Legal Integration Of Islam: A Transatlantic
Comparison

A Cross-Atlantic Exploration of Legal Integration of Islam

Islam, one of the world's major religions, has followers across the globe. With the
growing Muslim diaspora in Western countries, the integration of Islamic
principles into the legal systems of these nations has become a topic of great
importance. In this article, we delve into a transatlantic comparison of the legal
integration of Islam, exploring the approaches taken by countries on both sides of

the Atlantic Ocean.

Understanding Legal Integration of Islam

The legal integration of Islam refers to the process of incorporating Islamic
principles and practices into the legal systems of non-Muslim majority countries.
This integration can take various forms, including the recognition of Islamic family
law, the accommodation of Islamic religious practices in public spaces, and the

establishment of Islamic finance regulations, among others.

The European Perspective

In Europe, countries such as France, Germany, and the United Kingdom have
been grappling with the legal integration of Islam for decades. France, known for
its strict secularism, has implemented a policy of "laicité," which aims to ensure
religious neutrality of the state. Consequently, Islamic practices often face
restrictions in public spaces, such as the ban on face-covering veils in certain

contexts.
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Germany, on the other hand, has taken a more accommodating approach
towards the legal integration of Islam. The country has recognized Islamic
religious holidays and allows Islamic religious classes in public schools.
Additionally, German courts have dealt with cases involving Islamic family law,
aiming to balance religious freedom with the principles of German constitutional

law.

In the United Kingdom, a common law jurisdiction, the legal integration of Islam
has primarily been driven by the principle of religious freedom. Islamic arbitration
tribunals, known as "sharia councils," have been established to address family
and civil matters within the framework of Islamic law. However, concerns have
been raised regarding the compatibility of such councils with gender equality and

human rights standards.

The American Perspective

In the United States, the legal integration of Islam occurs within the framework of
the First Amendment, which protects religious freedom. The country's legal
system allows Muslims to practice their faith freely and establish Islamic

institutions. However, debates often arise regarding the accommodation of
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Islamic practices in public spaces, such as the construction of mosques and the

wearing of religious attire in certain contexts.

One notable aspect of the American legal system is the prominence of religious
arbitration, which is applicable to various religious communities, including
Muslims. Islamic arbitration panels, following principles of Islamic law, can resolve
civil and family disputes if all parties agree to use this alternative dispute

resolution mechanism.

The Challenges and Controversies

The legal integration of Islam faces a myriad of challenges and controversies
across the Atlantic. One persistent concern is the potential clash between Islamic
principles and national legal frameworks, particularly regarding gender equality,
LGBTQ+ rights, and freedom of speech. Striking a balance between religious

freedom and national values can often be contentious.

Moreover, the perception of Islam by some segments of society can influence the
debates surrounding legal integration. Islamophobia, discrimination, and
stereotypes can hinder efforts to achieve a fair and inclusive legal framework that

respects both Islamic principles and the nation's democratic values.

As the Muslim population continues to grow in Western countries, the legal
integration of Islam remains a pressing issue. Understanding the approaches
taken by countries on both sides of the Atlantic can shed light on the complexities
and challenges surrounding this topic. Striving for a fair and inclusive legal
framework that respects the principles of Islam while upholding democratic values

is crucial for societal cohesion and harmony.
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Christian Joppke and John Torpey show how four liberal democracies—France,
Germany, Canada, and the U.S.—have responded to the challenge of integrating
Muslim populations. Demonstrating the centrality of the legal system to this
process, they argue that institutional barriers to integration are no greater on one

side of the Atlantic than the other.
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