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Framed as sites upon which family law matters are resolved according to Muslim family law Shariah Councils have developed frameworks that are characterized by specific cultural and religious norms and values. This paper explores the relationship and conflicts between state law, human rights and religious personal law in resolving matrimonial disputes and questions whether this form of Muslim family justice leads to justice ‘under the shadow of law’ for Muslim women. 

The paper begins with an overview of how Shariah Councils have evolved within the wider context of human rights, multiculturalism and social change within minority ethnic/religious groups in Britain. It then draws upon fieldwork data with 5 Shariah Councils to explore the process of dispute resolution and the demands for communal autonomy and the creation of ‘self- disciplinary communities’ in the context of family law. It is clear that this process is by no means uncomplicated and gives rise to an interesting set of cultural and religious practices, overlapping with state law and at times in conflict.  What becomes clear however is the centrality of gender relations in Muslim family justice and how this frames the terms of the discussion upon which the matrimonial dispute is resolved.  The final part of the paper draws upon interview data with British Muslim women to consider whether their participation in such a privatized from of dispute resolution undermines their ‘equality before the law’ and ‘common citizenship’.  
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