies examined in this article centers on Molla
Kabid’s claim that Jesus was superior to Muhammad, a form of christological dissent that un-
settled core assumptions of Islamic prophetology. No work authored by Kabid is known
to have survived; however, Ibn Kemal's response in his Risala fi afdaliyyat Muhammad ‘alayhi
I-salam (Treatise on the superiority of Muhammad peace be upon him) offers valuable insight into
Kabid’s arguments. According to Ibn Kemal's treatise, Kabid appears to have drawn upon
Qur’anic verses and Hadiths that praise Jesus’s exceptional status, especially those refer-
ring to his virgin birth, miracles, and ascension. Ibn Kemal explicitly cites these scriptural
elements only to counter them with what he presents as the “correct” interpretation, affirm-
ing the superiority of Muhammad as the Seal of the Prophets. The debate thus illustrates
how Kabid’s views, although articulated within an Islamic textual framework, were seen
by Ottoman jurists as dangerously aligned with Christian theological claims. His classifi-
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cation as a zindig rather than a murtadd was thus both a theological and legal judgment, one
that justified his execution and affirmed the limits of acceptable doctrinal interpretation in
a multi-religious empire (Yavuz 2005).

2. Contextualizing Ibn Kemal

Chief jurist Ibn Kemal, known widely as Kemalpasazade, was one of the most influ-
ential intellectual figures of the early tenth/sixteenth-century Ottoman Empire. Born in
May 1469 —though the exact location remains uncertain, with Edirne, Tokat, Amasya, and
Dimetoka all proposed —Ibn Kemal pertained to a distinguished military and scholarly
lineage. His grandfather, Kemal Pasa, served as a military official (emir) under Mehmed
I (r. 848-850/1444-1446, 855-886/1451-1481) and later as tutor (lala) to Prince Bayezid II,
while his father, Siileyman Celebi, held key military posts in Amasya and Tokat. On his
mother’s side, he was related to the prominent scholarly family of Kiipelizade Muhyiddin
Mehmed, either as a nephew or grandson, depending on the source (Bursali Mehmet Tahir
Efendi 1972; Hoca Sadeddin 1979; Bolay et al. 1986; Ugur 1996, Ménage 2012; Turan 2022).

Ibn Kemal received his formative education in Amasya under notable scholars be-
fore entering the military class (askeriye), only to later pursue a scholarly career in the
religious-legal class (ilmiye). His studies at the Dar al-H adith in Edirne under figures
like Molla Lutfi (d. 900/1495) —later executed for blasphemy —placed him among the elite
circles of Ottoman scholarship (Pegevi 1968, pp. 71-72; Tagkopriizade 1985, pp. 197-98,
see also pp. 377-79). His pedagogical career began with appointments in Edirne and
Skopje, eventually leading to prestigious posts in Istanbul, including the Sahn-1 Seman
madrasa. During the Ottoman-Safavid conflict, Ibn Kemal gained the attention of Selim
I (r. 918-926/1512-1520) through his treatise Risala fi ikfari Shah Isma 1l wa-kull man tabi‘ahu
(Treatise on the takfir of Shah Isma ‘il and all who follow him), defending the legitimacy of a war
against the Safavids. He was successively appointed as the judge of Edirne in 1515, military
judge (kazasker) of Anatolia in 1516, and later reinstated after a brief dismissal during the
Egypt campaign of 1517. His reputation for legal and theological acumen was reinforced
by his influential legal opinion (ar. fatwa pl. fatawa; tr. fetvd) defending the controversial
Andalusian mystical philosopher Ibn al- ‘Arabi (d. 638/1240) (Winter 2007).

Following his tenure as military judge, Ibn Kemal returned to teaching before being
appointed as a chief jurist in 1526 upon the death of Zenbilli Ali Efendi (d. 932/1526). He
held this office until his death in April 1534, serving under three sultans: Bayezid II (r. 886—
918/1481-1512), Selim I, and Siileyman I (known as the Magnificent, r. 926-974/1520-1566).
A polymath, Ibn Kemal authored over 200 works of varying lengths in Arabic, Persian, and
Ottoman Turkish across disciplines such as history, jurisprudence, theology, philosophy,
logic, and literature. His Tevarih-i Al-i Osman, a ten-volume history of the Ottoman dynasty,
and his treatises like his Risala fi tabagat al-mujtahidin (A treatise on the hierarchical classes of
legal scholars) and Risdla fi ma yata ‘allaq bi-lafz al-zindiq remain critical for understanding
Ottoman intellectual history (for a detailed list of his writings and extant manuscripts, see
Atsiz 1966; for a list of critical editions and studies, see Alak 2009, pp. 155-81; Oge 2021,
pp. 321-54).

Although Ibn Kemal attracted considerable scholarly attention, scholarly interest has
largely focused on areas other than his engagement with non-Muslim religious traditions,
particularly Christianity. Scholars such as Inanir (2011) examined his legal opinions in the
context of legal developments under Siileyman I, while Ocal (2000), Bahcivan (2005), and
Alper (2010) investigated his broader contributions to Islamic philosophy and theology.
S. Turan (1989) explored Ibn Kemal's methodology as a historian, while Alak and Sarag
(Sarag 1995; Kemal Pasazade 2021) analyzed his poetic and literary corpus. These studies,
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while valuable, seldom engage directly with Ibn Kemal’s theological or legal treatment of
Christianity within this broader interreligious context.

The context in which Ibn Kemal wrote was also deeply shaped by broader processes
of religious boundary-making that recent scholarship has framed in terms of Ottoman con-
fessionalization or Sunnitization. The edited volumes by Tijana Krsti¢ and Derin Terzioglu—
Historicizing Sunni Islam in the Ottoman Empire, c. 1450-c. 1750 (Krsti¢ and Terzioglu 2021)
and Entangled Confessionalizations? (Krsti¢ and Terzioglu 2022) —have been particularly in-
fluential in rethinking how orthodoxy was not a static doctrine, but a political-theological
project enacted through legal, institutional, and textual means. Nir Shafir’s contribution,
“How to Read Heresy in the Ottoman World,” (Shafir 2021) further emphasizes how the
deployment of heresy accusations functioned as a tool for regulating discourse and enforc-
ing Sunni norms, often in the absence of explicit doctrinal violations. In this framework,
Ibn Kemal’s classification of Molla Kabid as a zindig becomes more than a juridical judg-
ment. Rather, it represents a moment of discursive consolidation, in which Sunni legal
authorities responded to perceived threats by inscribing orthodoxy into both law and pub-
lic rhetoric. These reading aligns with Krsti¢ (2011) arguments in Contested Conversions
to Islam, where she demonstrates that Ottoman confessionalization differed from its Eu-
ropean counterparts by emphasizing administrative control and legal demarcation rather
than formal creedal uniformity. Ibn Kemal’s dual position as chief legal authority and
prolific scholar placed him at the center of this project of Sunni confessionalization.

While most studies on Ibn Kemal neglected his engagement with Christian theology,
a notable exception is the entry by Lejla Demiri and Muharrem Kuzey titled “Ibn Kemal”
in Christian-Muslim Relations: A Bibliographical History (Demiri and Kuzey 2015a), which of-
fers a bibliographic overview of the scholar’s works relevant to Muslim—Christian engage-
ment. In addition to cataloguing these works, Demiri and Kuzey also highlight the notable
lack of a sustained scholarly analysis of Ibn Kemal’s engagement with Christian doctrine.
However, as a bibliographical entry, their contribution is necessarily descriptive in scope
and does not attempt a detailed textual analysis. One example of such a response is Risala fi
afdaliyyat Muhammad‘alayhi [-salam, written in reaction to Molla Kabid’s controversial claim
that Jesus was superior to Muhammad. Although Ocak (1998) explored broader heretical
currents in the Ottoman Empire, the trial and execution of Kabid —overseen by both Siiley-
man I and Ibn Kemal—has received limited direct analysis. More recently, Taj (2024) pub-
lished an annotated English translation of the treatise on prophetic superiority, marking
a significant step in making this text accessible to non-Arabic-speaking audiences. While
Taj provides valuable insight into the theological and legal logic of Ibn Kemal’s response
to Kabid, his study does not consider the potential connection between Kabid and the later
Hitbmesihi movement, which may hold crucial implications for understanding Muslim—
Christian entanglements in the period. Muharrem Kuzey’s monograph Ahl as-sunna und
die Anderen (Kuzey 2020), by contrast, focuses on the construction of heresy within Islamic
thought in the Ottoman context, particularly through the lens of Sunni orthodoxy. How-
ever, it does not engage with Christianity or the question of the religious “Other”, and
thus remains confined to intra-Muslim theological debates. Finally, the underexplored
Hiibmesihi movement interpreted by Algar (2012) as a possible legacy of Kabid’s ideas sug-
gests the lingering resonance of the theological debates in which Ibn Kemal took part, even
though he had no direct connection to this later group.

It was during his tenure as chief jurist that Ibn Kemal presided over the trial of Molla
Kabid, who was brought before the Imperial Council (Divan-1 Hiimayiin) in 1527 on charges
of zandaga (heresy). Initial hearings under the military judges failed to reach a decisive
conclusion. The case was subsequently reviewed under the authority of Ibn Kemal and
the judge of Istanbul, Sa’deddin Efendi (d. 1008/1599). Ibn Kemal issued a legal opinion
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declaring Kabid a zindig, leading to his execution (Bah¢ivan 2005). In line with established
legal procedure, Sa’deddin Efendi gave Kabid the opportunity to repent and recant his
statements. However, Kabid reportedly refused. Consequently, the death sentence was
carried out immediately, likely in early November 1527.

This episode, centered on the figure of Molla Kabid and adjudicated by Ibn Kemal, be-
came a defining moment in early Ottoman discourses on heresy. It highlights not only the
theological boundaries that were being contested but also the political urgency in defining
and policing religious orthodoxy within a multireligious empire. Therefore, the Risdla fi ma
yata‘allaq bi-lafz al-zindig should be read not merely as a juridical exercise but as a response
to a volatile religious controversy that tested the limits of imperial tolerance and the role
of legal authority in safeguarding doctrinal unity.

Methodologically, this study employs a historical-philological method that combines
a close textual analysis of manuscript sources with a contextual interpretation grounded in
Ottoman legal and theological traditions. Its primary sources include manuscript variants
of the treatise, contemporaneous legal opinions, and biographical dictionaries. The goal
is not only to trace the intellectual lineage of Ibn Kemal’s arguments but also to evaluate
their function in the sociopolitical context of the Ottoman Empire. This approach enables
a dual-layered analysis: first, a close internal reading of the treatise and its terminology,
and second, a contextual reading that situates the work within legal practice, theological
debates, and interreligious polemics.

3. The Case of Molla Kabid: Heresy and State Authority

The case of Molla Kabid presents one of the most dramatic instances in early Ottoman
legal history where theology, state authority, and imperial authority intersected. Here,
state authority refers to the empire’s legal and bureaucratic structures, while imperial au-
thority denotes the sacralized sovereignty of the Sultan. Kabid, allegedly of Persian origin,
emerged in the early tenth/sixteenth century as a controversial figure who openly chal-
lenged the boundaries of Sunni orthodoxy in Ottoman Istanbul. His biographical details
remain obscure: neither his date nor his exact place of birth is known, and no written
work by him has survived. Nevertheless, his title “Molla,” together with the accounts of
Ottoman biographers, suggests that he was connected to scholarly circles active in the east-
ern provinces of the Empire (Massignon 2012; Yurdaydin 2012; Uziim 2020).

In early November 1527, Kabid was summoned to the Imperial Council (Divan-1
Hiimayiin) to respond to charges of heresy. His offense was the public preaching of the
superiority of Jesus over the Prophet Muhammad, a claim that stirred considerable unrest
among the religious and political elites of Istanbul. Contemporary chronicles describe him
as a provocative figure who frequented taverns and actively spread his beliefs in public,
sowing confusion among the populace (Demiri and Kuzey 2015b).

Initially, the case was referred to the two military judges of the empire, Fenarizade
Muhyiddin Celebi (d. 954/1548) and Kadir1 Celebi (d. 955/1548), who were unable to
present a convincing theological rebuttal to Kabid’s scriptural arguments, which drew
upon verses from the Quran and Hadith. Siileyman I, observing the proceedings from
the enclosed balcony (kafes) of the Divan, was reportedly disturbed by their failure and
ordered that the case be reviewed again, this time under the authority of chief jurist Ibn
Kemal and the judge of Istanbul, Sa’deddin Efendi (Jenkins 1911; Repp 1986; Imber 2010).

In the second hearing, Kabid reiterated his claims, maintaining his belief in Jesus’s
superiority based on scriptural evidence. Ibn Kemal responded with a detailed refuta-
tion, explaining the misinterpretations in Kabid’s readings of the Qur’an and Hadith. He
subsequently issued a legal opinion declaring Kabid a zindig, a legal classification with
severe consequences. In accordance with the procedures applied to heretics, Sa’deddin
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Efendi invited Kabid to recant his beliefs and repent. Upon his refusal, the death sentence
was carried out. The earliest account of the trial is attributed to Celalzade Mustafa Celebi
(d. 975/1567), then private secretary to the Grand Vizier Ibrahim Pasa (r. 929-942/1523—
1536), whose report became the basis for later chroniclers (Celalzade Mustafa Celebi 1981).

The theological basis of Kabid’s claims is further illuminated through Ibn Kemal's
Risala, composed in response to the controversy. In this treatise, Ibn Kemal addresses spe-
cific verses praising Jesus, offering what he deems their “correct” interpretation (Demiri
and Kuzey 2015a). Though no writings by Kabid himself remain, this treatise offers indi-
rect access to his arguments and suggests his engagement with a scripturally grounded
critique of Islamic doctrine.

During the time of Molla Kabid, debates over the boundaries of orthodoxy took on a
highly public dimension. Later accounts, however, often complicated the historical picture.
One such account is found in Ignatius Mouradgea d’Ohsson’s Tableau général de I’Empire
Othoman (d’Ohsson 1788, pp. 153-55), written more than two centuries after Kabid’s trial.
Though d’Ohsson was an Ottoman subject of Armenian descent and deeply familiar with
Ottoman society, his work reflects the intellectual and ideological frameworks of the En-
lightenment. He alleges that Kabid not only cited the Qur'an and Hadith but also drew
upon the Old and New Testaments due to close contact with Christians. According to
d’Ohsson, Kabid even claimed that the Gospel was superior to the Qur’an and that Islamic
doctrines contradicted both scripture and reason. However, these claims lack corrobo-
ration in Ottoman primary sources, and modern scholars have questioned their histori-
cal reliability, particularly given that Kabid was charged with zandaga rather than irtidad
(apostasy), suggesting that he remained within the Islamic fold. While d’Ohsson’s account
influenced later secondary literature, its dramatic portrayal of religious conflict should be
treated with caution. A similar critical stance applies to Sir Paul Rycaut’s (d. 1700) writings,
which, though informative, were shaped by his position as a European diplomat embed-
ded in the political and confessional dynamics of the time (Rycaut 1971, p. 129).

Although Kabid appears to have acted alone—there is no evidence of followers or
disciples —his case was not unique. Ottoman society, particularly in the ninth/fifteenth and
tenth/sixteenth centuries, witnessed a range of individuals who made similarly provoca-
tive theological claims (Ocak 1998, p. 237). Around 1409, a Persian preacher in Bursa
denied Muhammad's superiority over Jesus (Ustiin 1991, p. 98). Italian chronicles from
the late fifteenth century describe executions of preachers in Edirne and Istanbul who
advocated for Christianity (Imber 1990, pp. 59, 63-64). Legal opinions from the later
tenth/sixteenth century also record instances of Muslims arguing that the Torah and
Gospel had remained unaltered (Ocak 1998, pp. 238-39, 363).

These accounts point to a broader, though still understudied, undercurrent of christo-
logical dissent in the early modern Ottoman world. Some modern scholars have speculated
that Kabid may have been connected to the H uriifiyya or influenced by Ibn al-‘Arabi’s Chris-
tology, in which Jesus is described as the “Seal of Universal Sainthood” (khatim al-wilaya
al- amma). Ibn al- ‘Arabi also identified Jesus as his first spiritual teacher and regarded
the Jsawi saints as inheritors of Jesus through Muhammad. Whether Kabid consciously
aligned with these ideas or merely employed similar language remains unclear.

Later Western sources mention the existence of a sect called the Hiibmesihis (from Per-
sian khiib or khob “good” and Arabic Masth “Messiah”), described by Paul Rycaut as a se-
cretive group in Istanbul who believed in Jesus as divine. However, neither Rycaut nor
any Ottoman sources associate this group with Kabid (Rycaut 1971, p. 129).

In the final analysis, the case of Molla Kabid reveals how the boundaries of doctrinal
orthodoxy were contested and defended in the early Ottoman Empire. His execution, jus-
tified by a legal opinion and followed by treatises elaborating its rationale, demonstrates
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how heresy functioned not only as a theological deviation but also as a threat to state au-
thority and imperial legitimacy. Having examined the trial of Molla Kabid, we now turn
to the legal-theological text that both informed and justified this case: Ibn Kemal's treatise
on Zindig.

4. A Treatise on the Definition of the Word Zindig

The composition of Ibn Kemal’s Risala followed the trial and execution of Molla Kabid
in November 1527. Its timing, structure, and argumentative direction all suggest that it was
written as a legal-doctrinal justification of Kabid’s death penalty. The treatise exemplifies
how Ibn Kemal aimed not merely at defining heresy in abstract terms, but also at situating
it within a broader framework of figh, state authority, and Sunni communal orthodoxy.

4.1. Structure and Argument

Before examining the legal distinctions Ibn Kemal draws, it is important to trace the et-
ymological and historical background of the term zindig. Originating from the Middle Per-
sian zandik, the word was initially associated with Manichaeans (al-maniwiyya) and other
dualists (al-thanawiyya) in the Abbasid period. Over time, it evolved into a flexible term for
internal religious deviance, especially used for individuals whose heterodox beliefs threat-
ened social order. This transmutation of meaning provided Ottoman jurists with a tool to
legally manage ambiguous cases of theological dissent.

The treatise opens with an etymological inquiry into the term zindig, before distin-
guishing it from related categories such as murtadd, munafig, and mulhid. These distinc-
tions were not just semantic; they had concrete legal consequences. However, the trea-
tise could have benefitted from a clearer delineation of how these categories— particularly
zindig versus murtadd —mapped onto distinct legal outcomes. For instance, apostasy typi-
cally required explicit verbal rejection of Islam, while zandaga, as defined here, could rest
on inferred or hidden disbelief. While irtidad and nifag (hypocrisy) were clearly defined in
classical jurisprudence, the concept of zandaga often remained more ambiguous, particu-
larly in the context of the H anafi legal views, to which Ibn Kemal adhered.

For instance, in the widely studied H anafi primer al-Mukhtasar of al-Quduri
(d. 428/1037), irtidad is defined in unequivocal legal terms: “A Muslim who disbelieves—
whether by word, deed, or belief—is an apostate; if he does not repent, he is to be exe-
cuted.” Similarly, canonical commentaries on Kanz al-daqa’iq elaborate that the condition
for apostasy is the explicit outward rejection of Islam (sarh al-riddah), which distinguishes
it from covert nifaq or internal heresy (zandaqa). These standard works, taught across Ot-
toman madrasas from Anatolia to the capital, provided a stable framework for adjudicat-
ing irtidad, unlike the more flexible and context-sensitive criteria applied to zandaga in Ibn
Kemal’s treatise.

Drawing on earlier authorities, notably Abi al-Layth al-Samarqandi (d. 373/983) and
Fakhr al-Din al-Qadikhan (d. 592/1196), Ibn Kemal develops a detailed typology of zindigs.
He divides the category first into those who propagate error (dalal) and those who do not.
Among those who do not propagate, three subgroups are identified: (1) The zindig, who
is originally a polytheist if non-Arab, and he is left free; if Arab, he must choose between
accepting Islam or facing death. (2) The zindig, who was once Muslim; he is called to re-
pentance, and if he refuses, he is executed as an apostate. (3) The zindig, who was once a
dhimmi (protected non-Muslim); he is left free.

Further, while Ibn Kemal distinguishes between zindiq, murtadd, and mundfig, their
respective legal consequences —especially in terms of evidentiary standards (bayyina), bur-
den of proof, and procedural norms—remain underexplored. Including a comparative
table outlining these categories and their legal treatments has helped to clarify how the Ot-
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toman state operationalized these distinctions in judicial settings. When it comes to those
who publicly spread deviant beliefs, two legal opinions are presented. One, attributed to
Fakhr al-Din al-Qadikhan, holds that repentance is only valid if it occurs before sentenc-
ing; another, associated with Abii Yasuf (d. 182/798), allows for repentance even after
conviction. Ibn Kemal explicitly favors the latter view, advocating for a degree of leniency
grounded in the jurisprudential tradition. This preference aligns with a broader pattern
in the treatise, wherein Ibn Kemal often cites more flexible or humane opinions, especially
in cases involving dhimmis or non-Muslims. The practical relevance of this legal taxonomy
becomes especially apparent when applied to the case of Molla Kabid.

4.2. Application to Molld Kabid

The final portion of the treatise makes clear its practical intent. Ibn Kemal explic-
itly refers to Molla Kabid as a zindig who spread his ideas publicly, misled others, and
thereby corrupted the faith. He notes that Kabid's statements caused confusion and devi-
ation within the community. Based on these circumstances, and relying again on Fakhr
al-Din al-Qadikhan’s al-Fatawa al-Khaniyya, Ibn Kemal argues that such a person—a prop-
agating zindig—is liable to the death penalty. Although Ibn Kemal clearly labels Kabid as
a zindig, modern scholars remain divided on how to interpret the theological nature of his
claims. Some have suggested that Kabid’s assertion of Jesus’s superiority may reflect en-
gagement with Christian ideas, either directly or through broader interreligious discourse.
However, others note that such views can also be traced within Islamic mystical traditions,
most notably in the writings of Ibn al- ‘Arabi, who emphasized the spiritual perfection
of Jesus. Given this complexity, it is difficult to determine whether Kabid’s position rep-
resented an internal heterodox stance or was perceived as external theological influence.
This ambiguity calls for a cautious and historically sensitive reading of the term zindig in
the pluralistic Ottoman contexts.

In the closing paragraph, Ibn Kemal responds polemically to those among the scholars
who hesitated to pass judgment in Kabid’s case:

“How strange is he who abstained from issuing a judgment on such a case and pon-
dered carefully his opinion, although his error and call to error were uncovered! Instead,
this man vacillated on the matter, refused to sentence him to death, and thus separated
himself from all the “men of the pen’ (ashab al-galam) and the “men of the sword’ (arbab al-
sayf) who strive to keep the religion alive and to annihilate the head of the corrupters. How
on earth can this man claim for himself a high and lofty rank in the science of fatwa?” Al-
though Ibn Kemal firmly classifies Kabid as a zindig, modern scholarship remains divided
on the interpretive boundaries of his statements. The theological ambiguity of Kabid's
Christology —particularly to what extent and how it was influenced by Christian theologi-
cal currents—deserves further scrutiny, especially given the porous religious interactions
in tenth/sixteenth-century Istanbul. This complexity underscores the need to move be-
yond rigid classifications of orthodoxy and heresy in early modern Islamic contexts. Trea-
tises like Ibn Kemal’s remind us that legal categories were not merely reactive but part
of a proactive imperial strategy to construct and enforce religious boundaries through
juristic authority.

Though the dissenting jurisconsult (ar. mufti, tr. miiftii) is not named, this passage
illustrates the diversity of legal opinion among the Ottoman religious elite and Ibn Kemal's
concern that hesitation in such cases undermines both jurisprudence and state authority.

4.3. Complementary Text: Afdaliyyat Muhammad

Ibn Kemal'’s Risala fi afdaliyyat Muhammad ald sa’ir al-anbiya® (Treatise on the Superiority
of Muhammad over All Other Prophets), composed in the same period, reinforces and com-



Religions 2025, 16, 1284

9 of 32

plements the argument of the zindig treatise (Taj 2024). In it, Kabid is once again identified
as a zindig, and his claim—that Jesus was superior to Muhammad —is systematically re-
futed. Ibn Kemal grounds his argument in consensus (ijmai‘); Qur'anic verses (e.g., Q 3:110,
Q 2:143, Q 21:107, Q 34:28); Hadiths (e.g., “If Moses were alive, he would follow me”); and
commentary from figures such as al-Zamakhshari (d. 538/1144), al-Qurtubi (d. 671/1273),
and al-Baydaw1 (d. 685/1286).

He argues that Muhammad'’s universal mission, his miracle (the Quran), and his role
as Seal of the Prophets (khatam al-nabiyyin) all affirm his superiority. The claim that Jesus’s
ongoing life in heaven constitutes superiority is dismissed; instead, Ibn Kemal asserts that
Muhammad’s death after completing his mission is the greater virtue, citing Hadith liter-
ature to show that dying ahead of one’s community is itself a divine favor (Demiri and
Kuzey 2015b).

This second treatise not only reasserts Sunni theological orthodoxy but also illumi-
nates the scriptural basis for the charges against Molla Kabid. Since no writings of Kabid
survive, Ibn Kemal’s response remains the principal source through which his arguments
can be reconstructed. While Ibn Kemal's categorization became highly influential, later Ot-
toman scholars, such as Ebussuud Efendi (d. 982/1574) and Bostanzade Mehmed Efendi
(d. 1006/1598), developed distinct positions on similar cases, often prioritizing political
stability over strict theological demarcation.

While Molla Kabid’s arguments were framed within an Islamic discourse, the subtext
of his christological emphasis indicates a subtle presence of interreligious engagement and
polemics. His possible exposure to Christian theology —especially concerning the divinity
of Jesus —reflects the permeability of religious boundaries in early tenth/sixteenth-century
Istanbul, where Christian communities coexisted and sometimes intellectually engaged
with Muslim scholars.

5. Edition and Manuscripts

The present study is based on the examination of multiple manuscript copies of Risala
fi ma yata allag bi-lafz al-zindiq, attributed to Ibn Kemal. While the treatise appears under
various titles in different manuscript catalogues —such as Risala fi tashih lafz al-zindiq, Risdila
fi tahqiq lafz al-zindig, and Risala fi tashth lafz al-zindiq wa-tawdih ma‘nahu al-dagiq—the inter-
nal content across these copies is identical. In this study, the most widely attested and
recognizable title has been preferred for consistency and clarity. While the exact dating of
all manuscripts is not possible, at least one copy is dated, providing a terminus ante quem
for the circulation of the text. This dated copy, MS Istanbul, Siileymaniye-Laleli 2433, pro-
duced in 1561 CE, suggests that the treatise was already being disseminated and copied
within a generation of the author’s death.

A list of the manuscript copies examined for this study is provided in Table 1. These
copies are housed primarily in the major manuscript collections of Istanbul, particularly
in the Stileymaniye and Beyazit Libraries. The treatise appears in multiple codices, often
occupying a small number of folios (typically between 3 and 10 folios), indicating its nature
as a self-contained risala rather than a lengthy monograph. The following are among the
principal copies.

These copies attest to the considerable interest the treatise generated in Ottoman schol-
arly circles. The present critical edition is based on three representative manuscripts wit-
nesses selected for their completeness, clarity, and textual reliability. The first is MS Istan-
bul, Siileymaniye Manuscript Library, Ayasofya 04794-022, fols. 101-104, designated as (/)
(see Appendix A). The second is MS Istanbul, Siileymaniye Manuscript Library, Bagdath
Vehbi 02041-040, fols. 224-230, marked as (< ) (see Appendix B). The third and earliest
dated copy is MS Istanbul, Stileymaniye Manuscript Library, Laleli 02433-005, fols. 4145,
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represented by (J). These three manuscripts served as the foundational sources for the
critical apparatus and textual reconstruction in the edition below. Additionally, the wide
geographical spread of other known copies, including holdings in Ankara, Diyarbakir, Kas-
tamonu, Konya, and Manisa, as well as in Cairo, Mosul, Berlin, London, Manchester, Stock-
holm, Uppsala, and Vienna, demonstrates the broader dissemination of the work beyond
its place of origin. Some of these copies are noted in Brockelmann’s GAL (Brockelmann
1949, p. 599), though detailed descriptions are often lacking.

Table 1. List of manuscripts.

Library Location Codex Folios
1. Siileymaniye Manuscript Library Istanbul, Turkey Laleli 2433 41-45
2. Beyazit Manuscript Library Istanbul, Turkey Beyazit 5999 114r-118r
3. Beyazit Manuscript Library Istanbul, Turkey Veliyyiiddin Efendi 3235 37r-40v
4. Beyazit Manuscript Library Istanbul, Turkey Veliyyiiddin Efendi 3236 65r—68r
5. Beyazit Manuscript Library Istanbul, Turkey Veliyyiiddin Efendi 3271 241v-249r
6. Nuruosmaniye Manuscript Library Istanbul, Turkey Nuruosmaniye 4920 23-28
7. Stileymaniye Manuscript Library Istanbul, Turkey Amcazade Hiiseyn 454 122-124
8. Siileymaniye Manuscript Library Istanbul, Turkey Atif Efendi 2816 150-152
9. Siileymaniye Manuscript Library Istanbul, Turkey Atif Efendi 2827 53-60
10. Siileymaniye Manuscript Library Istanbul, Turkey Auf Efendi 2851 1-9
11. Siileymaniye Manuscript Library Istanbul, Turkey Besir Aga 199 26-30
12. Siileymaniye Manuscript Library Istanbul, Turkey Hac1 Mahmud Efendi 1991 30-35
13. Siileymaniye Manuscript Library Istanbul, Turkey Kasidecizade 695 239-249

While all manuscripts share a consistent structure and sequence, minor orthographic
and lexical variants appear across copies. For example, MS Laleli 2433 uses the term zan-
daqa in some instances where Veliyyiiddin 3235 records zanddiga. These differences are not
doctrinally significant but point to regional scribal preferences, errors, or copying tradi-
tions. No single manuscript emerged as definitively superior; however, MS Laleli 2433,
due to its early dating and completeness, has been given primary weight in this edition.

Future work could benefit from a full stemmatic analysis to determine genealogical re-
lationships among the manuscripts, particularly since some variants may preserve earlier
formulations closer to the authorial voice. Despite the existence of numerous manuscript
copies, Risala fi ma yata allaqg bi-lafz al-zindig has not yet been the subject of a critical edi-
tion based on manuscript comparison. However, four published versions of the text
are available:

1.  An early printed version in Arabic appeared in A. Cevdet’s edition of Resail-i [bn
Kemal, vol. 2, pp. 240-49 (Ibn Kemal [1316] 1898).

2. A partial Arabic edition and short commentary was offered by H . ‘A. Mahfiiz in Ma-
jallat Kulliyyat al-Adab, vol. 5, pp. 45-48 (Mahfiiz 1962).

3. A Turkish translation of the treatise is included in A.Y. Ocak’s monograph, Osmanli
toplumunda zindiklar ve miilhidler (15.-17. yiizyillar), pp. 348-54 (Ocak 1998).

4. An Arabic edition of the treatise by Ahmad Al-Humayyir is also included in Majmii
Rasa’il al-‘Allama Ibn Kamal Pasha, edited by Hamza al-Bakri and others, vol. 5, pp. 429-
50 (Ibn Kemal 2018).

None of these editions provides a critical apparatus or a discussion of the manuscript
base. Cevdet’s edition, while valuable as an early print witness, does not identify the
manuscript(s) used, nor does it comment on textual variants. Mahfiiz’s version similarly
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lacks reference to manuscript sources. Ocak’s translation is explicitly based on the early
printed edition published by A. Cevdet in 1316/1898 and serves a more interpretive rather
than philological function, embedded as it is in a broader socio-religious analysis of heresy
in the Ottoman Empire. Although al-Humayyir’'s Arabic edition is valuable for its acces-
sibility, this edition lacks the methodological rigor expected of a critical text. He men-
tions having used two manuscript copies and names the collections in which they are
held; however, no shelfmarks or identifying information are provided. Since each of the
named collections contains at least three different manuscripts of the treatise, it remains
unclear which manuscripts exactly were used, undermining the edition’s transparency

and verifiability.

6. Critical Edition and Translation

In the name of God, the Most Merciful, the
Compassionate. Praise be to God, the One who grants
success [in all endeavors], and blessings be upon the
Prophet Muhammad the compassionate intercessor,
the guide to the path of realization [i.e., the path of
truth and certainty] and upon his family and
companions, the steadfast guardians of the

firm religion.

Henceforth, this is a treatise composed for the purpose
of clarifying the proper usage of the term zindig,
elucidating its precise meaning, and establishing the
most accurate and acceptable legal ruling concerning
one that aligns with established legal principles and
conforms to foundational jurisprudential doctrines.
We say, therefore, that the word “zindiq” is of Persian
origin and has been Arabized, as affirmed by the
leading authorities in the Arabic language. Its original
form is either “zandah” or “zandi”, according to two
different scholarly views, although the more accurate
of the two is the former [i.e., zandah], as we have
established in our separate treatise devoted to
investigating the process of linguistic Arabization. In
either case, the term zindiqg is ultimately derived

from zandah.

As for what Imam al-Mutarrizi [d. 610/1213]
transmitted in his al-Mughrib from Ibn Durayd, where
the original form of the word is zandah, meaning one
who affirms the eternal continuity of time [i.e., a
believer in the eternity of the world], this view is based
on the assumption that there is no distinction between
a zindig and a dahri [a materialist who denies divine
creation and believes only in the eternity of time], as is
made clear by his preceding statement: “And
according to Tha lab, neither zindig nor firzin are from
the speech of the Arabs.” He adds, “According to the
common people, its meaning is equivalent to mulhid or
dahr1.” With God’s permission, we shall later clarify
the distinctions between these three terms.
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As for the view expressed by the author of al-Qamiis
[al-Firtizabadi], namely, that the term is the Arabized
form of Zan Din [i.e., “commentary on religion”], it is
clearly without basis, as evident [to anyone familiar
with the linguistic and historical background]. The
word “Zand” was the name of a book composed by
Mazdak, the leader of the Mazdakite sect—one of the
dualist religious movements —during the reign of
Kisra ibn Qubad [Khosrow I, son of Kavad]. His
followers were attributed to him and were thus called
zanadiga (sing. zindigq). Khosrow Aniisharwan [i.e.,
Khosrow I] later executed him.

The Mazdakites are distinct from the Manichaeans,
who followed Mani ibn Fatak the Sage, a religious
figure who emerged during the reign of Shaptir ibn
Ardashir. Mani was executed by Bahram ibn Hurmuz
ibn Shaptr after the mission of Jesus, peace be upon
him. All of this has been explicitly stated by al-Amidi
[d. 631/1233] in his Abkar al-Afkar [The
Unprecedented Ideas].

Imam al-Razi [d. 606/1210] was mistaken in his failure
to distinguish between the Manichaeans and the
Mazdakites. In his Great Commentary (al-Tafsir
al-Kabir), titled Mafatih al-Ghayb (“The Keys to the
Unseen”), he stated, “The zanadiga [heretics] are the
Manichaeans, and the Mazdakites were also referred
to by this name. Mazdak was a figure who appeared
during the reign of Qubad. He claimed that wealth
and women should be held in common, and he
produced a book which he named Zand. This is the
book of the Magians, brought by Zoroaster, whom
they regard as a prophet. Thus, the followers of
Mazdak were associated with the Zand, and the term
was Arabized to zindig.” However, he erred in his
assertion that Zand is “the book of the Magians,”
because, as we shall demonstrate—God willing —there
is a clear distinction between the two.

It should also be noted that the Magians (al-Majiis) are
not identical to the dualists (al-thanawiyya), even
though they share with them in associating partners [to
God]. Al-Amidi states in his Abkar al-Afkar, “As for the
dualists (al-thanawiyya), they are divided into five sects:
1.  The Manichaeans (al-maniwiyya).

The Mazdakites (al-mazdakiyya).

The Disaniyya [followers of al-Daysan].

The Margiyiniyya [followers of Marcion].

SRS

The Kiniiniyya [a less-known dualist sect].
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As for the Magians (al-Majiis), they likewise agreed
that the origin of the world lies in the duality of
light and darkness, just like the doctrine held by the
dualists (al-thanawiyya). However, they diverged
among themselves and split into four sects:

1. The Kayiimarthiyya [followers of Kaytumarth].
2. The Zarwaniyya [followers of Zarwan].
3. The Maskhiyya [a sect possibly associated with

doctrines of transmigration

or transformation].
4. The Zaradushtiyya [Zoroastrians, followers

of Zoroaster].
Through this detailed exposition, it becomes clear
that the author of al-Mawagif [i.e., al-Jji (d.
756/1355)] was mistaken in his statement, “Know
that there is no opponent in this matter that is, the
matter of tawhid (divine unity) except the dualists
(al-thanawiyya).” Similarly, the esteemed al-Sharif
[al-Jurjani (d. 816/1413)] also erred in his assertion
that “the Magians are among them,” meaning
among the dualists. He claimed that the Magians
believe that the doer of good is Yazdan, and that the
doer of evil is Ahriman, by which they mean Satan.
However, as has now been established, the
Magians with their various sects are distinct from
the dualist groups, even if they share with them the
fundamental principle of associating partners
[with God].
Since the religion of the zanddiga [heretics] lies
entirely outside all of the revealed religions
(al-adyan al-samawiyya), and since their book
contains doctrines that permit the free sharing of
wealth and women and rules that claim people
should possess these in common just as they share
access to water and pastureland, these views stand
in direct opposition to the teachings found in all
divine scriptures. For this reason, the Arabs
referred to them as zindig and attributed this label
to anyone who deviated from the revealed religions
by denying one or more of the core tenets of belief
unanimously affirmed by all the revealed religions,
regardless of whether what they denied was the
existence of the Creator, thus aligning them with
the dahri (and this is why Tha lab made no
distinction between the zindig and the dahri in
common usage, as mentioned earlier); or [whether
they denied] God’s oneness (which is why
al-Jawhari [d. 400/1009] stated in al-Sihah: “The
zindig is one who belongs to the dualists”); or
[whether they denied] His knowledge or wisdom,
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as reflected in the verse attributed to Ibn
al-Rawandi [in al-Basit meter]:

“How many intelligent, truly wise individuals have
found their ways exhausted [i.e., unable to succeed],
And how many utterly ignorant fools are received
as fortunate and well-provided.

This [reality] is what leaves illusions bewildered,
And turns the sharpest scholar into a zindig.”

[The meaning is] If the world truly had a wise and
purposeful Creator, then how could it be that the
intelligent person lives in hardship, while the
ignorant one enjoys comfort and ease of mind?

As for the idea that the zindig is someone who
conceals disbelief (kufr) while outwardly professing
Islam, this interpretation is ill-suited to the context
something that should be evident to those endowed
with understanding. Thus, the two distinguished
commentators, the eminent scholars al-Taftazani [d.
792/1390] and al-Sharif al-Jurjani, were mistaken in
their treatment of zindiq as denoting someone who
hides unbelief, as they explicitly stated in their
respective commentaries on al-Miftah [i.e.,
al-Sakkaki’s (d. 626/1229) work]. There, they wrote,
“Zindiq: that is, one who inwardly conceals disbelief
and denies the wise Creator.”

The distinguished scholar al-Shirazi [d. 792/13907]
stated in his commentary that this is not necessarily
“one who conceals disbelief,” as has been claimed
since it is a technical usage specific to jurists
(al-fuqaha’). However, it may be said that the poet
used the term according to their convention; yet
even so, this does not suit the context. Rather, [the
more appropriate meaning is] one who professes
belief in the duality of light and darkness. For this
reason, al-Sihah [by al-Jawhari] states, “The zindiqg is
one of the dualists (al-thanawiyya); the word is
Arabized. Its plural is zanadiga. The final ha (s ) is
a substitute for the omitted ya’. Its original form is
zanddig, and from it derives the verb tazandaqa (to
become a zindig), and the noun zandaga.”
Alternatively, it could also refer to one who denies
the existence of a wise Creator, saying, “If He did
exist, things would not be as they are.” This
interpretation is more consistent with the usage of
the term in customary practice (‘urf). This is

his statement.
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Indeed, he [al-Shirazi] was correct in what he stated
both at the beginning and at the end, except in his
claim that “Rather, [the zindig is] one who affirms
the doctrines of light and darkness,” and [in his
subsequent justification], where he said, “For this
reason, al-Sihah states: ...”, and so on. In this, he
erred both in the reasoning (tail) and in the
conclusion (mu allal), as is evident to anyone who
reflects with due consideration. The distinguished
scholar al-Taftazani corrected the flawed
formulation of this view when he stated, “[The
zindig is] one who affirms the existence of two
deities one being the creator of good things, and the
other the creator of evils and abominations.”
Al-Sharif al-Jurjani went further in his Gloss
(hashiya) on his commentary on al-Miftah,
attributing such doctrines specifically to the creator
of evil. He noted that this is precisely the doctrine
of the Magians (al-Majiis).

In sum, the term zindig in the Arabic language is
applied to anyone who denies the existence of the
Creator, affirms the existence of a partner alongside
Him, or denies His divine wisdom. It is not
restricted solely to the first meaning, as claimed by
Tha dab, nor exclusively to the second, as is
apparent from the words of al-Jawhari.

The distinction between a zindiq and a murtadd lies
in the fact that a zindig may not necessarily be an
apostate for instance, when one is an original
heretic (zindiq asli), never having entered the
religion of Islam in the first place. Conversely, an
apostate may not necessarily be a zindig, such as
when a person renounces Islam and embraces one
of the false revealed religions [i.e., earlier but now
abrogated religions like Christianity or Judaism].
However, both conditions may coexist in a single
individual for example, when a person was
originally Muslim but then adopted zandaga [i.e.,
heretical views]. Thus, the relationship between the
two is one of partial overlap (‘umiim wa khusiis min
wajh): [they intersect in some cases but are
otherwise distinct].
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That distinction applies from a linguistic
perspective. However, from the standpoint of
legal-religious terminology (istilah ahl al-shar), the
difference between the two is even clearer. This is
because the jurists required when defining zindig
that the individuals conceal their disbelief while
outwardly professing Islam, as we have already
cited from the distinguished scholar al-Shirazi. A
similar view will also appear later in the words of
al-Taftazani. This specific condition [i.e.,
concealment of disbelief] is not considered essential
to the definition of a murtadd, which thus broadens
the scope of difference between the two.
Nevertheless, the logical relationship (al-nisba)
between them remains the same as previously
described [i.e., ‘umiim wa khusiis min

wajh—rpartial overlap].

There is yet another condition in the definition of a
zindiq that has been considered by the religious
scholars (ahl al-shar), and by which the zindig is
further distinguished from murtadd —namely, that
the zindig affirms the prophethood of our Prophet
(peace and blessings be upon him). This was
explicitly stated by the distinguished scholar
al-Taftazani in his Sharh al-Magqdsid, where he says,
in his categorization of different types of
disbelievers (kuffar):

“It is evident that the term kafir refers to anyone
who lacks faith (iman). If he outwardly professes
faith while inwardly denying it, he is specifically
called a mundfiq. If his disbelief occurs after
accepting Islam, he is specifically called a murtadd,
due to his renunciation of Islam. If he affirms the
existence of two or more gods, he is called a mushrik
[polytheist], due to associating partners in divinity.
If he follows one of the abrogated religions and
scriptures, he is called a kitabi [belonging to the
People of the Book], such as a Jew or Christian. If
he claims that time (dahr) is eternal and attributes
events to it, he is called a dahri. If he denies the
existence of the Creator entirely, he is called a
negator (mu attil). And if, while acknowledging the
prophethood of the Prophet (peace be upon him)
and outwardly professing the beliefs of Islam, he
inwardly conceals doctrines that are, by consensus,
considered disbelief, he is called a zindig.” And
originally, the term refers to the Zand, a book
produced by Mazdak during the reign of Qubad.
He claimed that it was an interpretation (ta’wil) of
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the Magian scripture brought by Zarathustra the
Sage, whom [the Magians] claim as their prophet.
However, the scholars of the Shari‘a have applied
the aforementioned condition [i.e.,
acknowledgment of the Prophet’s message while
harboring disbelief] only in the case of the Islamic
zindig, not in the case of the zindig, in an absolute
and unrestricted sense. For indeed, a zindig may
also be from among the polytheists, or even from
the People of the Covenant (ahl al-dhimma), as you
shall come to see, God willing and exalted is He.
Thus, the aforementioned scholar [al-Taftazani] was
not accurate in his classification of the zindig as
categorically distinct from other sects on the basis
of a feature that applies only to some types of
zindig, but not all.

Moreover, in his use of the phrase “by consensus”
(bi'l-ittifag), there is an implicit indication of yet
another distinction between the zindig and the
murtadd. That is, the newly emergent disbelief
(al-kufr al-tari’) considered in the legal definition of
an apostate does not necessarily have to be a matter
of consensus among scholars. For this reason, you
will find that the jurists have disagreed over certain
cases of apostasy. In contrast, the concealed
disbelief (al-kufr al-mudmar) that is essential to the
legal definition of a zindiqg must be a form of
disbelief agreed upon by consensus. Moreover, by
distinguishing between the dahr7 and the mu atil,
[al-Taftazani] has in effect refuted the author of
al-Mawagif [i.e., al-Iji], for the latter, in his
classification of disbelievers, stated:

“A human being is either one who acknowledges
the prophethood of Muhammad (peace be upon
him), or not. Among those who do not, some still
acknowledge prophethood in general, such as the
Jews, the Christians, and others namely, the
Magians since they claim that Zarathustra the Sage
was a prophet. And others do not acknowledge
prophethood at all. These are either those who
affirm the existence of a volitional, capable deity
(al-gadir al-mukhtar) such as the Brahmins or those
who do not, and these are the dahriyyah [eternalists,
materialists].” It seems, however, that al-Sharif
al-Jurjani did not notice this point of critique, for he
makes no mention of it in his commentary

[on al-Mawagif ].
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Furthermore, the author of al-Mawagif [i.e., al-Iji]
was mistaken in his claim that the Brahman sect
(al-barahima) is uniquely distinguished from all
other sects by their absolute denial of prophethood,
while still affirming the existence of a volitional and
capable Creator (al-gadir al-mukhtar). In fact, some
among them do not deny prophethood altogether,
as explicitly stated by al-Amidi in Abkar al-Afkar,
where he says, “The Brahmans, the Sabians, and the
believers in transmigration (al-tandsukhiyya) held
that the occurrence of prophetic mission (al-ba ‘tha)
is rationally impossible. However, among the
Brahmans there are those who acknowledged the
prophethood of Adam (peace be upon him) but no
one else. And among them are others who
acknowledged only the prophethood of Abraham
(peace be upon him). And among the Sabians are
those who acknowledged the prophethood of
Hermes and Azimun that is, Seth and Idris [i.e.,
Enoch] but no others.”

From this [discussion], it becomes evident that both
the author of al-Mawagif [i.e., al-]ji] and the scholar
al-Taftazani were not precise in their classification
of the sects of disbelievers (firag al-kuffar), insofar as
they failed to mention the Sabians (al-Sibi’z) and the
believers in transmigration of souls
(al-tanasukhiyya), despite the fact that these two
sects constitute major theological trends within the
broader framework of unbelief. The distinction
between the zindig and the munafig, despite both
sharing the quality of inwardly nullifying the faith,
lies in the fact that the zindig acknowledges the
prophethood of our Prophet (peace be upon him),
whereas the munafiq does not. This distinction
pertains to the zindig from within the Muslim
community versus the technical category of the
mundfiq in jurisprudential and theological usage.
The distinction between the zindig and the dahri lies
in the fact that the dahr7 denies that contingent
events are attributable to a volitional Creator (sani
‘mukhtar), whereas the zindig does not necessarily
deny this.
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There is a distinction between the zindig and the
mulhid—the latter also being among the category of
disbelievers, as indicated by the statement of H afiz
al-Din al-Kardari [d. 827/1424] in his well-known
legal work al-Fatawa al-Bazzaziyya: “If someone
says: ‘I am a mulhid,” he is deemed a disbeliever”
(yukaffar). The distinction, as previously stated, is
that in the case of the zindig, acknowledgment of
the prophethood of the Prophet (peace be upon
him) is a considered component, whereas this is not
the case for the mulhid, even though the absence of
such acknowledgment is also not a necessary
element in the definition of mulhid. Similarly, the
belief in the existence of a volitional Creator (al-sani
‘al-mukhtar) is generally considered to apply to the
zindig, but not to the mulhid, even though the denial
of such a Creator is also not strictly necessary in the
definition of the latter. Accordingly, this is because
denial of the existence of a volitional Creator
(al-sani‘al-mukhtdr) is not a necessary condition in
the definition of a mulhid. The mulhid is thereby
distinguished from the dahri, even though Tha lab
did not differentiate between them, as you have
already seen.

This is because he [Tha lab], as a linguistic scholar,
was not often attentive to the distinctions made by
scholars of the Sharia. Furthermore, concealed
disbelief (idmar al-kufr) is not an essential
component in the definition of mulhid, which
thereby distinguishes the mulhid from the munafiq.
Likewise, prior affiliation with Islam is not
considered a necessary part of the mulhid’s identity,
thus distinguishing him from the murtadd.

In essence, the mulhid is one who deviates from the
straight path and who turns away from the sound
and upright religion toward some direction of
disbelief, or toward some form of misguidance,
whatever form that may take. The verb alhada
means “to deviate,” as in the expression: “alhada fi
din Allah”, i.e., “he deviated from the religion of
God.” From this, the word lahd is derived, which
denotes a grave dug with a side recess, leaning to
one of the two sides. It has been reported in a
Prophetic tradition from the best of creation (peace
be upon him) that “Al-lahd (side-alcove burial) is for
us, and al-shaqq (trench burial) is for others.”
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The author of al-Kashshdf [al-Zamakhshar1 d.
538/1144] stated, in his commentary on the verse of
God Most High, “Indeed, those who deviate
regarding Our signs...” [Fussilat, 41:40] He wrote
that “It is said: the grave-digger alhada or lahada
when he deviates from digging straight and instead
excavates to the side (in a recess). From this, the
term was borrowed to denote deviation in the
interpretation of the Qur’anic verses from the path
of correctness and uprightness.” However,
[al-Zamakhshari] was mistaken in restricting the
metaphorical application of the term to “deviation
in the interpretation of the verses of the Qur'an.” In
fact, in the context of the noble verse, the term ilhad
[disbeliever] is metaphorically applied to any
deviation from the path of truth and uprightness in
general, not only in interpreting the signs of God.
Otherwise, there would have been no need for the
Qur’anic phrase “in Our signs” (fi aydtina) to begin
with. In conclusion, the mulhid is the most broadly
defined category among the sects of unbelief (firag
al-kufr). So, memorize these distinctions well, for
the rulings (ahkam) are dependent upon them.
Now that you have understood from what has
preceded that the dahri is the most severely
disbelieving among them, you are in a position to
recognize the flaw in the statement of H afiz al-Din
al-Kardari, where he said in his Fatawa that “A dahrt
was told: the Prophet (peace be upon him) said,
‘Between my pulpit and my grave is a garden from
the gardens of Paradise.” The dahri replied: “We see
the pulpit and the grave, but we do not see the

1

garden.” Therefore, he is deemed a disbeliever
(yukaffar).” Consider carefully the problematic
reasoning in this judgment. Now that, by the grace
of God Most High, we have completed our
exposition of the proper formulation of the word
zindiq and clarified its meaning both linguistically
and in terms of religious law, let us now proceed to
discuss its legal ruling. So, we say that in God alone
is success.

Know that the zindig falls into one of two broad
categories: either he is a publicly known figure who
openly calls others to misguidance, or he is not
known to do so. The second category is what the
author of al-Hidaya mentioned in al-Tajnis, where he
states, citing from Uyiin al-Masa’il by the jurist Abt
al-Layth al-Samarqandi [d. 373/983], “Zanadiga fall
into three types: One who is originally a zindig
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and upon polytheism from the outset. One who
was Muslim and then adopted zandaga. One who
was a dhimmi who subsequently became a zindig.”
As for the first category, he is to be left upon his
polytheism, that is, if he is of non-Arab origin (min
al-‘ajam), for he is considered an original disbeliever
(kafir asli). As for the second category, he is to be
invited to accept Islam; if he accepts, then fine.
Otherwise, he is to be executed, for he is considered
a murtadd. As for the third category, he is to be left
in his current state, for all forms of disbelief are
considered one religion (al-kufr milla wahida).

The phrase, “that is, if he is of non-Arab origin,”
was said because a polytheist of Arab origin is not
left upon his polytheism, as has been clarified
elsewhere: the ruling concerning him is either
Islam or the sword [i.e., conversion or execution].
As for his statement, “In the second category: he is
invited to Islam...” and so on, this is an explicit
indication that the Islamic zindig is no different
from the murtadd in legal ruling. However, as I
have pointed out earlier, this applies only when the
zindig is not actively calling others to misguidance,
nor actively working to corrupt the religion, nor
publicly known for doing so. If he repents
voluntarily and abandons his heretical views before
being apprehended, then he is treated differently
from one who does not. As for the second case [i.e.,
the one who does not repent and is captured], he is
executed without hesitation, unlike the first. The
jurist Abti al-Layth stated, “If a sorcerer (sahir)
repents before being apprehended, his repentance
is accepted, and he is not executed. But if he is
apprehended and then repents, his repentance is
not accepted and likewise is the case for the zindig
who is a well-known figure who openly calls others
[to heresy].” Imam Qadi Khan Fakhr al-Din [d.
592/1196] also said that the legal fatwd is given in
accordance with this opinion. And he said
“according to this opinion”, because there exists
another opinion, which H afiz al-Din al-Kardar1
mentioned in his Fatawa, where he wrote that “The
sorcerer is not to be offered repentance, and he is to
be executed. As for the zindig, according to the
second Imam that is, Aba Yasuf [d. 182/798] he is
to be offered repentance (yustatib).”
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By “offering repentance” (istitaba), what is meant is
the requesting of repentance from the individual.
And that itself is an indication that the repentance
is to be accepted; what is intended by “acceptance”
is its legal acceptance (gada’an) upon the person’s
declaration of repentance, not their acceptance
before God, for that is a matter of the unseen to
which we have no access. The author of al-Khulisa
states, in al-Nawazil, “The strangler (al-khanndiq)
and the sorcerer (al-sahir) are to be executed if they
are apprehended, because they spread corruption
on earth (saiyan fi al-ard bi-lI-fasad). If they repent
before being captured, their repentance is accepted;
But if they repent after capture, it is not accepted
and they are executed, just as in the case of
brigands (quttd‘al-tarig). And the same applies to the
well-known zindig, who calls others to [the path of]
ilhad.” He (may God have mercy on him) also said,
“As for the ibahi [i.e., antinomian libertine],
according to this view, his repentance is not
accepted. This was also the legal verdict (fatwa)
issued by the eminent Shaykh and Imam 1zz al-Din
al-Kand1 in Samarqgand. The ruler, Khagan Ibrahim
ibn Muhammad Tumghaj Khan, accepted his fatwa
and executed them.”

From what we have clarified above, the flaw in the
statement of al-Amidi becomes apparent, where he
says, in Abkar al-Afkar, “1f one asks: Those whom
you judge to be disbelievers among the sects of
heretical innovation (ahl al-ahwa’), what is their
legal status in terms of engaging in commerce with
them, killing them, accepting their repentance, and
the status of their property? We reply: Their ruling
is the ruling of the murtaddin (apostates): No jizya
(tribute tax) is accepted from them; their
slaughtered meat is unlawful; marriage to their
women is invalid; and no blood-compensation (diya)
is due for anyone who kills one of them. If any of
them flees to the outside the abode of Islam (dar
al-harb) and is captured, he is not to be enslaved.”
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If one of them [i.e., the zindigs or people of
innovation] repents, then, if this repentance occurs
on his own initiative, without any fear, his
repentance is accepted. But if it comes out of fear of
execution, after his heretical beliefs have been
publicly exposed, there is a difference of opinion
regarding the acceptance of such repentance.
Al-Shafi1[d. 204/820] and Abu H anifa [d. 150/767]
(may God have mercy on them) accepted it, while
Malik [d. 179/795], and some of al-Shafi1’s
companions, rejected it. This was also the preferred
opinion of al-Ustadh Abti Ishaq.

If one of them [i.e., the zindigs] is executed or dies,
then, according to al-Shafi 1 and Aba H anifa (may
God have mercy on them), one-fifth (khums) of his
wealth is allocated to the eligible recipients of the
khums. According to Malik, his entire wealth is
taken, and no fifth is given to the khums-entitled
beneficiaries. There is inaccuracy in his
transmission of the ruling on the zindig according to
our school of law [i.e., the Hanafi], so reflect on

this carefully.

Now, if you were to ask, how can the zindig be
described as a “well-known figure who openly calls
others to misguidance,” while the legal definition of
a zindig requires that he conceals his disbelief? I say
that there is no inconsistency in this matter, for the
zindiq conceals his disbelief by disguising it, and he
promotes his corrupt creed by presenting it in the
form of correct doctrine. This is exactly what is
meant by concealing disbelief. So, it does not
contradict the fact that he calls others to

misguidance and is known for leading others astray.

Now, if you were to say, does not the statement of
the great scholar al-Taftazani in his al-Talwih, where
he says, in discussing Abti H anifa’s allowance for
not requiring the precise wording of the Qur’an
during certain legal invocations, “And it was said:
If done without intent, otherwise, [if intentional]
then he is either insane and should be treated, or a
zindig and should be executed”, does not this imply
that the execution of the zindiq is obligatory? I
respond no [it does not imply mandatory
execution], because what is meant is that he is to be
executed if he persists in his zandaga, just as, on the
opposite side, he is to be treated if he accepts
treatment [i.e., in the case of madness]. It is just that
al-Taftazani abbreviated his statement, limiting it
only to what was necessary in the context, since
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detailing the ruling on the zindig was not central to
that discussion.

Foremost among the scholars, Imam al-Ghazali [d.
505/1111], said in his book, titled al-Tafriga bayn
al-Islam wa al-Zandaga, “Among such [heretical
types] is one who claims, under the name of Sufism,
that he has reached a spiritual state between
himself and God whereby: prayer is no longer
obligatory upon him, Intoxicants and sins are
lawful to him, and he may consume the wealth of
the sultan. As for such a person, I do not doubt the
obligation to execute him, even though, when it
comes to declaring him eternally in Hell, there is
room for consideration.”

The execution of someone like this is more
meritorious than the killing of a hundred
disbelievers, because his harm to the religion is
greater, and because he opens a door to moral
permissiveness (ibaha) that can never be closed. His
damage exceeds even that of someone who openly
promotes libertinism, for such a person is [at least]
avoided by others due to the obviousness of

his disbelief.

As for this one [i.e., the pseudo-pious heretic], he
undermines the Sharia from within the Sharia
itself, and he claims that what he has committed is
merely a case of specifying a generality (takhsts
‘umiim), arguing that the general obligations of
divine law do not apply to someone of his spiritual
rank in the religion. He may even claim that,
although he outwardly engages in the world and
abstains from sins, he is inwardly [pure and] free
from them. This leads to a domino effect in which
every immoral person begins to make the same
claim, and thereby the bond of the

Sharia unravels.”

Now that we have established the [definitional and
legal] meaning of the term zindig and clarified its
ruling, we say, the man who is commonly known
by the name al-Kabid, [and] whose soul was seized
[i.e., who died] by the command of the One whose
divine openings (futiih) overflow this individual
was, by the juristic definition (ta ¥if fight) of a zindig
as transmitted in Sharh al-Magqasid, a genuine zindig.
He was a caller to misguidance, well-known for
leading others astray, and an active agent in the
corruption of the clear religion, as was widely
attested and confirmed by the testimony of
trustworthy [religious] authorities
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(thigat min al-fuhiil) and upright, reliable witnesses
(tugat min al-<udiil). And, as previously cited from
al-Fatawa al-Khaniyya, the legal verdict (fatwa) is in
favor of the obligation to execute such a person

as this.

And how astonishing it is that someone who has G el calla e Cady pae Canall
closely examined this man’s condition, reflected AlBlia] 5 Al e 5 saie CadSil 5 callia
upon his statements, and recognized with clarity caliay oSall e s co il ERERYY eJ
the extent of his misguidance and his efforts to Sl o8l laal (g a2a e a5
mislead others would still hesitate in the matter of 28] 5 ¢l slin) (8 ) sat (3l il

his ruling, and refuse to pronounce the judgment of =~ Lasbs TaS il o3 CiS ¢Gpandll) (i
execution upon him! And how strange it is thathe = 7 5«33l (o o25ua ¥ 5 s 58l oo 3
would then withdraw himself from the company of O A3 Y5 oo 3 Jae A e Las
those among the men of the pen and the wielders of 585 «Juld) o) st ) (saledl 15 | €A
the sword, who actively strove to revive religion P IS paly s
and to eliminate the leader of the corrupters! How

can such a person lay claim to having a “lofty

stature” (kab shamikh) in the science of legal rulings

(fatwa), and not feel ashamed before creation [i.e.,

society], or pretend to have a “firm footing” in the

practice of piety (taqwa), and yet not fear the

Creator? And God is the One who guides to the

straight path, and He is sufficient for me, and the

best of protectors.

7. Conclusions

This study has provided the first English translation and critical edition of Risala fi ma
yata‘allaq bi-lafz al-zindig, an important but previously untranslated treatise by Ibn Kemal.
Positioned at the intersection of theology, law, and imperial politics, this work offers a
valuable lens into the ways early modern Ottoman scholars redefined heresy not merely as
a doctrinal deviation but as a legal category with significant implications for state authority
and political legitimacy.

Through a historical-philological approach, this article examined how Ibn Kemal dis-
tinguishes zindiq from related categories such as murtadd, munafiq, and mulhid, drawing on
authoritative H anafi sources. His framework reveals a typology that links internal belief,
outward behavior, and socio-political threat, a triadic model that informed the Ottoman
state’s handling of heterodoxy. This classificatory effort is shown to be not just legalis-
tic but deeply political, especially in the aftermath of the high-profile execution of Molla
Kabid. The treatise, in this sense, is both a textual intervention and a juridical response to
a crisis of authority.

Importantly, the article argued that Ibn Kemal’s treatment of zandaga should be read
as part of a broader imperial project of religious boundary-making. His preference for
certain lenient views in figh, particularly toward dhimmis and non-Muslims, contrasts with
his strict position on internal dissent, underscoring the asymmetrical structure of Ottoman
tolerance. The subtle tensions between theological disagreement, public provocation, and
legal classification are emblematic of a broader Ottoman anxiety over maintaining confes-
sional order in a religiously diverse empire.

In methodological terms, this study highlights the strengths and limits of a philolog-
ical reading. While manuscript comparison and textual annotation allow for a precise re-
construction of the treatise’s structure and intent, the absence of oral, performative, and
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marginal discourses leaves certain interpretive gaps. Integrating court records, unpub-
lished legal opinions, and reports of dissenting scholars could provide a fuller picture of
how such legal categories were contested or negotiated in practice.

Finally, by engaging with recent debates in Islamic legal historiography —especially
those concerning the fluidity of legal categories and the performative nature of orthodoxy —
this study contributes to a rethinking of early modern Islamic jurisprudence as a dynamic,
politically embedded discourse. Future research could fruitfully compare Ibn Kemal's
stance with that of later Ottoman qualified jurisconsults, such as Ebussuud Efendi, to map
changes in legal sensibilities across different sultanic regimes. Likewise, examining how
interreligious polemics informed internal Islamic classifications may shed further light on
the interplay between empire, theology, and law.
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Figure A1l. The first page of Ibn Kemal's treatise, Risala fi tashih lafz al-zindiqg wa-tawdith ma‘nahu al-daqiq,
MS. Istanbul, Siileymaniye Manuscript Library, Ayasofya 04794-022, fols 101-104.
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Appendix B

Figure A2. The first page of Ibn Kemal’s treatise, Risala sharifa maqbilla ma‘miila fi tashih lafz al-zindig
li-1-‘Allama al-shahir bi-Ibn Kemal al-Wazir, MS Istanbul, Siileymaniye Manuscript Library, Bagdath
Vehbi 02041-040, fols 224-230.
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