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Some religiously-charged linguistic labels: Their regulatory functions and effects in
Islamic contexts

Muhammad-Reza Fakhr-Rohani (University of Qom, Qom)

And the food of those who have been vouchsafethtieveaforetime is lawful to you, and your food is
lawful to them The Holy Koran 5: 5

There are certain Islamic religiously-charged pssmin/prohibition terms which signal a spectrum of
permission to prohibition for doing or abandonimgnge practices. Some of them are as follows: halal
(permitted, lawful), haram (prohibited, unlawfulplfeady recorded in Shorter Oxford English
Dictionary, 8" ed. [2007]),wajib (obligatory, binding, mandatoryinakriz (reprehensible, detested,
hateful, undesirable), andustaab (recommended). These religious labels make samgdar those
who have conviction in them; otherwise, they majigate nothing whatsoever in the real world. Once
a mujtahid (expert in Twelver Shiite Islamic lawgathres an act, e.g., eating a meal prepared by a
Christian as "halal", it is permitted for hsuqallids(Twelver Shiite adherents in religious matters) to
practice it; otherwise, if the mujtahid regardsagt "haram"”, they are not permitted to do that aud,
their undertaking is tantamount to committing a ¥ifhile the labels "halal" and "haram" are Koranic
words, the rest seem to be those inferred frontstaenic legal literature.

Some basic questions that are introduced in tmgriboition are as follows: What is the prime rofe o
such permission/prohibition terms in Islamic lawha¥/could their linguistic-cum-religious effects be
on Muslim believers? What would happen in the lelig' real life if these injunctions are overlooked
whether inadvertently or on purpose? Is a belisveligious fate determined solely by observing the
meanings of these labels? Charged with strictligials overtones, these labels seem to have some
"regulatory function” in the religious community aie they are observed because they "shape" or
give a "new direction" to a form of behavior. Orabogy with the Searlean notion of "regulative rule"
provisionally devised here is the term "regulatéugction” which means that these labels seek to
"regulate” the religious behavior and/or practiogésthe believers according to the strict religious
injunctions, whether explicitly mentioned as suchthie Koran as well as in the "authentic and
practicable" hadiths, or they might simply be tlenjectures” of some mujtahid. Incorporation of
such concepts as "reward ", or "punishment” foryotgeor ignoring the effects of these labels make
these "linguistic labels” sound more "symbolic'thiex than "real". Linguistically, it seems thatalsi
makes a "linguistic game" with these "concepts"ethiar to coax or to intimidate its believers, not
only for preventing them from going astray but also helping them to choose the "Straight Path"
(The Holy Koran 1: 6). Viewed from a speech-actspective, these terms seem to simultaneously
fulfill the roles of assertives (for expressionabbelief), directives (the desire of the law-giveihd
declaratives (making changes in the world). At $hene time, on a par with speech-act verbs, these
Islamic religiously-charged linguistic labels coaido be regarded as "religiously regulatory terms"
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