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debating sharia  
Law, digitally
A siMple g�oog�le search for the word 
“sharia” illustrates the magnitude of the gap 
Harvard Law School (HLS) professor Inti-
sar A. Rabb wants to fill. Up top, there’s 
a 2,000-word overview from the Council 
on Foreign Relations, along with the usual 
Wikipedia link. But even on that first page 
of results, there’s also a far less neutral take 
from a Christian missionary website, and 
an alarmist article on sharia law in Dear-
born, Michigan, that on further investiga-
tion turns out to come from the satirical 
news site National Report.

More than a billion people globally 
live in countries that use legal systems 
grounded in part or in whole in sharia—de-
fined quite broadly as the “divine word of 
God”—and its interpretation by Muslim 
jurists, or fiqh. Yet it can be hard for both 
scholars and those outside academia, in-
cluding policymakers and journalists, to 
easily access reliable information about 
these legal traditions. As co-director of the 
Law School’s Islamic Legal Studies Pro-
gram (ILSP), Rabb has set out to change 
that. Her answer is SHARIASource, a web-
site that aims to serve as the go-to resource 
on Islamic legal issues by gathering basic 
information, primary and secondary sourc-
es, and scholarly debates on topics span-
ning dozens of countries and more than 
1,400 years of history. Though explicitly 
designed for easy public consumption, the 
site’s foundation will be in academic dis-
cussions, with a strong emphasis on con-
necting scholars from different disciplines 
to new sources and to each other. As a 
result, SHARIASource is part of a twenty-
first-century digitization revolution that 
will change not only how knowledge is 
collected, but also how it is created.

The idea for the project grew from an 
online resource for journalists that Rabb 
worked on as a fellow at HLS’s Berkman 
Center for Internet & Society from 2011 
to 2013. Expanding this vision was one of 
her major priorities when she joined the 
HLS faculty in January 2014 as the ILSP’s 
first permanent faculty director in nearly 
a decade (professor of law Kristen A. Stilt 
joined her as co-director in September). 
The rejuvenated ILSP is part of a wave of 
increased interest in international law 

across the American legal academy. 
(During the past decade, for ex-
ample, a curricular reform at HLS 
introduced a requirement in com-
parative or international law for all 
first-year students.) But inviting 
students and fellow scholars into 
conversations about Islamic legal 
traditions has been difficult, Rabb 
says: many people are unfamiliar 
with Islamic nations and their his-
tories in general, and there is no 
reliable, easily digestible reference 
source for Islamic law. She points 
to her own long career path—a J.D. 
at Yale, a Ph.D. at Princeton, and re-
search conducted in Egypt, Syria, 
and Iran. “It shouldn’t be that you 
have to have the specialized training 
to go into the archives just to say anything 
about Islamic law,” she says. “And it also 
shouldn’t be that we just don’t talk about 
Islamic law in law schools because we 
don’t have that training.”

The development of SHARIASource, 
whose beta version is set to launch later 
this year, fits what Rabb sees as the guid-
ing mission of ILSP: promoting research 
in, and providing resources for, the study 
of Islamic law. The site’s chief mandate is 
scholarly, says ILSP deputy director Rashid 
S. Alvi, a former corporate lawyer who 
joined the program in January 2014 to orga-
nize the launch of SHARIASource. “In the 
long run, academic approaches to a sub-
ject are the ones that are given the great-
est credibility,” he reflects. Though the site 
will, by virtue of credibility and accessibil-
ity, serve as a resource for journalists and 
others outside the academy, Rabb and Alvi 
agreed that they didn’t want “something 
that just put a Band-Aid on bad articles 
on Islamic law,” Alvi says. “I wanted to put 
something together that over 20 years, 50 
years, 100 years would pull together the 
best scholarship and thinking.”

The Models for the project are two sites 
that have become central to conversations 
about American law for insiders as well as 
observers. The first is Westlaw, an online 
legal research platform that includes ex-
haustive databases of case law, statutes, 
public records, and more. Making SHARIA- 
Source a similarly comprehensive database 
for Islamic law will provide critical access 
for those unable to travel to the few librar-
ies with extensive holdings on the subject. 

(Discussions are under way, in fact, about 
what books in Harvard’s collection could 
be scanned and uploaded to the site. For 
more on the changing digital landscape of 
libraries, see “Gutenberg 2.0,” May-June 
2010, page 36.) Rabb sees even more of a 
model in SCOTUSblog, which offers com-
mentary on the work of the U.S. Supreme 
Court. SHARIASource, she hopes, will simi-
larly serve as a forum for interpretation and 
a space for scholars to make sense of the 
connections they find among its sources. 
“The big catch,” Rabb acknowledges, is that, 
unlike the Supreme Court, Islamic law “is 
not one institution in one country.” She and 
Alvi have “Google-like aspirations” for the 
site’s content—a big project, “but that’s also 
part of the excitement of it.”

During the past year, ILSP has consulted 
with experts at the Berkman Center and 
the MIT Media Lab while building the 
SHARIASource site. The most concrete 
hurdle standing in the way of a launch is 
ensuring that a public, open-access site 
tasked with hosting sources from around 
the world respects copyright boundaries. 
Berkman’s Cyberlaw Clinic has already 
conducted an intellectual-property analy-
sis for the United States; the ILSP team is 
working with experts at Berkman as well 
as collaborators abroad on guidelines to 
analyze other countries’ systems.

The other serious challenge is creating 
systems to populate the site with sources 
and commentary—an essential part of 
fulfilling Rabb’s vision of an ever-growing 
marketplace of ideas. Though just a few 
hundred resources have been uploaded to 
the portal thus far, the beta site’s extensive 
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roadmap makes the scope of her ambitions 
clear. Documents can be sorted by type—
whether a primary source like a legal trea-
tise or fatwa (an advisory opinion), or a 
secondary source like a book review. Oth-
er menus array their contents by the typi-
cal topics taught in law schools (criminal 
law, property law, and so on), or by themes 
such as environmental law, apostasy and 
blasphemy, and legal pluralism. Users will 
also be able to search through the site’s 
expansive map of space and time, access-
ing material by contemporary regions and 
countries as well as by historical empires 
and eras, reaching back to the founding 
of Islam. So far, the beta site has collected 
sources in and translations from English, 
Arabic, Persian, and Bahasa Indonesia, 
with plans to expand to Turkish next.

“There was never going to be a way to 
cover all of that by having two people—
or even 10 people—sitting at Harvard,” 
says Alvi. “We realized early on that this 
was going to be a worldwide collabora-
tive project.” It will be crucial, he notes, 
to recruit contributors who align with 
the site’s academic, apolitical mission. Al-
ready, professors from Australian Catho-
lic University have agreed to take charge 
of developing content on Islamic law in 
Southeast Asia, including major Muslim 
countries like Indonesia, Malaysia, and 
Brunei.

What scholars could get in return for 
collaborating on SHARIASource high-
lights how new ways of cataloging knowl-
edge in the digital age will also create 
knowledge. The site is intended as a plat-

form for researchers to engage with 
their peers. Contributors will also be 
responsible for thoughtfully adding 
tags on subjects and themes to the 
database’s ever-growing network 
of sources from around the world 
in order to help fellow researchers 
make connections among different 
eras, regions, and areas of expertise. 
A tenth-century manuscript, pre-
sented as an original scan on one side 
of the screen and an English transla-
tion on the other, will live comfort-
ably alongside the latest decisions 
on blasphemy laws in Pakistan. For 
the first time, scholars will be able to 
make connections between sources 
of different types, eras, and geogra-
phies easily, says ILSP visiting fellow 
Meagan Froemming, who holds a 

master’s from Harvard’s Center for Middle 
Eastern Studies along with a law degree 
from New York University. As Alvi puts it, 
the first reactions of most professors who 
hear about the project has been: “Why 
wasn’t this around when I was writing my 
latest book?”

In another step to populate the site, Rabb 
is running the Digital Islamic Law Lab this 
spring, a class of 12 students who will each 
research four articles for SHARIASource. 
The students’ experiences speak to the po-
tential value of the online resource. Though 

few began the course as experts in Islamic 
law, they’ve made connections between the 
theoretical areas that interest them and the 
case studies they’ve found. One student, Rabb 
says, applied her background in contempo-
rary U.S. intellectual-property law to what 
she found in the nineteenth-century Ottoman 
law code. Bringing examples of Islamic law 
into larger debates in the legal academy is part 
of the site’s explicit goal, Rabb says. (Froem-
ming, for example, sees the site’s potential to 
connect her work on Afghani finance law to 
that of other researchers who are interested 
in the theories of law and development.) The 
platform aims to make Islamic law more ac-
cessible and, in turn, Rabb says, help promote 
“the study of Islamic law as law, rather than 
purely as religion.”

Above all, SHARIASource—like its 
model, SCOTUSblog—is explicitly de-
signed as a user-friendly place for policy-
makers, the journalists who cover them, 
and ordinary readers trying to make sense 
of what they find in the news each day. 
Right now, Rabb says, journalists may “do 
a Google search and find thousands of hits 
on any given topic of Islamic law, but have 
no idea what’s credible, what’s not.” Rabb 
hopes that SHARIASource—vested with 
the authority of a university, and with en-
tries from legal scholars explaining what’s 
happening “in plain English”—will be-
come a real, reliable search engine for such 
questions. vstephanie g�arlock

 
university news Briefs
Climate-change Currents
The Climate Change Solutions Fund—an-
nounced in April 2014 by President Drew 
Faust, and intended to channel $20 million 
into innovative research (see harvardmag.
com/climate-15)—has made its first seven 
grants, totaling $800,000, for projects rang-
ing from work on food waste (at the Law 
School) and coping with extreme heat 
events (Harvard T.H. Chan School of Pub-
lic Health) to work on energy and climate 
policy in China and India.

In mid March, Faust focused on climate 
issues during a capital-campaign “Your 
Harvard” event in Beijing; among the fac-
ulty members who appeared was professor 
of architectural technology Ali Malkawi, 
director of the Center for Green Build-
ings and Cities (described more fully at 

harvardmag.com/cities-15). Faust also 
spoke at Tsinghua University, where she 
highlighted academic partnerships, re-
search, and training, drawing on examples 
from Harvard-Tsinghua collaborations 
on air pollution, the atmosphere, and 
global warming (see harvardmag.com/cli-
mates-15).

On campus, Harvard’s environment 
center has organized a series of climate-
change events for the week of April 6-10, 
and the University convened an expert 
panel discussion on April 13 (see harvard-
mag.com/divest-15); both were scheduled 
to occur after this issue went to press. 
Separately, students campaigning for di-
vestment of Harvard’s investment in fossil 
fuels staged a sit-in at Massachusetts Hall 
in mid February, and alumni supporters 
promised a more comprehensive action 
there for “Harvard Heat Week,” sched-
uled for April 12-17. Among the support-
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