
A Study of Islam Eduqas AS/A level Knowledge Organiser: Theme 1E: The role of shari’a

Key concepts
• The role of shari’a as law in different contexts and parts of life for Muslims. 

Shari’a has been used as civil law, religious law and as a general moral guide. 
It has been interpreted very differently in different parts of the world.

• Human interpretations of shari’a in the light of new circumstances have 
been made. This is an area about which different views are held. Some 
Muslims question the validity of this approach.

Key quotes
‘Shari’a is a rather fungible term in that it can mean different things depending 
on the context … The broad meaning of shari’a is the way or path to the well-
being or goodness.’ (Khaled Abou El Fadl)
‘Certain people started to base their fatwa’s too much on their immediate 
political circumstances or their psychological state and stopped taking the 
consensus of hundreds of years of cautious scholars into consideration.’ (Abdul 
Hakim Murad)
‘The Islamic society is that which follows Islam in belief and ways of worship, in 
law and organization, in morals and manners.’ (Sayyid Qutb)
‘During the first four centuries of Islam, Muslim scholars seem to have exercised 
independent judgment freely, and debated rigorously new issues that arose.’ 
(Harold Rhode)
‘Serious rethinking within Islam is long overdue. Muslims have been 
comfortably relying, or rather falling back, on age-old interpretations for much 
too long.’ 
(Ziauddin Sardar)

Issues for analysis and evaluation
Key questions, arguments, and debates

1. To what extent is the description of shari’a as law misleading? 
Shari’a may mean simply a guide to the straight path, or it may mean a code 
of law. Whilst the Qur’an was directly revealed, shari’a is based on it and 
other sources. How far can this be considered divine? Should shari’a be seen 
as a personal or family code, rather than law? Or should it be used as the law 
for Muslim states?

2. How far can Muslims make reinterpretations (ijtihad) of shari’a for today’s 
world?  
Should Muslims follow the principles to make re-interpretations? Or should 
they use literal interpretations of the practices of the past without change? 
Which is more authentic to the commands of God and the needs of people 
nowadays?

•  Early scholars (mujtahids) made rulings which later scholars copy and apply 
to new questions a process of imitation known as taqlid. Many do not like to 
make fresh rulings because they do not know enough about Muhammad’s 
examples compared to the scholars of early times, so they prefer to imitate 
them.

• Some make fresh re-interpretations (ijtihad) to answer new issues. Shi’a 
scholars have always accepted reasoning (aql) but some Sunnis reject ijtihad 
since the teachings of medieval scholar Al-Ghazali, who said that the gates 
of ijtihad were closed. 
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• Many Muslims choose shari’a law for civil matters, such as in the writing of 
a Nikah wedding contract, or for family matters. Shari’a courts exist in some 
countries, including the UK, for those who choose to use them to resolve 
relevant matters.

• Categories of action in religious matters are another aspect of shari’a. For 
example, wajib (compulsory) and haram (forbidden) actions are terms 
derived from shari’a. 

• Shari’a is also considered as a general moral guide, to tell the truth and be 
fair in trade and business. 

• Shari’a courts are in some ways similar to secular courts, with a judge (qazi) 
and witnesses, but in other ways different in that evidence from women and 
non-Muslims is given less weight in cases. This is something which has led 
to criticism.

• In countries such as Iran and Saudi Arabia, strict versions of shari’a have 
been imposed using literal interpretations of the practices of seventh 
century Arabia. In others, such as Turkey, secular law is used. Pakistan 
operates a dual system.


