
Preface
Jørgen S. Nielsen and Lisbet Christoffersen

The chapters in this volume arise out of an ongoing discussion among specialists 
in Islamic studies on the one hand and, on the other, various kinds of legal experts 
with a continuing interest in the interaction between European legal systems and 
Muslim communities. It has been argued that, in some sections of the Muslim 
communities in Europe, aspects of custom related in some way to Islam – Marshall 
Hodgson invented the term ‘islamicate’ to cover this relationship (Hodgson, 1974, 
I, 177) – remain so persistent that for the legislator and the judge to ignore them 
is tantamount to institutionalizing severe injustice and, especially, leaves women 
at the mercy of male-dominated practice. This would, for example, be the case 
in a marriage conducted Islamically but not recognized by European family law 
jurisdictions, which could therefore find such jurisdictions unable to hear any 
arising dispute and thus often leave a woman at the mercy of informal systems 
of social control. From a Muslim perspective the discussion refers to the wider 
contests taking place about the nature and role of Shari‘a within the Muslim 
world, contests which can be traced in various ways to the early generations of 
Islamic learning and which are to be found all over the Muslim world today, often 
formulated in the context of a response to the ominous ‘other’ associated with 
the dominant, ex- and post-imperial ‘West’. From a European perspective we are 
witnessing an engagement with a religious/legal/cultural complex of traditions 
which have until the last couple of generations been located outside Europe, or 
at least outside the western and northern parts of the European subcontinent, and 
which certain European institutions had some experience of engaging with but 
only as the external, colonial ‘other’. These two perspectives have now become 
engaged within the boundaries of Europe, often in a contest of some virulence 
both in their mutual relationship and in their respective internal negotiations and 
arguments.

The chapters in this book are an attempt to expose some of the various issues 
thus raised and to put the two intellectual and legal traditions into some form of 
dialogue and to explore how the encounter is working out in practice in selected 
locations both in Europe and in the Arab Muslim world. The starting point, as is 
indicated in the first chapter by Jørgen Nielsen, is that too much polemical attention 
has been given to certain sets of rules associated with Shari‘a. More interesting and 
more productive, it is suggested, is to look at how the processes of theological-
legal interpretation have been expressed and are being expressed in a more or less 
common intellectual framework and to do so in a dialogue with similar processes 
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in Europe – and to record how certain more polemical contemporary approaches 
close off possibilities of change. So the volume brings together a number of scholars 
of Shari‘a and Islamic law with counterparts from parallel European disciplines: 
hermeneutics, philosophy and jurisprudence.

Part 1 of the book focuses on legal theory in the broad sense. Mona Siddiqui 
uses some specific themes to show how the ‘ulama’ of the developed fiqh writings 
of the classical period were concerned with logical coherence but in the process 
could reach a number of varying and equally valid solutions to the problems they 
posited, in contrast to the modern trend towards codification and mistrust of diversity 
of opinion. Asma Afsaruddin develops this theme with reference to the contest 
between those she calls ‘modernists’ and ‘hardliners’. It is suggested that one of 
the central elements of that contest is the approach to and use of history – history as 
context for the interpretations of earlier generations, and history as itself contested 
territory – as well as, from some quarters, an implicit or explicit assertion of the 
irrelevance of history. In the encounter with Europe, Shari‘a discussion meets a 
new context with its own history, and Mark van Hoecke considers the implications 
both in terms of comparisons and in terms of consequential challenges each to 
the other. On the way he touches on the growing awareness of a contemporary 
European legal pluralism, which Lisbet Christoffersen explores in greater depth. 
Her starting point, as it is also in Chapter 1 by Jørgen Nielsen, is the Refah case 
at the European Court of Human Rights. She proceeds to debate the nature of law 
in its European context and thence to discuss how, and how far, Shari‘a can be 
regarded as law in such a sense. She ends on a transitory note: the field is changing, 
and it is changing in unpredictable ways over which the present generation of 
experts, practitioners and observers have only limited influence. One of the most 
sharply controversial fields, and one of those which often drives the controversies, 
is the place of women, and we examine this in the rest of Part 1. Hanne Petersen 
shows how conditional Scandinavian feminism and the moves towards equality 
for women are located in a particular cultural, religious and political history. The 
continuing process of ‘gender neutralizing’ the more or less secularized countries 
of Scandinavia appears to run parallel to a process of ‘gendering’ Shari‘a. Kjell-Åke 
Modéer considers the Scandinavian legal tradition and the contested relationship 
between its strong nation-state tradition and the growing internal social pluralism 
and the related contest between the monopoly of territorial jurisdictions and the 
impact of discussions about legal pluralism and polycentricity in the context of 
pressures related to Muslim communities and their concepts of Shari‘a.

Part 2 transfers the more theoretical discussions to particular local experiences. 
Matilda Arvidsson takes us to the very local experience of the functioning of a 
Swedish family court dealing with one particular case involving the child custody 
claim of one woman of Iranian origin. She shows how the quite separate cultural 
enclaves of the Swedish judge and court administrators and the Iranian Muslim 
family in its local Malmö context meet and interpret each other within a strongly 
asymmetrical power relationship. Britain is probably that European country 
which has most extensively engaged with Shari‘a in its legal system. Prakash 



Preface xv

Shah shows how far as well as the limits for such engagement, limits which 
have become more marked and, he suggests, more discriminatory in relation to 
Islam and Muslims in time with the growth in political controversy surrounding 
Muslims both internationally and domestically. This controversial focus on Islam 
has been earlier and, in some ways, more marked in France, but Manni Crone also 
shows how some French Muslim leaders, in particular Tareq Oubrou of Bordeaux, 
have been engaged in developing an understanding of Shari‘a more attuned 
to the situation of Muslims in a French minority situation. She concludes that 
there are forms of Shari‘a which can accommodate to the European situation by 
emphasizing the ethical dimensions. Contrary to that is Shari‘a as predominantly a 
legal phenomenon, primarily viable in the traditionally majority Muslim countries, 
which is treated in the remaining three chapters in Part 2. Dorthe Bramsen takes 
us to what is often considered to be the opposite end of the spectrum, namely the 
legal practice of Saudi Arabia. Here the official debate is around the process of 
what amounts to a codification of Shari‘a as Islamic law. This is illustrated with 
reference to a number of opinions expounded by two leading representatives of 
the conservative end of the Saudi legal establishment, namely the shaykhs Ibn Baz 
(d. 1999) and Ibn ‘Uthaymin. The status of women inevitably enters this debate, 
and Dima Dabbous-Sensenig selects one particular expression of this discussion 
in the form of a discourse analysis of two broadcasts on the subject on Al Jazeera 
satellite television by the renowned Egyptian-Qatari shaykh Yusuf al-Qaradawi. 
His way of discussing the subject, she concludes, is one which closes off options 
with which he disagrees, in a manner which is unlike more traditional forms of 
discussion. Jakob Skovgaard-Petersen rounds off this part with an analysis of the 
way in which Islam has become a contested theme also in constitutional politics, 
here with Egypt as the case study. Through a series of constitutional documents 
during the 20th century, the place of Islam has moved from the end to the beginning, 
most recently in the document adopted in 2007. Also in these most recent debates 
much public discussion and political negotiation took place before the status of the 
Shari‘a was reconfirmed as being ‘the principle source of legislation’.

The short final part of the volume includes two chapters which, each in their 
own way, recapitulate the main themes running through this book. Mogens 
Müller illustrates both the shared and the disparate approaches to scriptural 
hermeneutics in the Western Judaeo-Christian tradition and the Muslim tradition. 
Peter Madsen surveys the 20th-century development of discourse analysis as a 
method for understanding language and applies it to the controversy surrounding 
the publication in Spain in 2003 of a book by the Malaga imam Mohamed Kamal 
Mostafa. He shows how this attempt internally to regulate Muslim interpretations 
of Qur’an 4:34 was interpreted – and politicized – in quite different ways within a 
much broader public Spanish frame of reference.

The draft chapters were discussed in some detail at a conference organized as 
a joint project between the Danish Institute in Damascus under its then director, 
Jørgen S. Nielsen, who has since moved to the Faculty of Theology, University of 
Copenhagen, and the University of Copenhagen’s Research Priority Area ‘Religion 
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in the 21st Century’, whose research director Lisbet Christoffersen is now based 
at the Department of Society and Globalization at the Roskilde University Centre 
since the Research Priority Area concluded its work at the end of 2007. The editors 
are extremely grateful to these institutions for their support for this conference and 
the production of this volume. Finally, the editors wish to recognize their debt of 
gratitude to Mr Niels Valdemar Vinding whose work as student assistant to the 
conference and the subsequent assembly of the revised chapters was invaluable.




