
A Study of Islam Eduqas AS/A level Knowledge Organiser: Theme 4F: Religious practices that shape religious identity
- Crime and punishment

Key concepts

• Crime and punishments relate to shari’a law in Islam, which defines 
different categories of punishment. It relates to different areas of law 
and there is debate about how appropriate it is to use shari’a in different 
settings: criminal, civil and family law. 

• The interpretation and application of shari’a today raises important 
questions: is it at all appropriate in secular states and if so, in what way? 
Particular punishments regarding the death penalty raise issues.

Key quotes
‘O ye who believe! the law of equality is prescribed to you in cases of murder: 
the free for the free, the slave for the slave, the woman for the woman. But if 
any remission is made by the brother of the slain, then grant any reasonable 
demand, and compensate him.’ (The Qur’an Sura 2:178, Yusuf Ali) 
‘I believe that there should be a moratorium on the death penalty until such 
time as these flaws in the system can be fixed.’ (Imadad Dean Ahmad)
‘A murderer deserves death penalty because he has trespassed against the 
whole society by killing one of its members. So, when the society calls for death 
penalty for such a criminal, it is really in a state of self-defence.’ (Shaykh Ahmad 
Ash-Sharabasi)
‘The responsibility of a Muslim is justice. Will the killing of a murderer produce 
justice? There is no justice here. No needs are met, no fear is alleviated. This idea 
does not work. The hallmark of truth is that it works. It is a far more serious error 
of Islamic ethics to demand a human death in circumstances when there are 
doubts about guilt or innocence, where the bereaved are not consulted about 
their wishes, and when the penalty is selectively applied based on the pernicious 
fantasy that some lives have more value than others.’ (Rabia Terri Harris)

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

1. The effectiveness of Islamic ethical teachings as a guide for living for Muslims 
today.  
The debate focuses on how far Islamic teachings are literally interpreted as 
in 7th century Arabia, and so not so relevant, or contain general principles or 
revealed commands which can and should be applied today. Those making 
literal interpretations and reformist Muslims disagree.

2. The extent to which Islamic teachings on punishment can be applied today. 
This varies between countries – from family law courts to a full shari’a system. 
But how far this is ethically justified and how far meaningful shari’a rulings 
can be made on modern issues, in such a different context, is debated. Some 
see shari’a as an ideal, as God’s law, regardless of time.

• Secular law has developed in modern states, making some people critical 
of shari’a: they argue that equality before the law is an important principle 
therefore different systems should not exist.

• The death penalty is considered wrong by many modern campaigners. 
Some argue it is justified because Muhammad used it; others that it was 
really the tribal way of the time and not appropriate today.

• The position of women in shari’a courts dealing with family law and divorce 
settlements is a concern - women’s evidence is considered less than men. 

• The Medieval scholar Kafi al-Subki provided an 83-point checklist of excuses 
why shari’a punishments might be set aside, making them practically 
impossible to use. Nevertheless, some Muslims, having faced oppression by 
corrupt or cruel Muslim rulers, see moral justification in using what they see 
as God’s law. 

Key words 

Utilitarianism Diyya Tazir  Qisas 

Hudud

• There are several different versions and interpretations of shari’a law, but 
mainly the following punishments are defined: 

• Hudud crimes transgress God’s laws, as defined in the Qur’an and 
sunna. They are given fixed punishments, including corporal and capital 
punishment. Qisas crimes are against other individuals who may call for 
retaliation or compensation (diyya). Tazir crimes are lesser offences decided 
by a Qazi judge. The Qur’an gives the right to ask for punishment but makes 
the point that forgiveness is better. 

• The Ottoman Caliphate in the 19th century underwent a modernisation 
process in updating law and introducing secular style systems.

• Some Muslim countries operate strict shari’a, such as Iran and Saudi Arabia; 
others a dual system, such as Pakistan, and others secular law.


