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considering many are not well-informed 
of the legal implications of conversion to 
Islam, despite it directly affecting their 
personal lives, family dynamic, and the 
multicultural society in Malaysia.
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ABSTRACT
Many Muslim converts in Malaysia are not well-informed of their rights and the legal 
implications of conversion to Islam. Implementing legal pluralism, particularly the different 
sets of personal laws that apply to Muslims and non-Muslims, sends the converts, their non-
Muslim families, and the religious authorities into bitter legal battles whenever an individual 
converts to Islam. Furthermore, as religious institutions currently offer no legal literacy 
program, some Muslim converts are unclear regarding the course of action they should take 
whenever legal issues are involved, especially from the aspects of identity change; civil 
marriage dissolution; matrimonial properties distribution; child custody and guardianship; 
determination of child’s and the deceased’s religion; and inheritance and derivative pension 
distribution. Therefore, this research explores Muslim converts’ perspectives on the need 
for and development of legal literacy regarding rights and legal implications of conversion 
to Islam. This study employed in-depth semi-structured interviews with 9 participants 
who were all Muslim converts. Each interview was transcribed verbatim, and the data 
were analysed with NVIVO software based on a thematic approach. The research found 
that all participants unanimously agreed to empower Muslim converts with legal literacy, 
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INTRODUCTION

In the Malaysian context, when a person 
converts to Islam, some legal effects or 
implications involve Muslim converts, their 
families, and the Islamic administrative 
institutions (Khan & Samuri, 2018). 
However, not many Muslim converts have 
sufficient information and understand their 
conversion to Islam’s rights and legal 
implications. To date, the legal literacy 
program for Muslim converts conducted in 
any religious institutions on the rights and 
legal implications of Muslim conversion 
has yet to be developed. Consequently, 
some of the Muslim converts are not clear 
on the course of action that has to be taken 
when involved in legal issues, especially on 
the aspect of identity change; civil marriage 
dissolution and matrimonial properties 
distribution; child custody and guardianship; 
determination of child’s religious status; 
determination of the deceased’s religion; as 
well as inheritance and derivative pension 
distribution (Adil, 2013, 2014; Kusrin 2006; 
Kusrin & Muda, 2009; Kuek & Tay, 2012; 
Samuri & Quraishi 2014). More gravely, 
some Muslim converts do not inform their 
families or spouses of their conversion, 
thus causing problems when they pass 
away, especially concerning the rights to 
manage the deceased’s body and estate and 
the determination of the converts’ religion 
(Husin & Samuri 2014).  

It becomes even more complicated 
when the majority of the Muslim converts 
who do not have a legal background or are 
mere laymen have no clear understanding 
of the pluralistic legal system in Malaysia. 

As a result, they are often confused with the 
conflict of the jurisdiction of civil and Sharia 
courts in hearing cases related to converts, 
especially when initiating appropriate legal 
action or course of action in courts. Though 
Article 121(1A) of the Federal Constitution 
has been amended to ensure that civil courts 
do not interfere with the jurisdiction of 
Sharia courts, issues relating to Muslim 
converts often involve non-Muslims who 
cannot file their cases in Sharia courts (Wan 
Muhammad, 2010; Shuaib, 2008). As a 
result, the conflict of court jurisdictions 
has resulted in some Muslim converts and 
non-Muslim families not resolving their 
cases and claims. On the other hand, if 
they receive good exposure to the related 
legislation, their cases and claims can be 
resolved well in courts with the appropriate 
jurisdiction and according to the correct 
legal channels. 

Such issues have sparked criticism and 
dissatisfaction among Malaysian people of 
various ethnicities and religions (Abdullah, 
2007). Moreover, it can potentially spark 
friction among religious groups, especially 
when involving sensitive issues such as 
determining children and the deceased’s 
religion (Guan, 2005). On the other hand, it 
shows that the understanding and readiness 
of Muslim converts to manage the legal 
implications of their conversion to Islam 
are closely linked to ensuring the peace 
and stability of the country. When Muslim 
converts understand the legal rights and 
implications, they choose the best approach 
to resolve their case. 
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It implies that Muslim converts need 
to be well-exposed and well-informed 
about legal literacy regarding the rights and 
implications of their conversion to Islam. 
Khan and Samuri (2018) argue that this 
matter can be solved by empowering the 
converts with legal literacy, particularly 
on the legal rights and implications of 
conversion to Islam. However, given the 
unique context of conversion to Islam in 
Malaysia, there is still no study that explores 
the need for Muslim converts to obtain 
information on the legal implications of their 
conversion to Islam. Therefore, this article 
aims to discuss the perspective of Muslim 
converts in Malaysia regarding the need for 
legal literacy among converts on their rights, 
responsibilities, and impacts of conversion 
to Islam in Malaysia.

  
THE LEGAL IMPLICATIONS OF 
CONVERTING TO ISLAM AND THE 
NEED FOR LEGAL LITERACY  
Although there are studies relating to the 
legal implication of conversion to Islam as 
carried out by Abdullah (2004), Adil (1994, 
1998, 2013, 2014, 2016, 2017a, 2017b), 
Adil and Saidon (2017), Husin et al. (2016), 
Kusrin and Hashim (2016), Ibrahim (1990, 
1993, 1996, 2000a, 2000b), Mohamed 
(2010), Rahman (2007), Wan Muhammad 
(2010), and Yussof (2014), their research 
focused on the legal implications and 
conflicts that arose from conversion to Islam 
as well as the conflict of court jurisdiction, 
particularly on the aspect of civil marital 
status, non-Muslim spouses alimony, 
matrimonial property division, child custody 

and guardianship, and determination of 
child’s religion. However, none of these 
academic writings, explored the perspective 
of converts on the legal implications and 
the need to educate the converts to be legal 
literate as they are designed to discuss legal 
issues only. 

The discussion regarding conversion 
to Islam in Malaysia is closely related to 
the provision of Article 11 in the Federal 
Constitution, which states that each 
individual is granted the right to freely 
profess and practise his or her religion, 
respectively. This provision also indirectly 
allows each individual to freely convert 
or embrace other religions, including 
conversion to Islam if the conversion meets 
the conditions set out in the Constitution, 
Federal law, or State law (Husin et al., 2016). 
However, though each individual is free to 
convert and practice his or her religion, 
Article 11(4) of the Federal Constitution 
restricts the spread of doctrines of other 
religions to Muslims. 

Henceforth, in the context of conversion 
to a new religion in Malaysia, the conversion 
usually involves conversion to one religion 
other than Islam to another religion other 
than Islam or conversion from a religion 
other than Islam to Islam. For instance, an 
individual can convert from Hinduism to 
Christian, from Buddhism to Hinduism, or 
from any religion other than Islam to Islam. 
Nonetheless, it should be emphasised that 
the freedom to convert to another religion 
is not given absolutely by the Federal 
Constitution. Due to the restrictions imposed 
under Article 12(4) to individuals below 
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18 years old to convert to a religion other 
than their parents’ religion. Conversion of 
religion for individuals below 18 years old 
can only be done with the consent of their 
parents. 

Suppose we delve into the aspect of 
legal implication. In that case, conversion 
from a religion other than Islam to another 
religion other than Islam does not induce 
complication as all believers of other 
religions than Islam in Malaysia are 
subject to the same law, namely civil law. 
Instead, the legal implications arise when 
an individual converts from a religion other 
than Islam to Islam. For example, if the 
conversion to Islam is done by a Muslim 
convert who has a civil marriage under 
Law Reform (Marriage and Divorce) Act 
1976 (Act 164), but his or her spouse does 
not convert to Islam, the husband or wife 
who converts to Islam is still responsible 
for fulfilling all obligations of the civil 
marriage sealed before converting to Islam 
(Abdullah, 2004). 

Before the amendment of Act 164 in 
2017, such converts faced confusion in 
searching for platforms to dissolve, obtain 
rights and claim ancillary reliefs of their 
civil marriage. According to the provisions 
of Act 164, those who convert to Islam are 
restricted to file for divorce in civil courts. 
Sharia courts, on the other hand, do not 
have the jurisdiction to hear claims from 
non-Muslims. Therefore, some Muslim 
converts took action by dissolving their 
civil marriage in Sharia courts. In reality, 
this does not officially dissolve the marriage 
under civil law in Malaysia. The problem 
will become more complicated if the couple 

has children below 18 years old and wishes 
also to convert the children’s religion and 
obtain child custody and guardianship. The 
legal implications following the conversion 
to Islam are not limited to the dissolution 
of civil marriages as discussed above. 
Nevertheless, it also involve issues of identity 
change, matrimonial property division, child 
custody and guardianship, determination of 
child’s religion, determination of deceased’s 
religion, and funeral arrangements, and 
inheritance and derivative pension claims 
(Khan & Samuri, 2018). 

Therefore, there is a grave necessity 
to explore the perspectives of Muslim 
converts regarding the need for legal 
literacy that can educate them to make 
good decisions in the matters mentioned 
above to avoid going into a prolonged legal 
battle and wasting resources. Legal literacy 
is vital in community empowerment and 
as a means of challenging social injustice 
(Barter, 2020; Vissandjée et al., 2017). 
According to Grimes (2003), legal literacy 
can promote a clearer understanding of 
the rights and responsibilities to the public 
to obtain better information, access their 
rights, and fulfil their responsibilities 
more effectively. It is also known as ‘legal 
empowerment’, and people’s increased 
knowledge is the most common positive 
impact when the government or civil society 
organisations advance legal empowerment 
in the community (Goodwin & Maru, 
2017). The evidence also suggests that legal 
empowerment programs can lead to the 
acquisition of legal remedies and effective 
conflict resolution.
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Previous literature emphasises that legal 
literacy is suitable for two groups; the first is 
marginalised and discriminated members of 
society (Macaulay, 2002). The other group 
includes teachers and medical practitioners 
exposed to legal issues (Perry-Hazan, & Tal-
Weibel, 2020; Schimmel & Militello, 2007). 
In this study, Muslim converts in Malaysia 
may be included in the latter group since 
they are not marginalised or denied rights. 
In addition, the legal issues related to them 
are more personal law-based, including 
marriage and child custody, rather than 
involving criminal law or tort liabilities that 
impact disputing parties. Therefore, when 
Muslim converts are not exposed to proper 
legal knowledge, their non-Muslim family 
members may not receive the rights they 
deserve or fulfil their legal responsibilities 
accordingly. In a multicultural society 
such as Malaysia, such things should be 
avoided, leading to controversy and conflict. 
Additionally, this study provides insight 
into the needs of religious-based groups 
regarding legal literacy, something that 
has never been examined in any previous 
studies.

METHODS

Generally, this article is part of a broader 
study that revolves around the legal 
implication of conversion to Islam, which 
may develop a legal literacy for converts 
in Malaysia. Data for this study were 
obtained through in-depth semi-structured 
interviews, which according to Daymon 
and Holloway (2002), will assist researchers 
in obtaining the same type of data from 

all interview participants. In addition, 
interviewing several participants on a 
common issue or phenomena will provide 
various, and engaging narratives for the 
researchers (Darlington & Scott 2002). 
This method also provides more space 
for researchers to explore the narratives 
of research participants regarding their 
behaviour, experiences, and perspectives 
towards some issues compared to the focus 
group interview method (Hansen, 2006).

As suggested by Murray and Sergeant 
(2012), through in-depth semi-structured 
interviews, researchers have explored the 
participants’ perspectives through personal 
stories, styles of language used, continuity of 
experiences, forms of changes experienced 
as well as participants’ interactions with 
outsiders in regards to the legal implications 
of conversion to Islam. The perspectives of 
each participant also differ according to the 
social context that is influenced by personal, 
family, racial, education, and employment 
background (Daymon & Holloway, 2002). 
This method assumes, that the participants 
are experts in their experiences and present 
their perspectives on specific issues or 
phenomena being studied (Darlington & 
Scott 2002). In this research, in-depth semi-
structured interviews have been conducted 
with 10 participants from Malay, Chinese, 
Indian, and Bumiputera Sabah ethnicities. 
This group of participants can be divided 
into two categories. The first category is 
participants who are active in managing the 
welfare of Muslim converts, and the second 
category is newly converted Muslims with 
cases in courts.  
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Interview Questions 

In conducting the in-depth semi-structured 
interviews, the researchers have followed 
the suggestion by Hansen (2006) to use a list 
of open-ended questions and not to be rigid 
in following the sequence of the questions in 
the list. Researchers were already prepared 
to omit any questions that do not fit certain 
characters or situations of the participants. 

Also, researchers limit the number of 
questions posed to encourage participants to 
recount their experiences and perspectives 
in detail on particular issues or phenomena 
(Daymon & Holloway 2002).

For the purpose of publishing this 
article, only 4 out of 10 sets of questions 
regarding the need and development of legal 
literacy are stated in Table 1.

Table 1
List of questions

Questions Justification
Did the participant know or was informed 
about the legal implications before 
converting to Islam?

To identify the level of legal literacy of the 
participants regarding the legal implications 
of conversion to Islam.

What is the perspective of the participant 
towards the need for legal literacy before & 
after converting to Islam?

To identify the participants’ perspective 
on the need for legal literacy for Muslim 
converts regarding the legal implications of 
conversion to Islam.

What is the information that must be 
included in the legal literacy according to the 
participant’s views?

To get suggestions from the participants 
regarding the contents that needs to 
be included in the module that will be 
produced. 

What impact does the participant hope for 
from the construction of legal literacy?

To identify the expected impact by the 
participants after this is produced and 
applied.

Profile of Participants

The study participants were selected from 
various backgrounds to obtain a broader 
range of perspectives, as suggested by 
Darlington and Scott (2002, p. 48). For 
confidentiality purposes, the names of 
each interview participant are not stated 
in this study. However, the profiles of the 
participants are as follows in Table 2.

The snowball method was used to 
get 9 participants starting by interviewing 
Participant 1, a Muslim convert with more 
than 16 years of experience handling 
the welfare of newly-converted Muslim 
converts. Another two participants, 4 and 
6, are acquaintances of the researcher 
who had been contacted directly without 
being referred by other participants. The 
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researchers had contacted every participant 
through phone calls to set the date, time, 
and place agreed by both researcher and 

participant so to conduct the interview 
face-to-face.

Table 2
Background of the participants

No Participant Race Former
Religion

Category Year of 
Conversion to 

Islam
1. Participant 1 Indian Hindu Muslim Convert, 

Da’wah activist
1991

2. Participant 2 Indian Hindu Muslim Convert 1991
3. Participant 3 Indian Hindu Muslim Convert, 

Da’wah activist
1975

4. Participant 4 Chinese Buddhist Muslim Convert, 
Da’wah activist

2005

5. Participant 5 Indian Hindu Muslim Convert, 
Da’wah activist

2000

6. Participant 6 Indian Hindu Muslim Convert, 
Da’wah activist

1986

7. Participant 7 Bumiputera 
Sabah

Christian Muslim Convert, 
Da’wah activist

1985

8. Participant 8 Indian Hindu Muslim Convert 2012
9. Participant 9 Indian Hindu Muslim Convert 2015

Procedure and Ethics of Interview

Before the interview began, researchers first 
took the time to get to know the participant 
to ensure that both parties felt comfortable 
and trusted each other. Prior to participating 
in interviews, participants were provided 
with an overview of the ongoing research 
and allowed to ask any questions they might 
have regarding the research, as suggested 
by Hansen (2006). All participants were 
assured that they would be treated fairly 
and be heard without stigma or prejudice 
towards them. Throughout the interview, 

researchers respected the participants’ 
privacy and personal limitations, especially 
when discussing personal or traumatic 
experiences (Darlington & Scott, 2002). 

In line with the recommendation by 
Hansen (2006), after explaining the terms 
of the research confidentiality, the researcher 
requested the participants to fill out a consent 
form before the interview session began. 
This consent form is intended to ensure 
the confidentiality of the subject’s identity. 
At the same time, the audio recording was 
carried out for transcription purposes. 
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Researchers permitted participants to 
withdraw from the interview at any time 
without objecting or questioning them. Each 
participant in this study had given their 
written consent for the interview session to 
be audio recorded.  

Mos t  i n t e rv i ew ses s ions  were 
conducted either in an office room or in a 
mosque, which others could not interrupt. 
A reasonable duration of one hour was 
taken per interview session in this study 
compared to the number of questions posed 
to participants. Because some participants 
had experienced prolonged legal conflicts in 
the past, the researchers took precautionary 
measures by using tender language and 
giving participants more time to respond and 
reflect, as suggested by Murray and Sergeant 
(2012). During this study, some interviewees 
answered spontaneously, whereas others 
took their time to answer thoughtfully. 

     
RESULTS

The Need for Legal Literacy

All participants in this study agree that 
providing legal literacy for Muslim converts, 
particularly on legal rights and implications 
of conversion to Islam, is a necessity as it is 
currently not available in the country. The 
reason is that the legal literacy model focuses 
on increasing people’s awareness of their 
rights, particularly vulnerable individuals 
(Hasan, 1994). For example, Participant 1 
stated, “Must have a legal literacy so that 
they understand what is happening.” When 
being asked about the need for legal literacy 
for converts, Participant 5 responded as:

“This one I agree! No need to talk about 
other converts, I myself had no one to 
inform me. But we must also need to 
have general knowledge because we at 
least know, how about some people...
because we know that not all Muslim 
converts are educated people.…”. 
(Participant 5)

The need for legal literacy for converts 
is further strengthened when several 
participants, such as Participants 3, 4, 5, 
6, and 7, who actively handle the welfare 
of converts through Islamic organisations, 
admitted that they are obfuscated and 
confused when facing legal issues that the 
converts are dealing with. For example, 
Participant 3, with more than 26 years 
of experience in managing the converts’ 
affairs, stated: “since during my time until 
now, there have been a lot of changes 
happening, we also don’t even know about 
this law”. Participant 7, a president of an 
Islamic organisation admitted: “even before 
this issue, we also don’t [clear]. Hazy. This 
matter [legal issues] is not clear. We only 
then understand this issue. And we can 
advise our new brothers and sisters [on what 
should be done].”  

According to some participants, legal 
literacy is vital to provide legal knowledge 
and awareness for converts that can guide 
them to choose the correct cause of action, 
as purported by Participant 1. According 
to him, if the converts face legal issues 
after their conversion to Islam, they have 
to engage directly with lawyers, which 
would cost them expensive legal fees. These 
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converts voiced a view similar to that of 
Schimmel and Militello (2007) and Tie 
(2014), in that legal literacy tends to avoid 
litigation when possible since litigation can 
be expensive, distracting, polarising, and 
time-consuming. In addition, legal literacy 
enables individuals to avoid unconstitutional 
actions and bring violations of the law to 
the attention of the relevant authorities. Due 
to insufficient information about the legal 
rights and implications after conversion to 
Islam, some converts were dissatisfied with 
the Islamic authorities. Therefore, they did 
not inform them about the legal implications 
of their conversion. It is described by 
Participant 5 as follows:

“...he said, ‘why before I converted to 
Islam you did not say… why are you not 
clear to us that I cannot revert to my 
former faith’…”. (Participant 5)

The Approach of Legal Literacy  

The participants in this study suggested that 
the approach for the legal literacy for Muslim 
converts emphasises the aspects of legal 
remedies and rights and responsibilities of 
the converts. Thus, it matches claims made 
by Zariski (2014), who asserted that legal 
literacy empowers people to make critical 
judgments about the content of the law and 
its processes and take appropriate actions 
in response to issues related to it. In this 
study, Participants 1, 3, 6, and 7 suggested 
that legal literacy focuses on legal remedies 
for issues related to converts, as asserted by 
Participant 1: 

“…if this legal literacy exists, I believe 
there are many things that can be 
solved well, if the converts have a legal 
understanding, it will be easy for us to 
teach them. You may separate with your 
wife, but you still need to pay alimony, 
you still need to take care of your 
child, right? For inheritance, even if 
cannot be inherited or bequeathed, you 
can give as hibah or present, you can 
donate, but not given as inheritance”. 
(Participant 1)

In addition, according to Participants 
6 and 7, the rights of the converts and their 
responsibilities towards their non-Muslim 
families must also be given attention to so 
that the rights of their non-Muslim families 
are not neglected after the conversion to 
Islam. By doing this, Hak (2012) contends 
that Shariah principles are not violated 
if, after a divorce, the ex-wife is facing 
hardship and is unable to support herself. 
As an example, Participant 7 stated: 

“We have to make sure, that our new 
brothers and sisters know their rights, 
and that they can balance between 
claiming the rights with the Maqasid al-
Shariah (the objective of Sharia), means 
the well-being of the spouses or with 
their initial family and community…”. 
(Participant 7)

Moreover, Participant 7 emphasised 
that in addition to discussing the aspect of 
legal remedies, this legal literacy must also 
highlight the compassion and benevolence 
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of Islam. The problematic situation in 
Malaysia could be solved by building 
trust, respect, and compassion between 
the two parties, as argued by Rahman and 
Khambali@Hambali (2013). For example, 
Participant 7 expressed the suggestion as 
below: 

“…there are many more things, a lot 
of aspects that must be understood by 
our new brothers and sisters when they 
convert to Islam…. The beauty of Islam 
is seen when he or she converted, the 
meanings that Islam does not oppress 
people, does not abuse spouse and 
does not cause disorder among the 
community, right? That aspect must be 
included, the aspect of the compassion 
of Islam”. (Participant 7) 

Expected Impacts of the Legal Literacy  

The participants in this study expect that 
the implementation of legal literacy will 
strengthen the management of the converts’ 
affairs, produce legally literate converts, 
reduce legal disputes due to conversion 
to Islam, and improve the perception of 
the multicultural community towards 
Islam. There is no doubt that the complex 
legal issues related to Muslim converts 
affect Malaysian multicultural society, as 
Samuri and Khan (2020) argue, and how 
these issues are handled could significantly 
affect society. The positive impact that 
Participants 1 and 4 from the legal literacy 
to converts is that the management of the 
converts’ affairs will be strengthened. It is 
depicted by Participant 4 as follows: 

“It is hoped that this legal literacy will 
be able to strengthen the management 
of converts’ affairs at various levels. 
Not only in NGOs, but also at the 
individual level, and mosque level. Also, 
Participant 6 argued that legal literacy 
would assist the parties involved in 
managing the legal issues of the converts 
by regulating the conflict resolution 
approach. According to him, we can 
regulate, these problems can be solved 
easily, as there is a reference to refer 
to, what is the step, with a measuring 
stick, and parameters, very helpful”. 
(Participant 4)

Participants 1 and 9, on the other hand, 
were of the view that the converts will be 
more legally literate, more prepared with the 
legal implications due to their conversion 
to Islam, and more responsible with the 
decisions they make. Khan & Samuri (2018) 
and Baharudin & Said (2017) discussed that 
a convert aware of the law could choose a 
legal avenue that is beneficial to himself 
or his non-Muslim family. For example, 
Participant 1 mentioned: 

“…the converts actually also know what 
they are doing, the decision they make. 
The implications faced and no room 
for any conflict. They know, the law of 
cause and effect, right? The damage 
and advantage to be gained or the loss 
to be faced in order for us to choose this 
religion”. (Participant 1)
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Similar to Participant 1, Participant 9, 
who has experience in facing legal issues 
involving dissolution of civil marriage, 
division of matrimonial property, claims 
of child custody and guardianship, as well 
as determination of the child’s religion, 
asserted, “They [converts] will be more 
aware and more knowledgeable, and 
whatever that is coming, they will be well-
prepared.”

According to Participants 1, 2, 3, and 
9, providing legal literacy to converts 
will help to reduce the legal issues arising 
from conversion to Islam. For example, 
Participant 1 said, “can reduce unnecessary 
tension.” While Participant 9 briefly 
responded, “not to be like me”, in referring 
to himself that was affected by the legal 
implications that arose between him and his 
family members, as well as the society after 
his conversion to Islam. 

DISCUSSION

Although several previous studies have 
discussed the legal implications of 
conversion to Islam in Malaysia (Abdullah, 
2004; Adil, 1994, 1998, 2013, 2014, 2016, 
2017a, 2017b; Adil & Saidon, 2017; 
Ibrahim, 1990, 1993, 1996, 2000a, 2000b; 
Husin et al., 2016; Kusrin & Hashim 
2016;  Mohamed, 2010; Rahman, 2007; 
Wan Muhammad, 2010; Yussof 2014),  
those studies did not explore the need for 
legal empowerment or legal literacy for 
those affected in religious conversion. In 
addition, previous research regarding the 
Muslim converts’ learning experience 
focused on learning the foundations of Islam 

(Alkouatli, 2018; Challet, 2015; Speelman, 
2018), but not on legal issues that arise 
due to conversion to Islam.  Moreover, 
the implications of embracing Islam only 
occur in Malaysia. They are not experienced 
in other countries, given legal conflicts 
between Islamic and civil laws, affecting 
Muslim converts (Samuri et al., 2018). 
Therefore, this study can fill the research 
gap on the perspectives of the converts 
regarding the need for legal literacy to help 
the converts easily understand the complex 
legal implications due to conversion to Islam 
and guide them in choosing the proper legal 
remedies.  

Moreover, the study found that the 
converts were not clearly and systematically 
informed of the legal implications of 
conversion to Islam by the Islamic religious 
authorities in Malaysia. The previous 
studies that were conducted on Islamic 
authorities’ management of Muslim converts 
mainly discussed the teaching of converts, 
dealing with converts’ welfare, dakwah 
activism, and administration tasks (Abu 
Bakar & Ismail, 2018; Ibrahim et al., 2019; 
Shaharuddin & Muhamat-Kawangit, 2014; 
Samuri & Quraishi, 2014). It appears that 
the religious authorities do not give Muslim 
converts enough information before or 
after they convert to Islam. It has caused 
the converts to be unclear about the cause 
of action that needs to be taken, which 
has resulted in them facing lengthy legal 
battles. Consequently, it affects not only 
the lives of the converts and their non-
Muslim families and can potentially spark 
tension among the multicultural society in 
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Malaysia. Henceforth, as supported by all 
the participants in this study, there is a need 
to empower the converts with legal literacy 
regarding the legal rights, responsibilities, 
and implications of conversion to Islam.

As in the context of this study, through 
the provision of legal literacy, it can assist 
the converts in resolving legal conflicts 
that they are facing by proposing the right 
remedy in the proper court. Legal literacy 
for Muslim converts should be uniformly 
implemented in all states’ religious 
departments throughout Malaysia or 
privately initiated by Islamic organisations. 
In addition, religious authorities can develop 
a particular module to train officers to 
provide information to Muslim converts 
on topics related to legal implications of 
conversion to Islam such as change of 
identity; dissolution of civil marriage; 
division of matrimonial property; child 
custody and guardianship; determination 
of child’s religion; determination of 
deceased’s religion; as well as distribution of 
inheritance and derivative pension (Samuri 
& Khan, 2020). A framework for this 
module should be based on civil and Islamic 
law in Malaysia, with a practical action plan. 
It can be implemented by the converts or by 
government agencies. Even though religious 
officers do not possess formal legal training, 
these training modules can help to give them 
the knowledge they need to perform their 
duties better and thus benefit the converts 
and society at large. 

CONCLUSION

In Malaysia, there are six identified legal 
implications as a result of converting 
to Islam which are change of identity; 
dissolution of civil marriage; division of 
matrimonial property; child custody and 
guardianship; determination of child’s 
religion; determination of the deceased’s 
religion; and distribution of inheritance and 
derivative pension. This study found a need 
for legal literacy for converts regarding legal 
rights, responsibilities, and implications 
arising from their religious conversion. 
Legal literacy is an important initiative 
to respond to the need to educate and 
guide converts to understand the legal 
implications caused by conversion to 
Islam. This study proposed that converts 
might avoid any possible legal dispute by 
equipping themselves with legal knowledge 
and resolving the family conflict effectively. 
This legal empowerment is benefitting 
Muslim converts and people of other faiths 
in Malaysia by upholding justice through 
out-of-court settlements such as mediation.

On the other hand, legal literacy 
will also assist the Malaysian religious 
authorities and the Islamic organisations 
in understanding the legal implications of 
conversion to Islam before advising any 
interested individual before his/her religious 
conversion. Thus, well-informed individuals 
may convert to Islam with an understanding 
and primary level of legal knowledge that 
may avoid any possible issues that might 
trigger the sensitivity of the multicultural 
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society in the future. Beyond Malaysia, 
this study illustrates how legal literacy can 
empower individuals and communities to 
understand their rights and responsibilities 
due to his/her religious conversion.

 
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

This research is funded by Universiti 
Kebangsaan Malaysia, GUP-2016-017. 
The authors want to thank CRIM UKM and 
the Faculty of Islamic Studies, Universiti 
Kebangsaan Malaysia, for the awarded 
grant. They also would like to express their 
gratitude to all States’ Islamic departments 
and Islamic organisations which assisted 
the research.

REFERENCES
Abdullah, N. (2007). Legislating faith in Malaysia. 

Singapore Journal of Legal Studies, (Dec), 
264-289. http://law.nus.edu.sg/sjls/articles/SJLS-
Dec-2007-264.pdf

Abdullah, N. C. (2004). Conversion to Islam – Effect 
on status of marriages and ancillary reliefs. 
International Law Book Services.

Abu Bakar, S. A., & Ismail, S. Z. (2018). Pengurusan 
mualaf di Malaysia: Kerjasama dinamik antara 
agensi kerajaan dan bukan kerajaan [Management 
of Muslim converts in Malaysia: Dynamic 
cooperation between government and non-
government agencies]. AL-ABQARI: Journal 
of Islamic Social Sciences and Humanities, 
16, 133-155. https://oarep.usim.edu.my/jspui/
handle/123456789/5212

Adil, M. A. M. (1994). Seksyen 51 Akta Membaharui 
Undang-undang (Perkahwinan dan Perceraian) 
1976: Kesan dan implikasinya terhadap undang-
undang keluarga Islam [Section 51 of the Law 
Reform (Marriage and Divorce) Act 1976: 

Effects and implications on Islamic family law]. 
Kanun Jurnal Undang-undang Malaysia, 6(3), 
7-15.

Adil, M. A. M. (1998). Kesan dan implikasi pertukaran 
agama dalam perundangan Malaysia [Effects 
and implications of religious conversion in 
Malaysian law]. In A. H. Buang (Ed.), Undang-
undang Islam di mahkamah-mahkamah syariah 
di Malaysia (pp. 31-43). Universiti Malaya.

Adil, M. A. M. (2013). Conversion of the child: The 
quest for a just solution. International Institute 
of Advanced Islamic Studies.

Adil, M. A. M. (2014). Penentuan agama dan hak 
penjagaan kanak-kanak menurut undang-
undang Islam [Determination of religion and 
custody of children according to Islamic law]. 
Jabatan Kemajuan Islam Malaysia.

Adil, M. A. M. (2016). Custodial issues arising upon 
the conversion of one spouse to Islam. Islam and 
Civilisational Renewal, 7(3), 415-418. 

Adil, M. A. M. (2017a). Custody and religion of 
minors in Malaysia. Islam and Civilisational 
Renewal, 8(2), 272-274. 

Adil, M. A. M. (2017b). Pindaan Akta Memperbaharui 
Undang-Undang (Perkahwinan Dan Perceraian) 
1976 (Akta 164) (Pindaan 2017) dan implikasinya 
terhadap bidang kuasa mahakamah syariah 
[Amendment of the Law Reform (Marriage and 
Divorce) Act 1976 (Act 164) (Amendment 2017) 
and its implications on the jurisdiction of syariah 
courts]. International Institute of Advances 
Studies (IAIS) Malaysia.

Adil, M. A. M., & Saidon, R. (2017). Religion 
as a determinant of child welfare in custody 
cases in Malaysia and classical Islamic law: A 
comparative overview. Islam and Civilisational 
Renewal, 8(1), 35-46.

Alkouatli, C. (2018). Pedagogies in becoming 
Muslim: Contemporary insights from Islamic 
traditions on teaching, learning, and developing. 



Mohd Al Adib Samuri and Azlan Shah Nabees Khan

1706 Pertanika J. Soc. Sci. & Hum. 29 (3): 1693 - 1708 (2021)

Religions, 9(11), 367. https://doi.org/10.3390/
rel9110367

Baharudin, N. I., & Said, N. L. M. (2017). Method 
of resolving inheritance problem of new 
muslim converts in Malaysia. Islāmiyyāt, 
39(1). 47-56. http://dx.doi.org/10.17576/
islamiyyat-2017-3901-06

Barter, F. (2020). Lessons in legal literacy: 
Democratizing legal critique as a means of 
resisting racial injustice. Law, Culture and 
the Humanities, 16(3), 365-378. https://doi.
org/10.1177/1743872117707620

Challet, A. (2015). Thinking outside the mosque: 
On learning to be Muslim in America. Boom: 
A Journal of California, 5(4), 104-108. DOI: 
10.1525/boom.2015.5.4.104.

Darlington, Y., & Scott, D. (2002). Qualitative 
research in practice: Stories from the field. Allen 
& Unwin.

Daymon, C., & Holloway, I. (2002). Qualitative 
research methods in public relations and 
marketing communications. Routledge.

Goodwin, L., & Maru, V. (2017). What do we 
know about legal empowerment? Mapping the 
evidence. Hague Journal on the Rule of Law, 
9(1), 157-194. https://doi.org/10.1007/s40803-
016-0047-5

Grimes, R. (2003). Legal literacy, community 
empowerment and law schools — Some lessons 
from a working model in the UK. The Law 
Teacher, 37(3), 273-284. https://doi.org/10.108
0/03069400.2003.9993135

Guan, Y. S. (2005). Managing sensitivities: Religious 
pluralism, civil society and inter-faith relations in 
Malaysia. The Round Table, 94(382), 629-640.   
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/00358530500303700

Hak, N. A. (2012). Rights of a wife in the case 
of conversion to Islam under family law in 
Malaysia. Arab Law Quarterly, 26(2), 227-239. 
https://doi.org/10.1163/157302512X629214

Hansen, E. C. (2006). Successful qualitative health 
research: A practical introduction. Allen & 
Unwin.

Hasan, F. R. (1994). Limits and possibilities of law 
and legal literacy: Experience of Bangladesh 
women. Economic and Political Weekly, 29(44), 
WS69-WS76. 

Husin, K., & Samuri, M. A. A. (2014). Kerahsiaan 
kemasukan Islam: Isu undang-undang kes 
pemelukan Islam saudara baru di Malaysia 
[Secrecy in conversion to Islam: Legal issues in 
cases of conversion to Islam in Malaysia]. Kanun 
(Jurnal Undang-Undang Malaysia), 26(1), 1-25.

Husin, K., Samuri, M. A. A & Muda, M. Z. (2016). 
Selepas syahadah: Kewajipan pemakluman 
pemelukan Islam [After testimony of faith: The 
duty of notification of conversion to Islam]. 
UKM Press.

Ibrahim, A. (1990). The need to amend section 51 
of the Law Reform (Marriage & Divorce) Act, 
1976. The Malayan Law Journal, 1, ivii.

Ibrahim, A. (1993). Dissolution on ground of 
conversion to Islam. In Malaysian Law News 
(pp. 29-34). Universiti Malaya.

Ibrahim, A. (1996). Pertukaran agama Islam. In 
A. M. Yaacob & S. Othman (Eds), Tinjauan 
kepada perundangan Islam (pp. 41-78). Institut 
Kefahaman Islam Malaysia.

Ibrahim, A. (2000a). Effect of conversion on marriage 
– Section 51 of the Law Reform (Marriage 
and Divorce) Act 1976. In Administration of 
Islamic law in Malaysia (pp. 207-226). Institut 
Kefahaman Islam Malaysia.

Ibrahim, A. (2000b). Conversion to and from Islam. 
In Administration of Islamic law in Malaysia (pp. 
325-358). Institut Kefahaman Islam Malaysia.

Ibrahim, A. Q., Ab Rahman, R., & Zakaria, M. 
B. (2019). Role Selangor Islamic Religious 
Council (MAIS) and Selangor Islamic Religious 
Department (JAIS) on development and social 



Legal Literacy for Muslim Converts

Pertanika J. Soc. Sci. & Hum. 29 (3): 1693 - 1708 (2021) 1707

welfare of Islamic society in Selangor. Asian 
Journal of Civilizational Studies, 1(1), 55-66.

Khan, A. S. N. & Samuri, M. A. A. (2018). Natijah 
syahadah: Impak pemelukan Islam di sisi undang-
undang [The implication of testimony of faith: 
The legal impact of conversion to Islam]. UKM 
Press.

Kuek, C. Y., & Tay, E. S. (2012). Unilateral conversion 
of a child’s religion and parental rights in 
Malaysia. Singapore Academy of Law Journal, 
24(1), 92-112.

Kusrin, Z. (2006). Conversion to Islam in relation 
to divorce in Malaysian family law. Islam and 
Christian–Muslim Relations, 17(3), 307-315.

Kusrin, Z. M., & Hashim, N. M. (2016). Pemelukan 
Islam pasangan perkahwinan sivil: Isu berbangkit 
dan cadangan penambahbaikan menurut 
undang-undang Malaysia [The conversion to 
Islam of civil marriage couples: Issues and 
recommendation under Malaysian law]. Jurnal 
Kanun, 28(1), 16-42.

Kusrin, Z. M., & Muda, M. Z. (2009). Conversion 
of minors to Islam in Malaysia. Religion and 
Human Rights, 4(2-3), 107-119. https://doi.org/
10.1163/187103109X12471223630874

Law Reform (Marriage and Divorce) Act 1976 (Act 
164). https://lom.agc.gov.my/act-detail.php?typ
e=principal&lang=BI&act=164

Macaulay, F. (2002). Taking the law into their own 
hands: Women, legal reform and legal literacy 
in Brazil. In N. Craske & M. Molyneux (Eds.), 
Gender and the politics of rights and democracy in 
Latin America (pp. 79-101). Palgrave Macmillan 
UK. https://doi.org/10.1057/9781403914118_4

Mohamed, A. A. (2010). Converting to Islam: 
Jurisdiction of court to dissolve non-Muslim 
marriage. Shariah Law Report, 2, 19-28.

Murray, M., & Sargeant, S. (2012). Narrative 
psychology. In D. Harper, A. R. Thompson 
(Eds.), Qualitative research methods in mental 
health and psychotherapy: A guide for students 
and practitioners. Wiley-Blackwell.

Perry-Hazan, L., & Tal-Weibel, E. (2020). On legal 
literacy and mobilization of students’ rights 
from a disempowered professional status: The 
case of Israeli teachers. Teaching and Teacher 
Education, 90, 103016. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
tate.2020.103016

Rahman, N. A. (2007). Hak kekeluargaan pasangan 
berlainan agama [Family rights of couples 
of different religions]. In A. H. Buang (Ed), 
Undang-undang Islam di Malaysia: Prinsip dan 
amalan. Universiti Malaya Press.

Rahman, N. F. A., & Khambali@Hambali, K. 
M. (2013). Religious tolerance in Malaysia: 
Problems and challenges. International Journal 
of Islamic Thought, 3, 81-91. https://doi.
org/10.24035/ijit.3.2013.007

Samuri, M. A. A., & Khan, A. S. N. (2020). Legal 
implications of conversion to Islam on civil 
marriage: Narrative of converts in Malaysia. 
Islāmiyyāt, 42(2), 103-111. https://doi.
org/10.17576/islamiyyat-2020-4202-10

Samuri, M. A. A., & Quraishi, M. (2014). Negotiating 
apostasy: Applying to “Leave Islam” in Malaysia. 
Islam and Christian–Muslim Relations, 25(4), 
507-523. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09596410.
2014.907054

Samuri, M. A. A., Khan, A. S. N., & Muhamat, 
R.  (2018).  Narat i f  mualaf  dan akt ivis 
dakwah terhadap dasar penamaan saudara 
baru [Narratives of Muslim Converts and 
Muslim Preachers on Muslim Naming Policy]. 
International Journal of Islamic Thought, 13(1), 
52-68. https://doi.org/10.24035/ijit.13.2018.006



Mohd Al Adib Samuri and Azlan Shah Nabees Khan

1708 Pertanika J. Soc. Sci. & Hum. 29 (3): 1693 - 1708 (2021)

Schimmel, D., & Militello, M. (2007). Legal literacy 
for teachers: A neglected responsibility. Harvard 
Educational Review, 77(3), 257-284. https://doi.
org/10.17763/haer.77.3.842n787555138746

Shaharuddin, S. A., & Muhamat-Kawangit, R. (2014). 
Sikap pembelajaran terhadap pencapaian kursus 
Fardhu Ain dalam kalangan mualaf Cina di 
Jabatan Agama Islam Daerah Kajang [Learning 
attitude toward Fardhu Ain course achievements 
among Chinese Mualaf at Jabatan Agama Islam, 
District of Kajang]. Islamiyyat, 36(2), 97-102. 
https://ejournal.ukm.my/islamiyyat/article/
view/7716/3097

Shuaib, F. S. (2008). Powers and jurisdiction of 
Syariah courts in Malaysia (2nd ed.). LexisNexis.

Speelman, G. (2018). Learning religion how to 
‘become’ a Muslim: A learning environment 
for converts. In U. Winkler & H. Jensen (Eds.), 
Shifting locations and reshaping methods: 
Methodological challenges arising from new 
fields of research in intercultural theology and 
interreligious studies. LIT.

Tie, F. H. (2014). A study on the legal literacy of 
urban public school administrators. Education 
and Urban Society, 46(2), 192-208. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0013124512446220 

Vissandjée, B., Short, W. E., & Bates, K. (2017). 
Health and legal literacy for migrants: Twinned 
strands woven in the cloth of social justice and 
the human right to health care. BMC Int Health 
Hum Rights, 17, 10. https://doi.org/10.1186/
s12914-017-0117-3 

Wan Muhammad, W. M. (2010). Shariah courts: 
Conflicting jurisdiction in conversion cases. 
Shariah Law Report, 4, 83-105.

Yussof, S. A. (2014). Conversion issues in Malaysia: 
A challenge to religious and racial harmony. 
Islam and Civilisational Renewal, 5(3), 446-449.

Zariski, A. (2014). Legal literacy: An introduction to 
legal studies. Athabasca University Press.  


