
 

<UN>

Handbook of Leaving Religion

Edited by

Daniel Enstedt
Göran Larsson

Teemu T. Mantsinen

leiden | boston



 
© koninklijke brill nv, leiden, 2020 | doi:10.1163/9789004331471_022

<UN>

Chapter 21

Historical Approaches to Leaving Religion
Ryan Szpiech

1 Introducing Historical Approaches to Leaving Religion

In the early fourteenth century, the Castilian Jew Abner of Burgos (d. ca. 1347) 
embraced the Christian religion and began to call himself Alfonso of Valladolid 
after changing his city of residence. He passed the remaining three decades of 
his life writing extensive polemics against Judaism, not in Latin, but in Hebrew, 
some of which he and possibly others translated into Castilian. Although there 
is no evidence that the sincerity of his conversion was ever in question among 
his Christian brethren, Abner/Alfonso—he is known by both names, depend-
ing on the sources—became one of the Christian anti-Jewish polemical writ-
ers who was most often cited by Jews, a majority of whom roundly condemn 
him as a liar, traitor, and apostate (Szpiech 2013: 144–150).

Abner/Alfonso’s reputation among Jews as a notorious apostate has per-
sisted to the twentieth century. Historian Yitzhaq Baer, states, “Abner did not 
belong in the fold of orthodox Catholicism; he was a typical mumar, a heretic 
within the Jewish camp” (Baer 1961: 1:334). Yet even though his “heresy” was 
commonplace, his reputation was not, for as word of his actions spread, he 
became no less than “the best known apostate ever to arise in medieval Jewry” 
(328). For Baer, Abner/Alfonso’s identity as an apostate relies on the lingering 
persistence of his Jewish identity, his remaining within the Jewish fold rather 
than leaving it. For Baer, Abner/Alfonso “remained a Jew at heart.” (334). Yet 
not all historians agree, and some see him as a traitor who left Judaism (for ex-
ample, Shamir 1975: 53, who deems him a “true convert”). Raphale Jospe sums 
up the problem, posing the question, “Do we treat such thinkers and their 
works as Jewish, as Jewish until the time of their apostasy, or as non-Jewish 
and having no place in the context of Jewish philosophy?” (Jospe 1988: 9, my 
translation). If Abner/Alfonso was a “Jew at heart” who remained “within the 
Jewish camp,” was his departure from Judaism insincere and incomplete? Must 
he be deemed a “true convert” (and so also a “true apostate”) in order to “leave” 
one religion for another?

Abner/Alfonso’s life and works present historians with a vexing question 
about scholarly methodology: how can one approach without bias the subject 
of leaving religion in historical sources? The question springs from a broader 
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methodological challenge that confronts all historical study of religious iden-
tity: how can the differences between beliefs and practices, whether on an 
individual or collective level, be historicised in objective, or at least neutral, 
terms? The goal of this chapter is to introduce basic historical approaches to 
the subject of leaving religion and to point out the challenges that such ap-
proaches face. The discussion that follows will first provide a brief overview of 
past and contemporary approaches to the historical study of leaving religion. 
It will then provide a brief critical evaluation of such methodologies, offering a 
few recommendations for future methodological avenues.

2 Theoretical Perspectives and Turning Points

As in modern religious studies, leaving religion in a historical context has not 
been studied as a topic on its own until very recently. Generally speaking, it 
has been approached as a subtopic of conversion studies, and this conflation 
has brought with it a number of theoretical problems and challenges. Most prob-
lematic is the imposition, often unintentional, of a hierarchy of values in which 
faith and piety are implicitly held to be positive and normal while loss of faith 
and departure from religious belief or practice are characterised as negative 
and deviant. Such a hierarchy is certainly evident in the earliest scholarly lit-
erature on conversion. For example, William James, in his foundational 1902 
study of religious experience, negatively casts leaving religion as “backsliding” 
and conversion as positive, a “high-water mark of [man’s] spiritual capacity” 
(James 1987: 237). Such a view casts unfavourable judgment on leaving faith 
and regards it as a purely negative force that “diminishes” the individual’s spiri-
tual capacity. Later studies based on his model have inadvertently perpetuated 
a similarly hierarchical structure by accepting pre- or early modern paradigms 
of faith as natural and given rather than as culturally and historically deter-
mined. Overcoming the persistence of such assumptions is an important chal-
lenge for contemporary studies of entering or leaving religion.

Arthur Nock’s 1933 study, Conversion, the first truly scholarly treatment of 
the subject in a historical context, constitutes the first serious effort to move 
away from such an implicit hierarchy. In contradistinction to conversion as an 
inner act of faith, he introduces what he calls “adhesion” to a religious tradi-
tion both from within and outside of the believer’s faith community. He even 
goes so far as to present conversion to Christianity from the perspective of an 
ancient pagan like Celsus (second century) for whom “Christianity is primarily 
a mass movement of falling away from tradition” (Nock 1933: 207). Because he 
considers religious change not only in terms of entering religion or acquiring 
faith but also in terms of conversion as a falling away from tradition, he might 
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be taken as a distant founding figure in the modern study of leaving religion 
and deconversion.

Despite the possibilities opened up by Nock’s intervention (many of which 
Nock himself did not explore), much historical literature from the middle of 
the twentieth century continued to treat leaving religion as a sub-topic of 
the study of conversion. Historians of the medieval world have tended to ap-
proach it only through related categories such as heresy, apostasy, unortho-
doxy (Grundmann 1953; Russell 1965; Leff 1967; Moore 1975; Kanarfogel 2012) 
while historians of the later medieval and early modern period represent dis-
sent from tradition in terms of doubt, scepticism, or secularisation (Febvre 
1937; Popkin 1979; Tuck 1988; Edwards 1988; Cohen 1999). While the former 
group sometimes treats deviation from or abandonment of normative belief 
according to medieval categories of faith and heresy, the latter tend to suffer 
from an implicit teleology that champions the story of scepticism as the story 
of modern secularism and Enlightenment reason.

An important theoretical shift in the scholarly literature of religious experi-
ence has accompanied the so-called linguistic turn in historiography over the 
last half-century, when intellectual and religious historiography has begun to 
engage more directly with questions of language as a mediator and determin-
ing factor not only of religious meaning and experience (Proudfoot 1985) but 
also of historical meaning (Skinner 1969; Jay 1982; Toews 1987; Spiegel 1990). 
This turn in historiography follows the lead of Michel Foucault, for whom 
“discourse is not the majestically unfolding manifestation of a thinking, know-
ing, speaking subject” (1972: 54). Because historical evidence always exists as a 
“discursive formation” that makes sense only in a particular context, historians 
must take care to “disconnect the unquestioned continuities by which we or-
ganise, in advance, the discourses that we are to analyse” (25). The approach to 
historical sources as forms of discourse in need of decoding and interpretation 
rather than as transparent stores of “data” about social and economic histori-
cal facts, has provoked a sense of crisis in the discipline, especially many parts 
of Europe, where social historiography still remains committed to traditional 
methodologies (Vásquez García 2004). As E. Clark explains, the resistance to 
the influence of cultural and literary studies points to the deep and “unset-
tling” shift that it has implied for accepted historiographical methodologies.

If the “real” is known only in and through its discursive construction (…) 
how could historians assume (as they customarily had) the adequacy of 
words to refer to things? (…) If language does not refer in a one-to-one 
fashion to things in the “real world,” how could historians argue that their 
language about the past corresponded to “what had actually happened?”

 clark 2004: 6
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Facing the question imposed by discourse has involved two important shifts 
in religious studies: the awareness of religious change (entering or leaving re-
ligion) defined not as a historical event but as a lived experience always medi-
ated by symbols; and the awareness that the representation of that experience, 
in language or other symbolic structures, is not simply reflective but is actually 
constitutive of the experience itself. As Proudfoot explains, “the labels a per-
son adopts in order to understand what is happening to him determine what 
he experiences” (1985: 229).

Some scholars in the social sciences have adopted an approach to their 
sources based on discourse analysis. Stromberg, for example, has based his an-
thropological study of conversion narratives on the premise that “the event is a 
symbolic construction” (Stromberg 1993: 15, 133 n. 10) and Leone has adopted a 
“semiotic” approach (2004). Nevertheless, the linguistic turn has also led to the 
characterisation of conversion and apostasy as a “historiographical problem” 
(Szpiech 2017) in which “a great divide opens between eleventh- and twelfth-
century ideas about conversion and modern studies in sociology, anthropol-
ogy, and history” (Morrison 1992: xv).

Yet the effect of this shift need not only be received as negative. Rather than 
seeing all examples of leaving religion as a “falling away” from tradition or loss 
of faith, the linguistic turn has provoked a heightened attention to the role of 
individual testimony in characterising movements of faith, whether towards 
or away from participation, orthodoxy, or belief. This historiographical relativ-
ism resulting from the “linguistic turn” constitutes one of the most important 
turning points in the study of conversion and leaving religion over the last 
century and has led to the generalised view that any conversion can also be 
seen as an apostasy from another, contrary faith and, vice versa, that all leaving 
religion can be potentially understood in positive terms as the discovery of 
a new understanding and worldview. As Lewis Rambo explains, “Some forms 
of conversion also require an apostasy. Some conversions require explicit and 
enacted rejection of past affiliations, but all conversions implicitly require a  
leaving-behind or a reinterpretation of some past way of life and set of beliefs”  
(Rambo 1993: 53). A good example of this two-sided treatment in a historical 
context is Segal (1992), which presents the “conversion” of Paul as both a find-
ing of new faith and an “apostasy” and departure from Judaism. Similarly,  
Malkiel (2007: 6) considers the image of Jewish apostates in medieval Ashkenaz 
who “hurdled the Jewish-Christian divide with ease, as if they did not consider 
it terribly significant.” Such approaches that are cognizant of the two-sided 
 nature of religious change, whether movement between religions or departure 
from religion altogether, have more successfully avoided the distortions that 
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caricature religious change only in negative terms as loss and apostasy or in 
positive terms as triumph and enlightenment.

3 Methodological Perspectives and Turning Points

Most studies that mention apostasy include it in studies of conversion, con-
sidered both in broad, social terms (such as the “Christianization” of Europe 
or the “Islamization” of the Levant, for example Jones 1962; Aubin 1963; Bul-
liet 1979; Fletcher 1997) and in narrow individual ones (such as the stories of  
individual apostates). Both of these approaches developed under the influ-
ence of French historiographical trends associated with the Annales school, 
which reformed positivist historiographical trends of the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth century by taking a more critical approach informed by the 
growth of other social sciences such as sociology and anthropology. One of 
the most influential methodologies in European history in the middle decades 
of the twentieth century was the history of “mentalities” that grew from the 
Annales school in France. Annales historians were divided within this view 
between pursuing “microhistory” as a means of accessing locally contextual-
ised worldviews, and a more comprehensive longue-durée approach, looking 
at historical and economic factors over a long time span. While the latter pre-
sented religious change as part of a large-scale social movement, the former 
focused on unique and idiosyncratic cases of belief and disbelief, yielding 
studies of heresy, witchcraft, or mysticism (for example Le Roy Laudarie 1978; 
Ginzburg 1980; Ginzburg 1991). One notable study by a pioneer from the  
Annales school, Lucien Febvre, explicitly addressed the question of “unbelief” 
in the sixteenth century on the basis of literary texts of the period (Febvre 
1982). Similarly, Jeremy Cohen has taken individual case studies as the basis 
for a generalised speculation about the “mentality of the medieval Jewish 
apostate” (Cohen 1987).

Although the Annales focus on mentalities yielded some useful results in 
the historical study of religion, it also involved speculation about motives and 
subjectivity on the basis of only fragmentary, narrative sources, sometimes 
without a thorough accounting of the limitations presented by such sources or 
the attention to discourse necessary to read them in a meaningful, historicised 
context. One notable trend in response to these limitations has been to avoid 
treating religious change as a discreet historical event that can be historicised 
alongside other events and instead to focus on the histories of representa-
tion. This shift is not simply a product of limitations in available sources or 
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knowledge, however, but also a methodological shift in the treatment of rep-
resentations (narratives, images, etc.) as vital aspects of the conversion “event” 
in themselves. In contrast to Cohen’s consideration of the “mentality” of the 
medieval Jewish apostate, Karl Morrison, on the basis of some of the same 
sources, argued that, “scholars cannot penetrate to experience through texts, 
that what we actually can study is a document” (xii). Linking conversion and 
apostasy as contrary aspects of one conceptual phenomenon, he calls the lat-
ter “the keystone of the pathology of conversion” (Morrison 1992: 91), and sees 
the text as a window not into the “mentality” of the convert but into that of 
the author who depicted him or the public that imagined him. The narrative 
approach, shifting from the history of the experience of entering or leaving 
religion to that of understanding these processes through stories, has been de-
veloped in numerous subsequent publications over the last twenty-five years 
(for example Fredriksen 1986; Deweese 1994; Hindmarsh 2005; Schmitt 2010; 
Hindmarsh 2014; Szpiech 2013). Similarly, a few studies (Barbour 1994; Viswa-
nathan 1998) have explicitly treated leaving religion (apart from conversion) 
on the basis of narrative and discourse analysis. Others, taking stock of these 
methodological changes, have produced similar historical studies according to 
a more traditional methodology, although often with innovative results (Ar-
nold 2005; Lillevik 2014; Endelman 2015). Selim Deringil, for example, has stud-
ied sources in the archives of the Ottoman Empire to argue that “Conversion 
and/or apostasy were seen as particularly dangerous in the nineteenth-century 
Ottoman Empire because they were perceived as de-nationalisation” (Deringil 
2012: 2–3). An equally innovative approach to the social history of apostasy 
is Paola Tartakoff ’s study of the uncommon prosecution of various Jews, con-
verts, and “apostates” by the medieval (papal) Inquisition in fourteenth-cen-
tury Aragón (Tartakoff 2012: 2–3). Most approaches can be sorted according 
to what John R. Hall calls “generalizing” versus “particularizing” orientations 
(Hall 2007: 158–161), each producing different results according to different foci 
and approaches to language.

4 Critical Reflections, Evaluations and Predictions

Investigations of religious belief and behaviour before the twentieth century 
are largely confined to written documents, ritual objects, and visual represen-
tations, and these are generally scarcer and more thinly contextualised the 
further back in time one proceeds. There are usually few or no ethnographic, 
sociological, or anthropological studies from the period to draw from; evidence 
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providing first-hand observations is quite limited, and observations that do 
survive must be read always as local representations, not scientific or ethno-
graphic records. Moreover, sources of demographic or other numerical data 
are extremely tenuous. Historians do not have the data or proximity to assess 
the often complicated motives behind the decision to leave religion. Thus the 
nuanced distinctions proposed by Zuckerman between “shallow” and “deep” 
apostasy or “mild” and “transformative” apostasy experiences (Zuckerman 
2012: 6–7), which relies on first-hand contact with modern subjects, are virtual-
ly impossible for the historian. As Steven Epstein has observed about studying 
renegades and apostates, “the subject is partly motive, which is always difficult 
for the historian to fathom” (Epstein 2006: 137), and this difficulty is exacer-
bated by a lack of extensive or detailed documentation.

Such a lack limits the historian’s knowledge and determines the sorts of ques-
tions that can and cannot be asked about religious communities and the mem-
bers who entered and left them. There are, as a result, numerous risks presented 
by the limitation of information and reliance on written documents that must 
be carefully avoided when studying leaving religions in the past. Making ex-
trapolated assumptions about motives, identities, beliefs; assigning monolithic 
and singular identities and perspectives to religious communities; relying on 
modern categories of the sacred and secular as a measure of a society in which 
such categories did not exist as such; reading too much into too little informa-
tion. Many historical studies on conversion and apostasy find themselves lim-
ited by one or another of these methodological and theoretical assumptions.

To be sure, historians continue to revise their methodologies in an attempt 
to avoid past missteps without succumbing to new biases. Gabrielle Spiegel 
recommends a moderate combination of discourse analysis and scepticism 
in attending to what she calls the “social logic” of historical sources (Spiegel 
1990: 85). Suggestions like these are extremely useful. Yet however carefully 
they negotiate the pull between text and context in their analysis, historians 
of all stripes face a stark choice in answering the methodological challenges 
of the last decades: can the “real” be accessed through texts or not? Is there 
even a single “real” to be historicised and analysed and if so, how can it be ap-
proached? Christine Ames cautions against taking epistemological skepticism 
too far. “The linguistic turn indeed changed how scholars of religion receive 
and interpret texts. But they must still, despite source limitations and the dif-
ficulty of gauging internal faith from external practice, resist the magnetism of 
intellectual history, of reducing medieval religion to it” (Ames 2012: 342). The 
caution makes sense, yet it does not offer a clear course of action out of the 
impasse: without a solid theoretical basis on which to resist the destabilisation 
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of the real brought on by the turn to discourse, that resistance and reduction 
rely more on faith and imagination than knowledge or understanding. One 
may study the representations of leaving religion as evidence of cultural his-
tory, but, in the absence of extensive testimony, one can only consider motives 
and experiences by approximation and extrapolation, and along this path lie 
formidable risks of interpretive bias.

5 Suggestions How To Do It

In an attempt to avoid imposing overly simple characterisations of belief 
in historiography, Marc Baer proposes four categories for conversion in his-
tory: “acculturation” (incorporation into a larger cultural system), “adhesion/ 
hybridity” (adopting new beliefs and practices alongside the old), “syncretism” 
(fusion of old and new), and “transformation” (total replacement of the old 
with the new) (Baer 2014: 25–26;). Adapting Baer’s view, we can propose char-
acterising leaving religion according to comparable, parallel categories: “dis-
tancing” (cultural and geographic separation to mark departure from belief 
systems and a waning of ritual practice without a certain change of beliefs); 
“de-ritualisation” (an abandonment of former practices and beliefs alongside 
a certain persistence of a generalised spiritual sensibility); “deconversion”  
(a marked temporal and historical rupture with old ways and beliefs without 
a certain stance, whether positive or negative, on any new spirituality); and 
“secularisation” (a total rejection of any religious sensibility in favor of a non-
religious worldview and practice). These categories represent a spectrum of 
positions towards former and current ideas about religion and identity and 
might serve, as least in a heuristic sense, to account for the varieties of experi-
ence implied by the broad notion of “leaving religion.”

To apply these terms to the example with which we began, that of Abner 
of Burgos/Alfonso of Valladolid, we might ask how one may write a historical 
account of his departure from Judaism. Should historians attempt to date his 
“distancing” in social terms according to his actions (baptism, adherence to a 
new social group, etc.) or in affective terms according to his own statements 
about his inner doubts and isolation? Because he wrote in Hebrew and by all 
accounts approached Christianity through mostly Jewish paradigms, we might 
say that he never “deconverted” from Judaism, as Shamir implies, but only that 
he “de-ritualised,” as Yitzhak Baer’s reading suggests, making him more of a 
Jewish apostate than a Christian convert. He did not, in any case, become secu-
larised to a purely philosophical worldview outside of religion, thus although 
he left one religion for another, he did not “leave religion” altogether. Was he 
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more a “heretic,” or more a “Jew at heart”? While these questions remain dif-
ficult to answer, we can be more certain that Abner/Alfonso is notable because 
his account of leaving Judaism is one of the best autobiographical accounts of 
religious change from the Iberian Peninsula, and thus his representation of his 
experience fits coherently into a larger chronology of conversion and apostasy 
narratives in the Middle Ages.

The case of Abner of Burgos/Alfonso of Valladolid underscores the difficul-
ty of establishing the study of “leaving religion” as an independent historical 
area. Whether the historian follows the categorical distinctions offered above, 
or other ones, the challenge she faces is how to represent historical change 
without relying on pietistic or presentist hierarchies and value structures that 
see leaving religion either in negative terms (as a “loss of faith”) or in positive 
ones (as a “rational” break with superstition), and at the same time without fill-
ing in data with information about “typical” experiences where such material 
is obscure or lacking in the source record. As historiographical writing more 
generally takes ever greater stock of individual actors and perspectives in an 
effort to characterise experience, identity, and agency in historical terms, so 
the historiography of religion might best strive to offer not a history of religious 
belief or unbelief per se but a critical ethnography of the production and use 
of religious symbols and narratives by specific communities and individuals. 
As Foucault argues, it should eschew “a reading that would bring back, in all 
its purity, the distant, precarious, almost effaced light of the origin” and in-
stead commit itself only to “the systematic description of the discourse-object” 
(1972: 140). In other words, the study of leaving religion in a historical context 
might do best to attend principally to how leaving religion is depicted, resisting 
the tendency to generalise too much from representations to historical events.
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