Frequently Asked Quest10ns Councﬂ on Fore1 trons '
L Shari4 ogf'ls%} mie, daw

What is the Council on Foreign Relations? When and why was it formed?

The Council on Foreign Relations (CFR) is an independent, nonpartisan membership orgﬁnization think
tank, and publisher dedicated to being a resource for its members, government officials, business j
executives, journalists, educators and students, civic and religious leaders, and other interested citizens in
order to help them better understand the world and the foreign policy choices facing the United States
and other countries. Founded in 1921, CFR takes no institutional positions on matters of poliey.

Int1 oduction

Sharia, or Islaxmc law, mﬂuences the legal code in most Muslim countnes A movement to allow sharia to
. govern personal status law a set of regulatlons that pertain to marriage, divorce, inheritance, and custody, is
even e\pandmg into the West-"There are so many. varymg interpretations of what sharia actually means that

in some places it can be incorporated into political systems relatively easily," says Steven A. Cook, CFR senior

fellow for Middle Eastern studies. Sharia's influence on both per sonal status law and criminal law is highly

controversial, though. Some interpretations are used to justify cruel punishments such as amputanon and
stoning as well as unequal treatment of women in inheritance, dress, and independence. The debate is
growing as to whethel sharia can coexist with secularism, democracy or even modernity.
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‘"« Government under God. In those Muslim countries where Islam is the ofﬁcml 1ehg1on hsted in the

constitution, sharia is declared to be a source, or the source, of the laws. Examples 1nclude Saudi Arabia,
Kuwait, Bahrain, Yemen, and the United Arab Emirates, whele the governments derwe their legitimacy

- from Islam. In Pakistan, Egypt, Iran, and Iraq, among others, it is also forbidden to enact legislation that
is antithetical to Islam. Saudi Arabia employs one of the strictest interpretations of sharia. Women are not
allowed to drive, are under the guardianship of male relatives at all times, and must be completely

covered in public. Elsewhere, governments are much more lenient, as in the United Arab Emirates, where
aleohol is tolerated. Non-Muslims are not expected to obey sharia and in most countries, they are the
Junsdlctmn of special committees and adjunct courts under the control of the govemment

. Completely Secular. Muslim countrles where the government is declared to be secular i in the
constitution include Azerbaijan, Tajikistan, Chad, Somalia, and Senegal. Islamist parties run for office
occasionally in these countries and sharia often influences local customs. Popular Islamist groups are
often viewed asa threat by existing ‘governments. As in Azerbaijan in the 1990s, secularism is sometimes
upheld by severe government crackdowns on Islamist groups-and political partles Similar clashes have
occurred in kaey Under the suspicion that the majority party, the Islamist Justice and Development
Party, was trying to establish sharia, Turkey's chlef prosecutor pel Detmoned the constitutional court

Economist) in March 2008 to bar the party from pohtics altogethex ‘One of the politicians mdlcted
Prime Minister Recep Tayyip ‘Erdogan, told Newsweek, "Turkey has achieved what people said could -
never be '1ch1eved——a balance between Islam democracy, secularism and modernity. ' Secular Muslim
countries are a mnmnty, however, and the populamty of Islamist political parties are nar rowing the gap

between religion and state.



