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Reinterpreting Shar
becomes a question

R. Charles Weller is associate professor of
history at Washington State University,
and author of ‘Reason, Revelation and
Law in Islamic and Western Theory and
History; published by Palgrave Macmillan
in 2021.

So, to put it in a nutshell, you are
more ofareformerorrevolution-
ary when it comes to the declara-
tion. The next question concerns
Sharialaw. One can argue that for
any specific people, the divine
law is the natural law, and vice
versa, and therefore, completely
rational. However, through West-
ern dominance, what was once
considered natural in many soci-
eties is now considered unnatu-
ral. In some Islamic societies, for
example, there are now move-
ments at work to abolish some
parts of the Sharia law, which are
deemed unnatural. Do you know
of any such movements, and how
doyouthinktheywould play out?
There are different voices like even
in Afghanistan now with the Tali-
ban taking over Afghanistan again.
There are, to some degree, voices
not necessarily to abolish some
parts of Sharia law but to reinter-
pret and reapply it at least. I think
that this is where we get into hazy
lines. The lines are not always so
clear but abolish is a very strong
word.

There’s also the whole debate over
ijtihad, how you can possibly rein-
terpret and reapply Sharia law in
new, different ways, etc. So, I think
that’s a part of the broader, more

complex conversations that can go
on.

So, we might say that some people
arelookingtoabolish particularin-
terpretations, and thatis related to
Sharia law, but that would remove
the question by one layer and cre-
ate amore complex layering of the
question. The abolishment would
not be of the Sharia law itself; it
would be of the interpretation of
the Sharia law and its application.
So, I think in that way, it's much
morecomplicated.

They would claim this is still Sha-
ria law, but it’s another version
of Sharia law. Or they might even
say, “This is the true version of
Sharialawin contrasttowhatwas
the outdated version of Sharia
law.”

Yes, exactly. We're back to the re-
former mindset. So, it's more com-
plex and complicated, I think, than
justall-or-nothing.

What do I think would play out? I
think it’s already played out many
timesinmanyways.I'mahistorian.
So, I never like to talk about the fu-
ture and predictit. We can’t predict
the future, especially as a historian.
Historians do notlike to even think
abouttryingtopredictthe future.
But based on the past, again, it's

very complicated. It's a scale, a
continuum fromthemostextreme
left — if you want to use the word
left — to the most extreme right.
And different people in all differ-
entplacesformednucleiofgroups.
These people have enoughin com-
mon that they can work together
foratleastthe time theyaretrying
to accomplish the purposes of re-
form, whatever they may be. That
always involves debate, tensions,
and conflicts to differing scales.
Sometimesit’sall-outrevolutions;
sometimes it's just ongoing dia-
logueatprograms,interviews, etc.
So,unless we talkabout maybe one
specificsocietyandits dynamics —
for example, about Iran, Saudi Ara-
bia, or even America with regard
to the anti-Sharia laws — then it
becomesaverybroad,complicated
question.

Sometimes this effortatre-inter-
pretation of Sharia law in a way
that it could accommodate mod-
ern values, or whatever it is they
are seeking to accommodate,
givesrise to really strange - if not
weird - combinations of Islam
and things that normally can’tbe
construed as Islamic. Do you find
such casestobelegitimate efforts
orabsurdones? Cantheyactually

be understood within the frame-
workyouarereferringto?

Well, this becomes a question of
epistemology atits most rudimen-
tary level. It concerns the source
of knowledge and the ideas of di-
vine revelation — like how you're
talkingaboutdivine law in relation
to natural law. And then we also
have common law and statutory
lawand positivelaw.

We canbreak down the conception
ofnaturallawasdivinelawintotwo
different categories. I'm speaking
very simplistically here. You can
have a faith in God and believe that
God reveals His will and His laws
to humanity. But the question be-
comes, “How does God reveal His
will and laws to humanity?” That's
thekeyquestion.

It's in the instrument. It’s in the
meansofGodrevealingHislaw. You
believe that God reveals His laws
through direct divine revelation
to prophets and Imams. And then,
these prophets and Imams tell us
what the proper interpretation is.
Then, some might argue that we
have to discern God’s real nature
through the natural, created world
and accept that the divine revela-
tion may not be perfectly under-
stood by human receptors and we
need checks and balances. So, they

become these different positions
in terms of how one proceeds this
whole process of God revealing His
willand Hislawtous.

I think that this is where the issue
lies more deeply. Because in the
eyesofthesepeople,theyarenotin-
terpreting divine revelation in the
strictest kind of prophetic sense,
where God talks to the prophet or
the Imam, and they speak the word
of God. They're seeing it in more
complicated terms. It allows for
greater kind of flexibility and lee-
wayintheinterpretations.

And you get into the debates over
how much thatthen becomes their
own wishes and desires and what
they wantthelawto say. Then, they
try to find a justification for attrib-
uting it to God, to divine sources
versus thiswholeidea of the divine
revelation.

So, are they natural or unnatural?
It depends upon your underlying
views of the divine revelation and
what is true and false in relation
to those kinds of issues. Does that
makesense?

Yes, that makes sense. It makes it
easier tounderstand why they’re
thinking the way they are think-
ing.

Good. I'm trying to understand



