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Introduction
Charlene Tan

Muslims have always placed a high premium on education. Islamic education
through the teaching and learning of the Qur’an can be traced back to the Prophet
Muhammad’s time. Subsequently, informal religious instruction took place in
sites such as mosques, palaces and homes of learned people, culminating in
organized schools and universities in the eleventh century. Education conceived
of in Islamic terms seeks to provide a sense of spirituality derived from one’s
own Islamic traditions, while at the same time empowering students to reflect,
inquire and collaborate with others (Anderson, Tan & Suleiman, 2011). Islamic
educational institutions have evolved, adapted and transformed themselves
in response to changing needs, circumstances and times. The result today is a
tapestry of Islamic educational institutions across regions, each with its own
origin, trajectory and stories of aspirations, success and struggles (for useful
readings on the history and characteristics of Islamic education, see Bah, 1998;
Janin, 2005; Makdisi, 1981; and Shalaby, 1979).

Islam and Islamic traditions
The rich diversity within Islamic education should not surprise us, considering
that Islam is not just a religious system but also a cultural system. The two senses
are, of course, not mutually exclusive although they emphasize different aspects
of the faith. The former underscores Islam as fundamentally comprising shared
foundational doctrines held by Muslims; the very word ‘Islam’ comes from the
Arabic word al-Islam that means ‘surrender’ as well as the peace that issues from
one’s surrender to God (Nasr, 2002). Islam as a cultural system, on the other
hand, stresses the practical applications of Islam through different kinds of
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social groupings such as tariqah (ways of life) and ahl (people, relations) (Alatas,
2005). Islam encompasses complex networks of cognitive and behavioural
dispositions that are political, religious, moral, epistemological and aesthetic in
nature (Hanan, 2005). It is ‘always in flux, and is therefore placed in a historical
and social context’ (Tibi, 2009, p. 7).
The ‘historical and social context’ of Islam, as highlighted by Tibi, naturally
gives rise to multiple Islamic traditions. Not to be confused with the sunnah
(normative practice of the Prophet Muhammad) or hadith (report on the sayings
and deeds of the Prophet Muhammad), an Islamic tradition is a social process of
constructing and transmitting shared meanings for a community of Muslims in
a locality (Tan, 2011). As a tradition, Islam ‘consists essentially of discourses that
seek to instruct practitioners regarding the correct form and purpose of a given
practice that, precisely because it is established, has a history’ (Asad, 1986, p. 14;
also see Zaman, 2002). The discourses are (re)constructed through the dynamic
interactions between the text (sacred writings) and context (formal, non-formal
and informal education). That ‘tradition’ and ‘transmission’ are etymologically
related is highlighted by Nasr (1989) who points out that the word ‘tradition’
implies the oral and written transference of knowledge, practices, techniques,
laws and other related forms.
There are three key characteristics of an Islamic tradition. First, an Islamic
tradition is composed of not just religious beliefs but also political, social and
cultural values, beliefs, logics, assumptions and practices that are crucial for
the identity formation of its members. An adherence to a tradition entails that
members share a common set of core beliefs that both define and is defined
by that tradition. The core beliefs include concepts such as ‘knowledge’,
‘modernization’, ‘rationality, ‘critical thinking’, ‘evidence’ and ‘autonomy’ that
are understood and acquired within the context of a specific tradition. It follows
that there is no unitary Islamic tradition, but a plurality of Islamic traditions
among Muslims.
Secondly, while a community with an effective programme of enculturation
is likely to nurture members who are bonded by a set of common beliefs, not
every member of an Islamic tradition holds the same beliefs, or holds them to
the same degree of commitment. Such variations among members are due to
the disparate ways in which they subscribe to their control beliefs (Tan, 2011;
Wolterstorff, 1984). A control belief, as the name implies, controls what goes
into our belief system and how we look at everything – ourselves, others and
the world. Control beliefs inform and are informed by a person’s thought
process, logic, observation and experience, thereby forming the basis of one’s
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worldview through which one perceives, interprets and constructs the world
and its meanings. As psychologically strong beliefs, control beliefs are cherished
as integral to a person’s life and personal identity; they are embraced without
question and most resistant to change. The dominance of control beliefs, however,
does not mean that they are unchanging and unchangeable. Although difficult
to achieve, such beliefs may be challenged, modified and even rejected when
confronted with other beliefs, especially those antagonistic to one’s tradition.
Adherence to an Islamic tradition entails that members of a Muslim community
hold on to the same set of control beliefs that belongs to their tradition, albeit
to different degrees, due to contingent factors such as one’s family profile and
upbringing, educational background and a myriad of life experiences.
Thirdly, an Islamic tradition is not static and unchanging. Rather, it is
constituted and reconstituted through the ongoing interaction between the
present and the past. Asad (1986) avers that the discourses in a tradition ‘relate
conceptually to a past (when the practice was instituted, and from which the
knowledge of its point and proper performance has been transmitted) and a future
(how the point of that practice can best be secured in the short or long term, or
why it should be modified or abandoned), through a present (how it is linked to
other practices, institutions, and social conditions)’ (p. 14, italics in the original).
A tradition is also constantly defined and redefined through external exchanges
and conflicts; these changes are initiated by critics and enemies outside the
tradition, and/or arise from internal conflicts among fellow believers. Through
the influence of the past and present as well as external and internal conflicts,
the control beliefs belonging to the tradition are strengthened, weakened, added
or replaced, thereby challenging and modifying the fundamental agreements of
the tradition through time.

Reform in Islamic education, globalization and
social imaginaries
Contributing towards the evolving nature of Islamic traditions is reform in
Islamic education. The concept of reform is not new in Islam. The word ‘reform’
is implied in the terms tajdid and islah that are found in the Qur’an, hadiths and
contemporary Islamic literature. As explained by Ramadan (2009):
The verb root of this noun [tajdid] can be found in a famous hadith of the
Prophet: ‘God will send this [Muslim] community, every hundred years,
someone/some people who will renew [yujaddidu] its religion.’ . . . This is also
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the meaning of the concept of ‘islah’ that appears several times in the Qur’an
and in some Prophetic tradition (ahadith); it conveys the idea of improving,
purifying, reconciling, repairing, and reforming. This is the meaning the
prophet Shu’ayb conveys to his people when he says in the Qur’an: ‘I do not
desire, in opposition to you, to do that which I forbid you to do. I desire nothing
but reform [betterment, purification] (al-Islah) as far as I am able.’ . . . It can be
understood, then, that the two notions of tajdid and islah convey the same idea
of reform and are at the same time complementary since the former primarily
(but not exclusively) refers to the relationship to texts, while the latter mainly
has to do with reforming the human, spiritual, social, or political context.
(pp. 12–13, italics in the original)

Muslims have been reviewing, improving and renewing Islamic education for
many centuries. Their reforms of religious educational systems and institutions
are underpinned by two distinctive ideas: that the acquisition of knowledge is
both a lifelong pursuit and a religious duty for Muslims, and that there must
be a correlation between knowledge and action for the welfare of the Muslim
community and humanity in general (Anderson et al., 2011). Although reform
in Islamic education is not a new phenomenon, it reached a turning point
during the second half of the nineteenth century amidst European colonization
and the concomitant decline of Muslim societies. The Ottomans, by signing
the Treaty of Carlowitz (1699) that ended sixteen years of hostilities between
the Ottoman Empire and the Holy League (Austria, Poland, Venice and
Russia), admitted defeat to Western powers and quickened the pace of Western
colonialism over many Muslim countries (Janin, 2005; also see Hodgson, 1993
and Ruthven, 2006). Whether in India (under the British), Indonesia and in the
Malaysian archipelago (under the Dutch), the Caucasus and Turkestan (under
the Russians), or the Maghreb (France), most Muslim countries subsequently
came under direct or indirect colonial rule.
Not only did colonialism challenge the status of Islam in Muslim countries,
it also imposed on these countries two major changes that had far-reaching
repercussions. The first was the introduction of secular laws that were supported
by foreign state apparatuses, modes of administration, law and social institutions.
Arguing that one of the most damaging aspects of European colonialism was the
deliberated deterioration of indigenous cultural norms, Cook (1999) maintains
that secularism, ‘with its veneration of human reason over divine revelation
and precepts of the separation of mosque and state, is anathema to the Islamic
doctrine of tawhid (oneness), where all aspects of life whether spiritual or
temporal are consolidated into a harmonious whole’ (p. 340).
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The second major and related change was the introduction of ‘modern’
Western-type education. Such an education was marked by the promotion of
the language of the colonial powers (such as English, French or Dutch), limited
enrolment of a select number of locals at European schools, and dual nature of
the colonial school system. In concert with the promotion of secularism, secular
education was introduced where it aimed principally at the development of the
rational life of every individual, premised on a form of reality that is restricted to
sensual experience, scientific procedure or processes of logic (Halstead, 1995).
The impact of colonialism was that Islamic education was sidelined, relegated
to private education and left to the management of Muslim organizations and
individuals.
In response to the onslaught of colonialism and marginalization of Islamic
education, Muslims reacted in various ways. Broadly speaking, the Muslims
tended towards either being ‘traditionalist’ or ‘reformist’, with variations in
between, depending on their views (control beliefs) on the place of academic
subjects vis-à-vis religious subjects in the Islamic education curriculum (Sikand,
2005; Tan, 2009). The ‘traditionalists’ either resisted any attempt to introduce
‘modern’ academic subjects in the Islamic schools, or allowed limited learning
of these subjects with priority given to religious subjects. Some traditionalists
argued that knowledge of elementary English, basic mathematical problems and
basic social sciences were helpful for the madrasa students to function in the
modern world but such learning should neither threaten nor dilute the religious
character of the madrasas (Sikand, 2005). On the other hand, ‘reformists’
believed that madrasas should be ‘modernized’ through the learning of academic
subjects within an Islamic framework so that the graduates, whether as future
religious leaders or professionals holding secular jobs, could be empowered
with the wherewithal to provide answers to modern questions and challenges
in a globalized world. Various reforms were proposed and implemented by
prominent reformers such as Jamaluddin al-Afghani and Muhammad Abduh in
Egypt, Sayyid Ahmad Khan and Shah Waliyullah in India, and Mahmud Yunus
and Sheikh Tahir Jalaluddin in the Malay Archipelago.
The impact of secularism continued after colonialism where Muslim leaders
of the newly independent countries – themselves beneficiaries of secular and
modern education – sought to reform and modernize their countries along the
lines of Western development paradigms (Cook, 1999). Such an attempt naturally
led to uneven developments and different degrees of success across Muslim
countries. Take the examples of Iran and Turkey: while both countries attempted
to secularize their states and education systems, the progress in Iran was cut
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short by the Iranian revolution that reinstalled Islamic influence in education
whereas Turkey experienced a gradual restoration of Islam in education after
Ataturk’s modernizing efforts in the 1920s (Daun, Arjmand & Walford, 2004).
But what is common in many postcolonial Muslim countries is the perpetuation
of ‘educational dualism’: two parallel systems of education in operation –
Islamic and secular – that uphold mutually exclusive and possibly contradictory
educational philosophies and practices (Hashim, 1996).
Muslims’ current endeavours to reform Islamic educational institutions take
place against the backdrop of globalization. In simple terms, globalization may
be understood as the rapid acceleration of cross-border flows of capital, goods,
services, people and ideas that shifts many former national concerns to the world
geopolitical stage (Green, 2007; Moten, 2005). Some major effects of globalization
include internationalization, denationalization of economies, weakening of the
nation state and the commodification of education (Gopinathan, 2007; Green,
1997, 2007; Ohmae, 1995). It is important to note that globalization is not a
simple process of secular transformation that is totalizing, homogeneous, stable,
universal and transcendental. Rather, the specific interpretations, manifestations
and effects of globalization vary with locality, depending on globalization’s
interplay with situated socio-cultural elements such as local histories, politics,
cultures, relationships, logics, ethics and circumstances (Collier & Ong, 2005;
Tan, 2012). Consequently, globalization not only brings positive changes
and solutions to a locality, but also challenges, anxieties, tensions, dilemmas,
resistance and conflicts.
To further understand the nature and impact of globalization, it is helpful to
see it through the lens of a global assemblage – a collection of ideas and practices
that arise from the interplay between a global form and situated socio-cultural
elements. A ‘global form’ is a phenomenon that is broadly encompassing,
abstractable, mobile and dynamic, moving across diverse social and cultural
situations and spheres of life (Collier & Ong, 2005, p. 11). An example of a global
form is reform in religious educational institutions – the theme of this book. A
global assemblage is the site where global forms are articulated or territorialized
in specific situations; it is characterized by interactions, tensions, contestations,
cooperation, change and transformation between the global form and situated
elements, as well as among the situated elements. Playing crucial roles in a
global assemblage are the ‘assemblers’ – various stakeholders who orchestrate
or attempt to orchestrate, their ideas, tactics and practices to further their own
agendas. In the context of reforms in Islamic education, we can expect a global
assemblage comprising multiple assemblers from one or more Islamic traditions,
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with varied and competing control beliefs, interpretations, perspectives, logics,
ethics and responses. In other words, the multiple assemblers bring with them
their own social imaginaries, which are ‘the ways in which people imagine their
social existence, how they fit together with others, how things go on between
them and their fellows, the expectations that are normally met, and the deeper
normative notions and images that underlie these expectations’ (Taylor, 2004,
p. 23, as cited in Rizvi, 2011, p. 229). The construction and preservation of a
social imaginary depend ultimately on the control beliefs that the proponents of
the social imaginary subscribe to, since such beliefs determine and shape one’s
worldview in life. The promotion of a particular social imaginary is therefore an
attempt to introduce and propagate a specific set of control beliefs to others.
A dominant social imaginary in the contemporary discourse is one that casts
Islamic education as problematic and antithetical to ‘Western’ notions of progress,
modernization, inclusion and global integration (Rizvi, 2011). Arguably, such a
social imaginary is undergirded by the control belief of a ‘clash of civilization’
worldview that sees the world in absolutist and binary terms (Huntington, 1996).
Evidence of the existence of such a social imaginary was the frequent negative
portrayal of Islamic schools in the mass media; there were widely publicized
reports of madrasas being hotbeds of ‘extremist’ or ‘jihadist’ teachings and
terrorist acts, as well as frenetic efforts by (often secular) governments to control
and transform these schools. Even when reports were published about ‘good’
reforms being carried out in Islamic educational institutions, they invariably
focused on these measures as arising from the reactions of Muslims to external
pressures and expectations, rather than actions initiated, contested or negotiated
by and among the Muslims as change agents. Overall, there is a prevailing
perception of Islamic educational institutions as ‘violent’, ‘dangerous’, ‘outdated’,
‘reactive’ and ‘retrogressive’, among other pejorative descriptions. Perpetuating
this unbalanced reporting of Islamic education is the limited empirical data on
reforms in Islamic educational institutions, resulting in a dearth of evidencebased research on that topic.
This book was conceptualized as a project to provide more informed and
balanced discussions on reforms in Islamic education. The chapters in this volume
collectively challenge the social imaginary that essentializes and stereotypes
Islam, Islamic tradition and Islamic education. That Islam is a cultural system
situated within specific traditions should caution us against homogenizing
Islamic education. There is a need to acknowledge and interrogate the varied and
competing articulations of reforms in Islamic education that are initiated and
contested by various stakeholders (both Muslims and non-Muslims). Accordingly,

9781441101341_Int_Final_txt_print.indd 7

1/22/2014 1:10:24 PM

8

Reforms in Islamic Education

the essays in this book critically discuss the various reforms in Islamic education
and the social imaginaries that underpin these reforms. Written by a team of
international scholars, earlier versions of most of the essays were presented at
an international conference held at the University of Cambridge in 2011, jointly
organized by the Prince Alwaleed Bin Talal Centre of Islamic Studies (University
of Cambridge) and the Prince Alwaleed Bin Talal Centre for the Study of Islam
in the Contemporary World (University of Edinburgh).

Outline of chapters
This volume comprises 12 case studies of reforms in Islamic education from
Muslim-majority and Muslim-minority countries. Each case study covers the
following three areas:
l

l

l

provides a case study of reforms in Islamic education by situating it within a
country’s historical, political and socio-cultural developments and context;
explores key issues, contributions and challenges that arise from the reforms
in Islamic education in the case study and
offers implications and recommendations to policymakers, educators and
practitioners on reforms in Islamic education.

The case studies variously and jointly raise and address the following pertinent
questions on reforms in Islamic education:
l

l

l

Educational aim: Should Islamic education exist solely or primarily to
train Islamic scholars and teachers, or should it have the (added) mission
of preparing Muslims to become professionals in the modern world?
What should be the Islamic discourse that underpins the educational
aims of Islamic educational institutions? How should Islamic educational
institutions and their leaders respond to globalization and modernization?
Models of Islamic education: Should Islamic educational institutions be staterun or privately owned? State-funded or self-funded? Mixed or gendersegregated? Specialized or comprehensive? Islam-centric or multicultural?
Curriculum: What subjects should be included in the curriculum for Islamic
educational institutions? How should Islamic education be taught? Should
it be taught in an Islamic school where Islamic subjects are given equal or
more curriculum time compared to non-Islamic (‘secular’) subjects, or
should it be taught as a stand-alone subject in a secular school?
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Pedagogy: How should teaching be carried out? What is the place for critical,
creative, innovative and other higher-order thinking? What teaching
materials and resources are needed to support the teaching approach?
Assessment: How should learning be assessed? Who should determine and
control the assessment systems and modes? Should the assessment structure
and requirements of private Islamic educational institutions be integrated
into those of the state educational institutions, and if so, how?

This book is divided into three parts: Historical Perspectives of Islamic
Education; Aims and Models of Islamic Education; and Curriculum and
Pedagogy of Islamic Education. An underlying theme that runs through all
the chapters is the (re)construction and interplay of social imaginaries (and
their control beliefs) created by and for Muslims and/or non-Muslims. An array
of aims, models, curricula, pedagogies and assessments of Islamic education
are variously privileged or criticized, depending on how the stakeholders in
their respective Islamic traditions perceive their social existence, as well as the
expressions, relationships, expectations and ramifications that underlie their
perceptions.
The first part, Historical Perspectives of Islamic Education, takes the
readers back to nineteenth-century Egypt and twentieth-century Morocco
respectively. Both chapters allude to the competing social imaginaries put
forward by Muslims on the issue of reforms in Islamic education. Indira Falk
Gesink explains how the Muslim reformers and the Muslim conservatives in
Egypt clashed over the reform of the world famous al-Azhar madrasa. Their
disagreements did not just concern educational questions such as whether
‘modern’ subjects such as science and mathematics should be included in
the curriculum, but also involved deeper theological questions such as the
interpretation and application of ijtihad (independent legal reasoning). As
we shall see in subsequent chapters, Muslims in many parts of the world
today continue to debate over these complex issues in Islamic education (e.g.
see Chapters 5 and 9).
Echoing the reality of multiple and discordant voices of Muslims in Egypt
was the situation in twentieth-century Morocco, where shifting social alliances
directly affected the strength of the ruling regime. Ann Wainscott explores
the changing significance of both Muslims and non-Muslims in influencing
the reforms in Islamic education, such as the sultan, religious scholars, the
French Protectorate administration and political parties. By discussing the
four periods of consequential reform, namely under the protectorate, the years

9781441101341_Int_Final_txt_print.indd 9

1/22/2014 1:10:24 PM

10

Reforms in Islamic Education

immediately following independence, the 1970s, and the first decade of the
twenty-first century, she highlights the diverse ways in which different agents
envisaged and negotiated reforms in Islamic education.
The next part on the Aims and Models of Islamic Education brings readers back
to the twenty-first century, with five case studies. The part begins with reforms
in Islamic education in Indonesia, the largest Muslim country in the world.
Azyumardi Azra presents a social imaginary held by the Indonesian Muslims
as one that is progressive and open to plurality and innovation, both within
and outside the Islamic faith. What is interesting in the Indonesian context is
the rise of a Muslim middle class who support a vision of Islamic education
that integrates education in science and technology with Islamic tradition
and practices. The social imaginary that posits compatibility between Islam,
modernization and inclusion is revisited and elaborated upon in Chapters 8
and 10.
While Indonesia is an example of Muslims embracing a social imaginary
that is aligned with globalization and modernization, Afghanistan offers a
contrasting picture of a country that is attempting to adopt and promote such
an imaginary. The Ministry of Education (MoE) in Afghanistan endeavours
to reform madrasa education by developing human capital based on Islamic
principles, national and international commitments, and respect for human
rights. Yahia evaluates the current reform in madrasa education by arguing that a
series of contradictions exists at both policy-making and policy-implementation
levels that stems from insufficient communication, mutual understanding and
consultation between policy makers, legislators and politicians at various levels.
The complexity and contentious nature of reforms in Afghanistan are
reiterated in the case study of Pakistan. Misbahur Rehman critiques the
dominant approaches to reforms in Pakistan for overemphasizing the economic
factor, where secular subjects are added to the madrasa curriculum to prepare
madrasa graduates for the job market. This regrettably results in the neglect
of the socio-religious needs of these institutions and provokes resistance from
the ‘ulama. Rehman further discusses the alternative reform suggestions of
two prominent Pakistani ‘ulama, Muhammad Yousuf Banuri (1908–77) and
Muhammad Taqi Usmani (b. 1943). Rather than replacing religious studies
with ‘secular’ studies, both scholars advocate the teaching and learning of social
sciences and ‘modern’ subjects within an Islamic framework.
Moving from the aims to the models of Islamic education, the last two
chapters in this part focus on private Islamic educational institutions in Turkey
and Thailand respectively. Nagihan Haliloğlu examines Akademistanbul, an
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alternative and private establishment of higher learning in Istanbul, which
notably accepts only female students, supports the wearing of headscarves by
the students (prohibited in the state schools), and offers both Islamic studies
and non-Islamic courses. Based on a content analysis of the curriculum of
Akademistanbul as well as interviews with the students and faculty, she highlights
the value of alternative establishments such as Akademistanbul in ensuring that
education is available to all sections of society.
In the same vein, Srawut Aree spotlights on the role played by a private
Islamic school, Santichon Islamic School, for the Muslim minority in Thailand.
Aree delineates the common problems faced by Islamic private schools in the
country, such as being unable to prepare their students adequately to compete in
the job market and gain entrance into university, facing very limited operating
budget from the government, and suffering from low quality of instruction. He
explains how Santichon Islamic School is a model of success for Islamic education
through its leadership, school organizational structure and administration,
curriculum, instructional strategies, teacher development and collaboration with
the community. In both Islamic educational institutions in Turkey and Thailand,
we see a segment of Muslims who actively construct and promote alternative
systems and social imaginaries in accordance with their religious convictions
rather than merely accepting the models privileged by the state.
The last part comprises five chapters on the Curriculum and Pedagogy
of Islamic Education. The part begins with Charlene Tan and Hairon Salleh
presenting their research findings on curriculum reform in a madrasa in
Singapore. The curriculum reform measures include adopting the MoE’s syllabi
for academic subjects such as Mathematics and Science, choosing English as
the medium of instruction for religious subjects, and introducing more studentcentred pedagogies. Tan and Salleh conclude that the madrasa succeeded in its
reforms primarily because its leaders take steps to align the educational aims of
the madrasa with the priorities of Singaporean Muslims living in a modern and
global society under a secular state.
The next essay shifts the focus to the method and practice of teaching where
Rosnani Hashim argues that the prevailing pedagogy of Islamic education suffers
from some major shortcomings. She underlines issues such as an overemphasis
on preparing students for public exams and the tendency for moral prescription
instead of moral reflection, reasoning, feeling and action. By drawing upon her
lesson observations in Malaysian classrooms, Hashim advocates the adoption
of a transformative ‘hikmah’ pedagogy that could awaken Muslim minds and
souls.
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The next two chapters centre on the curriculum for Muslim minorities in
European contexts. Christopher Bagley and Nader Al-Refai examine the teaching
of citizenship education (CE) in five Muslim schools and five state schools in
Northern England. They investigate the contrasting methods of delivering CE in
Muslim schools and state schools, and the role of Muslim schools in preparing
their students as citizens in British society. Their research findings show that the
teaching of Islam for the Muslim students fosters the social image of a ‘good’
citizen who is principally law-abiding, kind, helpful, tolerant and respectful of
other cultures and religions.
The next chapter on Sweden focuses on Islamic Religious Education (IRE)
where Jenny Berglund explores the different interpretations of Islam that have
informed IRE-teacher opinions about whether or not – or in what form – music
and/or song should be used in the classroom. Based on fieldwork and interviews
conducted in nine Muslim schools in Sweden, Berglund critically discusses the
diverse sources and understandings of the use of music within Islamic traditions,
thereby alluding to multiple social imaginaries at work.
The last chapter explores the issue of teaching materials for Islamic education
where Maryam Serajiantehrani analyses the content and approach used in
literature for the teaching of Islamic values to children in Iran. Based on her field
study on a population of 140 children in Tehran, Serajiantehrani highlights the
potential of print and electronic literature for Islamic education in today’s world.
Overall, all the chapters affirm the need to understand and critique reforms
in Islamic educational institutions within broad historical, political and
socio-cultural contexts. By exploring the cooperation, negotiations, tensions,
contestations and resistance between Muslims and non-Muslims, and among
Muslims, in relation to the reforms, this volume attests to the complex, diverse
and dynamic nature of Islamic education across space and time.
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Islamic Educational Reform in
Nineteenth-Century Egypt:
Lessons for the Present
Indira Falk Gesink

Introduction
Nineteenth-century Egypt seethed with debates on the content of education.
As one Egyptian remarked, ‘the whole nation was occupied with it’ (Amin,
1979, p. 195). There were two primary venues of formal education in Egypt: the
kuttab and the madrasa. The kuttab served the function of a primary school by
providing instruction in formal Arabic literacy, via memorization of the Qur’an
and mapping of the memorized verses to the printed page. Promising students
could advance to the madrasa to study more complex texts, for example, in
grammar, and subsequently progress to the study of theology, law or theoretical
sciences. Primary school instruction was fairly widespread, with small kuttabs
in rural mosques and urban neighbourhoods. There were also small madrasas
in the larger village centres, with more prestigious madrasas in larger urban
centres, notably Cairo, Alexandria and Tanta.
An institution of mortmain trusts called waqf provided a means by which
wealthy patrons could withhold income or taxes from their properties and
dedicate the withheld revenues to charity. All the religious schools depended
on revenues from the waqf endowments. The Ottoman governor from 1805
to 1848, Muhammad ‘Ali, created a school system to educate officers for his
new centralized military and his factories, and centralized state control over
thousands of waqfs. Egyptian historians document the consequent decline of
religious schools, as new government priorities shifted funding to new schools
and let hundreds of rural madrasas fall into disrepair. These historians depict a
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religious school system in serious decline, in which many smaller rural madrasas
were abandoned, and methods of instruction decayed into rote memorization
of half-understood fragments (al-Jabarti, 1820, vol. 3, pp. 349, 153, 199–201;
Marsot, 1972, p. 158). ‘Ulama (religious scholars) and students from rural areas
flooded the larger urban madrasas such as al-Azhar in Cairo. After 1854, many
men sought asylum from conscription for the Crimean war by temporarily
entering school. The huge increase in students overburdened the administrative
structures of the urban madrasas, created a student housing crisis and sanitary
nightmare and threatened to undermine the personal relationships that
characterized instruction (Ener, 2003, pp. 35, 150 n. 4; Gesink, 2009, pp. 41–2;
Heyworth-Dunne, 1968, pp. 293, 314, 397–8; Mitchell, 1991, p. 85; Mubarak,
1887/1983, pp. 40–1; Toledano, 1990, pp. 181–7, 197–9, 210, 217). The situation
attracted the attention of prominent bureaucrats and reform-minded ‘ulama.
These reformers suggested three major areas of change: (1) ‘adding’ science,
mathematics and hygiene to the curriculum of Arabic language and fiqh
(jurisprudence); (2) replacing taqlid (following precedent) with a curriculum
based on ijtihad (independent legal judgment) and (3) replacing the halqa
system – in which students sat with a shaykh (in this context, a teacher) and
discussed his interpretation of a text until the shaykh was satisfied the student
was competent to interpret the text for others – with European-style textbooks
and examinations. Outspoken conservative ‘ulama and religious nationalists
opposed these reforms; they raised very realistic concerns about the future impact
of the proposed reforms, but in so doing, were unfairly labelled as obstacles to
change in the history of Egyptian educational reform. That said, their opposition
helped to produce compromise visions of modern Islamic education that offer
important lessons for the present.

The reformers’ narrative
The first recorded sally into reform of Islamic education in Egypt was that of
Shaykh Hasan al-‘Attar, at the time of his leadership over al-Azhar Madrasa in
1828–30. Al-Azhar was the second-oldest institution for higher learning in the
Arab-Islamic world, and the only institution to offer instruction in all four Sunni
legal traditions (Maliki, Hanbali, Hanafi and Shafi‘i). Although al-Azhar had
suffered the loss of some waqf revenues during Muhammad ‘Ali’s centralization
process, its prestige and size, as well as its large number of prominent scholars,
had insulated it to some extent. However, as the smaller institutions closed, al-
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Azhar’s student population swelled, and that sudden growth caused problems
(Gesink, 2009).
Al-Azhar had also housed the scholars that served as de facto rulers of Egypt
during the Napoleonic occupation from 1798–1801, which had a profound
impact on some of its scholars. Shaykh al-‘Attar served as Arabic instructor to
the French scholars with Napoleon’s forces in Egypt, and from them absorbed
the conviction of Western superiority in the scientific method. He developed
a scholarly interest in medicine and travelled to Syria, Albania and Anatolia
to study contemporary science. In 1814, shortly after his return to Egypt, he
wrote a treatise praising the empirical study of human anatomy through
dissection of corpses, as it was then being practised in Istanbul and in Europe.
The majority of the ‘ulama of Cairo at that time opposed dissection as a means
of studying anatomy, and subsequently wrote fatwas (juristic opinions) for the
governor Muhammad ‘Ali against teaching dissection in his military’s School of
Medicine. Shaykh al-‘Attar immediately wrote a fatwa stating that dissection was
permitted, and later commented that he felt oppressed by the narrowness of his
colleagues’ interests; he said they no longer read books on engineering, biology,
military applications, or on controversial theological arguments or non-Muslim
scriptures. In al-‘Attar’s opinion, the ‘ulama had become mere transmitters of
information and commentators on the texts of others; they had ceased to be
inquisitive and creative (as cited in al-Sa‘idi, 1951, pp. 19–21).
Hasan al-‘Attar taught a second generation of reformers, chief of whom
was Shaykh Rifa‘a al-Tahtawi. Shaykh al-‘Attar nominated al-Tahtawi
to serve as imam to a group of students who were being sent to Paris to
learn mathematics, contemporary sciences, geography, European history
and political philosophy; al-Tahtawi subsequently spent five years in Paris
studying with his charges. Shaykh al-Tahtawi’s (1834/1993) book, Takhlis
al-Ibriz fi Talkhis Bariz praised the French model of education, as it was
efficient and relied on textbooks specifically written for each stage of
learning, with clear and simple prose for beginners. He also stated that
the sciences undergirding France’s power in the world had been developed
originally in Egypt, although Egyptian scholars no longer pursued them.
He recommended that the ‘ulama revive the study of natural sciences,
mathematics, medicine and electrical engineering (al-Tahtawi, 1834/1993,
pp. 260–7, 373–5, 377, 379, 391–2).
Another second-generation reformer was ‘Ali Mubarak, a technocrat.
Like al-‘Attar and al-Tahtawi, Mubarak’s vision of education was profoundly
influenced by his own experience with the French – he studied engineering in
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Paris from 1844–9. Mubarak viewed religious education in Egypt with utter
disdain: ‘They teach books there’, he wrote, ‘not knowledge’ (Amin, 1979,
p. 195). At that time, madrasa education involved students (literally, ‘seekers’)
sitting in a half-circle (halqa) around a shaykh who was a recognized expert
on a particular subject or group of texts. The shaykh would read a text with the
students, explaining its grammatical points and its possible interpretations,
and the students would copy the text and make their own annotations,
gradually gaining expertise both in the subject matter of the text and in Arabic
grammar. At the end point of this process, the shaykh would confer an ijaza,
or permit, upon the students who mastered the text and its explication, and
the student would then be permitted to teach that text to others. The shaykh’s
expertise was similarly gained by sitting with another recognized expert, and
that expert from another expert, ideally forming an unbroken chain going
back to the text’s author. In this way, the author’s intended meaning could
be preserved, protecting readers from misinterpretations of the unvowelized
Arabic text. This style of education is conventionally known as the halqa,
named after the seating habits of the students, and is inherited from the
transmission of hadith reports. Hadith transmission had to involve continuous
transmission by credible transmitters, or the credibility of the hadith report
could be jeopardized (Gesink, 2009, pp. 17–19; Mitchell, 1991, pp. 142–54).
Mubarak (1887/1983) criticized both this style of education and the texts
chosen, claiming that the students spent more time trying to understand the
complexities of grammatical constructions than mastering content. They also
relied too much on memorization, believing in man hafiza al-mutun haza alfunun: ‘He who memorises the texts possesses the arts’ (pp. 26–8), and that
memorization would automatically confer understanding. Mubarak also
claimed that the ‘ulama deliberately ignored history, geography, mathematics
and philosophy, and accused those who taught those subjects of unbelief.
Moreover, due to the rapid increase of students at the large madrasas, it was
impossible to know who was studying at a madrasa, as there was no formal
record of admission, attendance or completion of study. Furthermore, the
masses of students crowded into the loggias and adjoining housing complexes
created a sanitary nightmare (Mitchell, 1991, p. 67; Mubarak, 1887/1983,
pp. 26–7, 29, 31–2, 37, 40–1).
Mubarak advocated replacing the halqa with a new efficient
administrative structure based on the utilitarian model, then popular in
France and England, with formal registration and examination procedures
(Mitchell, 1991, pp. 69–87). Both he and al-Tahtawi argued for new texts
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written in a clear and easily understandable prose style whose meaning
would be apparent and would not require a shaykh’s interpretation. Of
course, Mubarak also wanted the madrasa to teach contemporary sciences
(Mitchell, 1991, pp. 80–2). In 1872, al-Azhar’s leadership adopted some of
these recommendations and imposed a formal curriculum (grammar, logic,
rhetoric, Qur’anic exegesis), hadith (reports about the life of the Prophet
(S), his sayings, and the early community), usul al-din (sources of religious
belief, theology and jurisprudence) and formal examination procedures,
something al-Azhar had never had (Mashru‘ Lajnat Islah, 1910, p. 4).
An even more influential vector of reform was the effort to infuse religious
education with a new spirit of critical inquiry. Shaykh Rifa‘a al-Tahtawi offered
the opening volley in this respect. According to al-Tahtawi, religious education
in particular suffered from unwillingness to depart from traditional instructional
methods and conventional subject matters. This he blamed on taqlid and ittiba‘,
principles of legal reasoning that denoted a legal scholar’s practice of following
precedent in juristic opinions (fatwas) and in the adjudication of court cases.
Al-Tahtawi believed that the practice of following precedent had infiltrated
the spirit of religious education, stifled creative thought, created a canon of
acceptable subjects for study and prevented inquiry into divergent theological
positions. Al-Tahtawi thus redefined taqlid as a mindset or worldview, not just a
legal practice (Gesink, 2009, pp. 62–71).
To break out of this mindset, al-Tahtawi recommended the revival of
ijtihad, the derivation of legal opinions and judgments by independent
informed reasoning. Ijtihad had arisen in early Islamic history as a means to
deal with novel legal questions, the answers to which could not be found in
the Qur’an or hadith. Throughout the first century of Islam, ijtihad simply
meant the informed opinion of a jurist. However, as jurists could reach
contradictory conclusions even using the same evidence, widespread use of
ijtihad began to undermine the rule of law. To ensure that similar crimes
received similar punishments, the legal schools of Sunni Islam (madhhab)
began to require that their lower-ranked jurists follow precedent, that is,
taqlid. By the 1300s, some jurists had begun to claim that only scholars
of the very highest degree of learning could perform ijtihad, and even so,
there were no existing jurists left of sufficiently high degree. Claims that
the ‘gate of ijtihad’ was closed were rhetorical, employed defensively against
competing theological positions or the state (Binder, 1964, pp. 143–4; Fadel,
1995, 1996, p. 196; Fareed, 1996, pp. 30–1; Hallaq, 1984, 1986, 1997, pp. 153–
6; Spevack, 2008; Vogel, 1993, p. 399; Wiederhold, 1996). Al-Tahtawi pointed
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out that the practice of ijtihad had in fact never ceased; his contemporaries
who claimed it had were thus exposed as toadies of tradition. He believed
that students of religion should be trained in ijtihad and be able to engage
in independent re-examination of the Qur’an and hadith. Only then could
Muslims respond to the challenges of Europe and meet the demands of an
increasingly technicalized society (al-Tahtawi, 1870). Hence, al-Tahtawi
elevated ijtihad into a mechanism for creating social change.
Another promoter of ijtihad arrived in Egypt in 1869: Sayyid Jamal al-Din
al-Afghani. Al-Afghani represented another vector of European influence, this
time not from France, but from Britain via India. In India, British Protestant
missionaries, most notably John Wilson, promoted the idea that the truth of a
religion can be found in its original scriptures (as opposed to community practice,
legal tradition, ritual or oral tradition), and that this truth would not be subject to
multiple interpretations. Naturally, these missionaries were also convinced that
comparative study of religious scriptures would prove the ultimate superiority of
Christianity. Indian reformers adopted the Protestant missionaries’ assumptions
about the primacy of original scripture while ignoring the missionaries’
underlying agenda. This produced a split in the Parsi community in Bombay
(Ringer, 2011) and influenced Muslim reformers like Jamal al-Din al-Afghani.
In the Indian Islamic reformist community, the influence of the missionaries
fused with periodic calls by Muslim reformers for revived ijtihad, and produced
a conviction that not only would the revival of ijtihad introduce a new spirit of
inquiry into Islamic education – but also that examination of the Qur’an and
hadith would ultimately result in a single true understanding of Islam. Hence,
ijtihad would heal the divisions in the Islamic community that weakened it and
allowed the Europeans to overpower it.
In his treatise Radd i-Naichiriyya, al-Afghani (n.d.) explicitly advocated
following a Protestant European model of reform. He attributed the ‘freeing’
of European minds ‘from the malady of ignorance and stupidity’ (al-Afghani,
n.d., pp. 176–7) to the Protestant demand to ‘investigate the sources’ of belief
(al-Afghani, n.d., p. 177), which led the Europeans to study science and thence
to military dominance. He ridiculed the ‘closure’ of the ‘gate of ijtihad’, arguing
that the Qur’an demanded believers seek evidence for their beliefs and reject the
undiscerning following of traditions. Moreover, he also stated that ijtihad did
not have to be something only high-ranking jurists were capable of performing.
God had given the Qur’an in Arabic, the language of the people, because He
intended ordinary people to be able to understand it. Hence, anyone who was
sane, knew Arabic, and had a reasonable degree of familiarity with basic sources
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of jurisprudence should be able to interpret the Qur’an for themselves. Thus, the
goal of religious education should be to produce scholars with such a level of
competency. The newly trained jurists would not rely on others’ interpretations,
unlike their predecessors, whose ‘minds [were] prevented from performing any
rational function at all’ and who were incapable of distinguishing good from evil
or elevating their countrymen from their wretchedness (al-Afghani, n.d., vol. 1,
pp. 176–7).
Al-Afghani argued that the halqa system perpetuated reliance on taqlid.
He said students no longer read the primary texts of their religion; they read
commentaries on the texts, or commentaries on commentaries, and so did not
learn to form their own interpretations. They became incapable of thinking
critically (Kaloti, 1974, pp. 82–92).
This line of attack was carried on by one of al-Afghani’s students, Shaykh
Muhammad ‘Abduh, who eventually became the chief jurisconsult of Egypt
and arguably the most influential reformer of his time. ‘Abduh worked tirelessly
for educational and judicial reform in Egypt, throughout the constitutionalist
‘Urabi Revolt of 1881, his consequent exile in Paris and the British occupation.
‘Abduh returned to al-Azhar after his exile, but his willingness to work with
the British administrators ensured that the ‘ulama would never fully accept
him. However, as a journalist and state-appointed mufti, ‘Abduh spread alAfghani’s and al-Tahtawi’s visions of reform to yet another generation of
reformers and nationalists, whose global influence affected the subsequent
histories of Syria, Palestine and India (Alyan, 1990, pp. 1373–4; Commins,
1990, pp. 62, 109; Sedgwick, 2010, pp. 120–3). The Khedive ‘Abbas Hilmi II,
hereditary viceroy of Egypt under the Ottomans, appointed ‘Abduh to lead
a new ‘Administrative Council’ for al-Azhar, apparently hoping that reform
of religious education would give him a platform from which to combat
the British administration that denied him power in secular venues (Rida,
1908, p. 427; al-Sa‘idi, 1951, p. 39; Shafiq, 1934–6, vol. 2, part 1, pp. 52–6).
‘Abduh set an agenda for reforming all religious education in Egypt. ‘Abduh’s
argument was consistent throughout his career: religious education had
to teach ijtihad through critical examination of the primary sources of the
religion, and it had to include mathematics, the sciences and comparative
history as a vehicle for a well-rounded understanding of the implications of
juristic judgments (‘Abduh, 1980). Prominent journalists, such as ‘Abdullah
Nadim, ‘Ali Yusuf, editor of the daily newspaper al-Mu’ayyad, and Muhammad
Rashid Rida of al-Manar took up the call for widening of the curriculum to
include sciences, using primary texts rather than commentaries, and above
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all encouraging the use of critical faculties so that scholars could break free
from past interpretations.

Conservatives’ caveats
In the late 1870s and 1880s, conservative ‘ulama and religious nationalists
started to dismantle the reformers’ arguments. In response to a plea by ‘Ali
Yusuf in the journal al-Adab to revive scientific education at al-Azhar, readers
wrote in to protest that the sciences were too interesting and that students would
become fascinated by them and gradually abandon the religious subjects, or
that the sciences attributed events to natural causes rather than the will of God
and studying them would thus lead students down a slippery slope to a denial
of God’s omnipotent unity (shirk) (Yusuf, 1889). Another newspaper article
pointed out that madrasas were typically funded by waqf endowments with
specific conditions attached, and that the conditions stipulated the students
would be taught religious subjects. When the madrasa was the only venue for
higher education, the ‘ulama taught some non-religious subjects. However,
with the emergence of secular colleges, the teaching of secular subjects at the
madrasa might contravene the stipulations of the endowments (al-Tuwayrani,
1895). An Azhar shaykh, Muhammad al-Safti (1895), wrote to protest that
despite the style of education embraced at the madrasa, Egypt was not, as the
reformers claimed, bereft of science; neither was it a stranger to prosperity
and civilization. Al-Safti, who administered some of the student housing,
remained convinced that the only reforms needed were those that would raise
‘ulama salaries and assist students in an orderly progress from elementary
to more advanced studies (Muhammad al-Safti, 1895, pp. 267–71). Another
Azhar shaykh, Muhammad al-Hifni al-Mahdi (1895), pointed out that modern
education was increasingly specialized. If one diluted the religious curriculum
with other studies, the students would only penetrate the peripheries. Juristic
expertise required specialized training. Al-Mahdi traced the function of the
‘ulama back to the early Islamic community, in which their duty had been
to preserve and transmit hadith. They were fulfilling an obligatory religious
duty on behalf of the community (fard kifaya), a duty that many could not
fulfil. Thus, their training must remain rigorous and promote deep knowledge
rather than superficiality. Instead of science, al-Mahdi promoted a vision of
reform that grounded religious education in an ethical vision of society (1895,
pp. 206–8).
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The conservative Maliki mufti, Muhammad ‘Ilish, went so far as to pen a
fatwa against student educational missions overseas.
It is decreed in the shari‘a (the Islamic legal tradition) of Islam that travel to the
land of the enemy for commerce is a discredit to the Testament of Faith, and
improper conduct, to say nothing of settling down in it or seeking knowledge in
it. And . . . that the branches of knowledge that are to be sought are those having
to do with shari‘a and their tools, subjects related to Arabic language. More than
that should not be sought, but rather should be avoided. It is known that the
Christians learn nothing at all of the shari‘a subjects or their tools, and that most
of their sciences derive from weaving, weighing, and cupping. These are among
the lowest trades among the Muslims . . . (al-Zayyat, 1950, p. 171)

To ‘Ilish, Europe was the enemy, and their applied sciences (as demonstrated
during the French occupation) were not relevant to the needs of a religious
scholar. Implicitly, this meant teaching ijtihad was unnecessary: if the state of
sciences in Europe was inferior to that in the realms of Islam, then Western
sciences were not the key to advancing Islamic societies, and there was no need
for the revival of ijtihad.
Furthermore, ‘Ilish argued that ijtihad required not only the highest level of
juristic expertise but also a spiritual connection to God akin to that experienced
by saints. If an insufficiently trained jurist or student were to interpret the Qur’an
or hadith on his own, he could easily make mistakes and mislead people. ‘Ilish
cited a fatwa by ‘Abd al-Wahhab al-Sha‘rani (d. 1565), which said,
You asked if it is incumbent upon someone who is incapable of studying the
sources to be restricted to [the rulings of] a specific legal school (madhhab).
The answer is ‘Yes’, that is incumbent upon him so he does not lead himself and
others into error. (‘Ilish, 1882/1958, p. 104)

In other words, students and jurists had to follow the precedents established
within their legal schools – they had to follow taqlid. ‘Ilish perceived what was at
stake: if students were allowed to depart from precedent, or if they challenged the
conventional methodologies for interpretation, it could potentially invalidate the
majority of accepted juridical rulings. This would threaten the rule of law in all
Islamic societies. People accused of the same crime could get different sentences;
petitioners with legal questions would get vastly different answers about what
to do or believe (Hallaq, 1997, pp. 207–9). ‘Ilish was careful to distinguish –
as al-Afghani did not – between taqlid as defined in the Qur’an and taqlid as
practised by jurists. The kind of taqlid forbidden by the Qur’an was ‘following
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what one’s forefathers and shaykhs and so forth did’ (‘Ilish, 1882/1958, p. 66);
juridical taqlid was a mechanism that prevented jurists from following ‘whims’
and ‘worldly objectives’ (‘Ilish, 1882/1958, pp. 66–7) in preparing their fatwas
and adjudicating court cases (Gesink, 2009, p. 103; Hallaq, 1997, pp. 207–9;
‘Ilish, 1882/1958, pp. 66–7).
Shaykh ‘Ilish was not the only one to point out the flaws in the reformers’
somewhat idealistic redefinition of ijtihad. In 1900–1, the journal al-Manar
published a series of dialogues between a ‘reformist youth’ and a shaykh who
defended taqlid. The reformist argued consistently that the Islamic community
suffered from disunity and corruption of belief resulting from disagreements
over minor points of theology and legal practice. The demand that all jurists
practise taqlid of their legal schools merely reinforced these disagreements.
This taqlid was the moral equivalent of the taqlid banned in the Qur’an; it made
people incapable of independent thought and subtly undermined their belief,
hence weakening their commitment to the faith and to one another. The solution
was to teach ijtihad – independent interpretation of the Qur’an informed by the
practices of the salaf, the first generation of Muslims. This ijtihad could be done
by anyone educated in the Arabic language. Echoing the ideas of al-Afghani,
the reformer claimed that this re-examination of the sources would unify the
community (Rida, 1900–1, Dialogues 2, 4–7, 9). The defender of taqlid was
horrified. He believed the revival of ijtihad would not lead to greater unity in
the community; people would not all reach the same conclusions after reading
the Qur’an on their own. Instead, this open approach to legal interpretation
would splinter the community and confuse lay believers, leading to ‘religious
anarchy’ and destroying the public’s trust in the rule of law (Rida, 1901, Dialogue
6, pp. 169–215). The defender concluded: ‘What I think of this hell-spawned
reform is that there will be chaos on the earth and a great corruption’ (Rida,
1901, Dialogue 7, pp. 369–70).
Rida would later clarify that he, and his mentor Muhammad ‘Abduh, did not
mean to say that all Arabic speakers could perform ijtihad on the same level
as a trained jurist. They intended people to use ijtihad with a limited scope –
to clarify their personal beliefs. However, Rida offered this clarification only in
retrospect, years after conservative opponents pointed out that lay ijtihad would
undermine the rule of law (Rida, 1905, p. 294). Furthermore, many people today
accept lay ijtihad as a tool to circumvent or undermine state authority (Gesink,
2003, pp. 730–3).
Ultimately, in 1908, the reformers went too far. They convinced the state to
mandate changes to the entire edifice of religious education in Egypt (Gesink,
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2009, pp. 211–12). The Ottoman governor, Khedive ‘Abbas Hilmi II, dedicated
LE 10,000 to the reform of al-Azhar. The imposed reforms were based on models
followed in secular civil schools, and, most importantly, the teaching shaykhs
were not consulted. Education was to be divided into three levels: elementary,
secondary and higher education. Students were to spend four years studying at
each level, assuming they could pass mandatory end-of-year examinations in the
compulsory subject areas: Arabic, mathematics and religious sciences. Electives
would be offered in applied subjects, such as composition, preaching and the
court system. Instructors would be given bonuses if they could teach electives
like geography and hygiene. There would be a school inspector to enforce the
new rules. Committees of ‘ulama were to examine the students immediately
to place them in appropriate levels (‘al-La’iha al-Dakhiliyya’ in Mashru‘ Lajnat
Islah, 1910; al-Mu’ayyad, 1908, March).
Protests began even before the reforms were implemented. Shaykhs wrote to
newspapers, commenting that the new bureaucratic system was too impersonal;
the one-to-one transmission of knowledge in the halqa system encouraged
an element of spiritual connectedness between student and shaykh and the
original producers of the texts – and that connectedness would be lost. The
new curriculum was too secular and was designed to edge religious scholars
into obscurity. Instructors would have to submit to the indignity of having their
competence examined (‘Enan, 1958; al-Mu’ayyad, 1908 January, p. 2). The state
launched a journalistic campaign to depict opponents of reform as ‘reactionaries’
and their concerns as ‘a result of the ancient ‘ulama having decided to close the
gate of ijtihad in the faces of the Muslims’ (al-Qadim wa al-hadith, 1908; Shafiq,
1934–6, vol. 2, part 2, p. 138).
After implementation, the complaints escalated. Administrators wrote the
questions for examinations without ensuring the questions matched what
was actually being taught. Azhar shaykhs therefore found themselves with
the modern dilemma of teaching to prepare students for a bureaucratically
designed test that did not match their teaching objectives. One year was
insufficient to learn complicated texts; the old halqa system had allowed
shaykhs to ‘graduate’ students whenever they achieved competency. Shaykhs
lost the flexibility to choose what texts they would teach. Worse, students
found themselves facing examinations in courses they had not taken,
and for which teachers had not yet been appointed. First-year students
complained that the shaykhs were ignoring the reform and teaching only
grammar and jurisprudence, out of the 11 subjects they were supposed to
teach. An instructor of hygiene told students he could not understand the
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terminology used in the textbook, such as ‘microbes’, ‘infectious diseases’
and ‘muscles’. Some shaykhs were deemed unqualified to teach the new
curriculum and were dismissed, while others had their pay reduced. To
minimize protest, all administrative posts within al-Azhar – which were
previously decided by internal elections – were converted to government
appointments (al-Mu’ayyad, 1908, 26 November, 2 December, 27 December;
1909, 7 January).
In January 1909, students’ discontent reached its peak. Small-scale marches
swelled into massive demonstrations. Law students joined the Azharis,
and slogans for educational reform merged with nationalist demands for
independence, until Cairo became a seething mass of student protests. Al-Azhar
shut down and threatened all students with dismissal and a loss of stipends if
they did not cease demonstrations. The state-appointed head shaykh, Hasuna
al-Nawawi, resigned in recognition of his failure (al-Mu’ayyad, 1909, January
and February).
As a result of this failure, Azharis selected a new head shaykh from among
the opponents of the 1908 reform law: Shaykh Salim al-Bishri. Although the
reformers depicted al-Bishri’s actions as opposition to reform, he presided over a
fascinating period of compromise in which reformers and critics worked together
in committees to negotiate a vision of reform that both sides could accept. These
compromises included many suggestions students submitted in letters to the
newspapers during the demonstrations. The compromise kept examinations, a
formal curriculum and scientific subjects, but preserved elements of the halqa
system and created a special corps of distinguished ‘ulama. Each member of the
corps would hold lectures three times a week in the area of his specialty, and these
lectures would be – as halqas had been in the past – open to the public. The lecturer
would engage the audience in close analysis of a text and would teach through
repartee with the audience members. Later, people recalled that these lectures
attracted large public audiences. Furthermore, a new level of specialization was
added after the ‘higher’ level; students could study an additional four years in
the traditional fashion of the halqa and earn a ‘certificate of specialization’ in
one of the six traditional religious subjects. This certificate, equivalent to the old
ijaza, would qualify a graduate to teach at al-Azhar. Therefore, the highest levels
of education retained personal transmission of knowledge. This compromise
paired breadth of knowledge across subject fields with depth of knowledge in a
particular aspect of religious studies (Gesink, 2009, pp. 225–7; Mashru‘ Lajnat
Islah, 1910, pp. 36–9; al-Sa‘idi, 1951, pp. 88–9).
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Most importantly, by the end of these debates, even the leading conservative
religious scholars acknowledged that the gate of ijtihad should remain open
(al-Musawi, 1983, pp. 35, 126–7, 129, 315). This is contrary to the twentiethcentury reformers’ narrative of the reform movement, which continued to
depict conservatives as opposed to ijtihad (al-Mu’ayyad, 1908, 9 January; Rida,
1353 AH; al-Sa‘idi, 1951). In the long-term debate over the content of religious
education in Egypt, the reformers won.

Lessons for contemporary Islamic education
The nineteenth-century debates over Islamic education at al-Azhar offer some
interesting points to consider. First, the reformers created a binary opposition
between scientific subjects and religious subjects, arguing that the former had
been neglected and that this had led to the decline of Islamic societies relative
to the West. The conservatives clarified that theoretical sciences had always
been taught at madrasas, which had been universities in a true sense – the locus
of higher education in all subjects. Therefore, there was historical precedent
for a religious education conducted with awareness of contemporary science
and mathematics. However, the conservatives also made the point that the
institution’s purpose should come first in determining the curriculum. If the
point was to train generally educated members of contemporary society, then the
curriculum could balance religious studies with studies in applied skills, history
and literature, and contemporary natural and social sciences. If the point was to
train jurists, however, then the curriculum should provide in-depth training in
the sources and interpretative methods of jurisprudence, with the teaching of
history and science to provide a context for educated interpretation and judicial
practice.
The second point that this debate brings up concerns teaching methodology.
One of the critical elements of Islamic education in the premodern period was
the person-to-person transmission of knowledge within the halqa. It involved
the student in the chain of transmission, acknowledging the human role in
preservation of knowledge and conventional interpretation. It did not coerce
students to learn, as does the threat of examination, but rather enticed them
through dialogue. According to philosopher of language H. P. Grice (1957),
oral communication as used in person-to-person instruction depends on the
mutual participation of speaker and listener. The speaker intends to induce a
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belief in the listener and needs the listener to recognize that intent. The meaning
of the speaker’s words or behaviour is therefore contingent upon the listener’s
participation – in other words, meaning is in the control of the listener. Thus,
in any conversation, the speaker and listener are engaged in an implicit but
continuously renewed contract of mutual recognition (Grice, 1957, pp. 377–
88). In the halqa system, this contract levels the power imbalance between
teacher and student because the teacher loses status when the students cease to
acknowledge his intent. The students are not coerced by a formal curriculum to
attend a specific shaykh’s classes, or to continue attending classes. Incompetent
teachers who cannot maintain the contract with their students do not retain
those students, and no examination or financial pressure coerces the students to
remain. Also, students progress according to ability rather than arbitrary fouryear advancement schemes. In other words, the halqa system empowered both
teacher and student in a non-coercive educational atmosphere. These debates
outline some of the problems with switching to the bureaucratically administered
curriculum and advancement scheme, and suggest a way to retain the flavour of
the authentically Islamic pedagogical style.
The final point the debate raises is the role of ijtihad in Islamic education.
The reformers won the debate on this issue: they dominated the rising Arabic
journalism, and the next generation of scholars and political activists spread the
idea that lay Muslims should be capable of some independent interpretation of the
Qur’an and hadith, if only to solidify individual belief. This permitted believers
to interpret Qur’an verses without reference to any contextual information that
might explain why verses had historically been interpreted in certain ways. As
such, the Qur’an has been made a victim of politically motivated interpretations,
creating new political divisions within the Muslim community – precisely the
outcome that the defenders of taqlid warned against. This transition to lay ijtihad
in matters of individual belief was part of a general process by which the skills
of the Muslim scholar-jurist were devalued in the cultural markets of the early
twentieth century, but the conservative defence was not primarily a defence of
their own authority. Conservatives defended communal unity and the rule of
law (Gesink, 2009), which are equally important to the international community
of Muslims today.
One solution for Muslim educators is to teach contextual interpretation: how
to read an individual verse within the context of surrounding verses, how to
use biographies such as that of Ibn Ishaq to provide historical context, how to
critically evaluate hadith and their soundness, and how to judge the dicta of
historical jurists within their particular cultural and political markets. Essential
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to this is teaching how interpretations of scripture change over time in different
contexts. I do not mean to say that there is, as the reformers believed, a single
truth that students will naturally find if they are taught correctly. The straight
path of Islam can be travelled in different ways. Rather, I suggest that the quest
for truth and the scholarly struggle for discernment are essential to the spirit of
Islamic education.
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Monarchical Autonomy and Societal
Transformation: Twentieth-Century
Reforms to Islamic Education in Morocco
Ann Wainscott

Introduction
Analyses of Moroccan politics tend to emphasize the central role of the
monarchy in political and economic activities, but a closer look at the actual
negotiation of policy over time provides a more varied view of state power. This
paper analyses reforms to Islamic education in Morocco from the time of the
protectorate through the first decade of the twenty-first century. By identifying
the actors responsible for major reforms, as well as the social groups with whom
they compromised, a more nuanced account of the shifting social alliances
that underpin the strength of the ruling regime is depicted. In particular, the
chapter assesses the changing significance of the sultan and monarchy, religious
scholars or ‘ulama, the French protectorate, university students, political parties,
parents, and the Ministry of Education (MoE). In order to provide context to the
reforms that began in the 1930s, the chapter begins with a description of Islamic
education in the early years of the protectorate. It then discusses four periods of
consequential reform: under the protectorate, the years immediately following
independence, the 1970s, and the twenty-first century. Although this chapter is
focused on the reform of Islamic education, I also address the Arabization of the
school curriculum from the period of the 1970s, as conflicts over Arabization
share similar dynamics and empirical implications with reforms to Islamic
education.
It is particularly useful to examine conflicts over Islamic education when
assessing state–society relations in Morocco because the monarchy claims both
political and religious legitimacy. Conflicts over the Islamic education curriculum
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are a part of larger debate about the nature of Moroccan Islam and consequently
Moroccan citizenship. Specifically, debates over the question of who should
decide these issues reveal how authority is perceived and internalized in the
kingdom. If the monarchy decides on these matters, it suggests that its authority
on religious matters is unquestioned and it is autonomous from society. When
groups must be placated, the conflict can be examined to identify the coalition
on whom the monarchy depended in order to draw conclusions about the
most influential social groups at any particular point in time. In this chapter, I
demonstrate that while the coalition of actors with whom the monarchy must
negotiate is constantly shifting, it acts in concert with significant social groups
rather than independently.

Background: Islamic education prior
to the French protectorate
Prior to the major reforms that occurred in the 1930s, the system of Islamic
education at the elementary, secondary and university levels remained relatively
stable for at least a century.1 Under this system, young boys begin to attend
a local msid2 or zawiya3 for religious instruction around the age of 7. This
building was maintained by the local community, and was usually used for other
purposes such as prayer. Over the next six to eight years, the student’s goal was
to memorize the Qur’an. At some institutions, he would also begin learning to
read and write, but the primary goal of education during this period was the
recitation of the Qur’an. There was no curriculum, or no choices to be made
about one. All students studied the same material, but differed in terms of how
much they had memorized. Students of different age ranges were all taught
together. Under the French protectorate, instituted in 1912, the Moroccan sultan
maintained control of some policy areas, including traditional Islamic education,
while the French colonial administration took control of other areas. Although
the sultan technically had jurisdiction over religious instruction, in practice,
his authority did not extend into the classroom. Rather, institutions of religious
education were largely autonomous prior to and during the protectorate. This
is in direct contrast to French policies in Algeria, where, beginning in 1830, the
French systematically undermined the traditional educational structure in order
to replace it with a system of colonial schools (Segalla, 2009, p. 24).
Dale Eickelman’s (1985) Knowledge and Power in Morocco: The Education
of a Twentieth-Century Notable depicts one man’s experience of higher

9781441101341_Cha02_Final_txt_print.indd 36

1/22/2014 1:10:08 PM

Monarchical Autonomy and Societal Transformation

37

Islamic education during this period.4 After years spent in rural primary and
intermediate Islamic education programmes in a msid and a zawiya, the subject
of the biography, Hajj ‘Abdar-Rahman Mansuri, moved to Marrakesh to attend
Yusufiya mosque-university. The education system he experienced there was
fluid but not informal. He lived in a madrasa, or student dorm, like many rural
students at the time. As his brother had purchased a room at the madrasa during
his years as a student at Yusufiya, Mansuri had no problems securing housing.
He then began approaching his brother’s former teachers. Although they paid
relatively little attention to him, it is through contact with these teachers that
Mansuri developed an understanding of the social context of the university. He
soon realized who the most studious students were, and he invited one of them
to live with him. This roommate provided someone with whom to discuss the
ideas that he encountered at Yusufiya.
Such a roommate was a necessity because the style of instruction at this time
involved little or no interaction between students and teachers. Mansuri sat in
lesson circles with various religious scholars approximately four times per day.
At a halqa or lesson circle, a varying number of students and local community
members, generally between ten and thirty people, would gather to hear a man
of learning discuss a particular text. A student or reader recited the day’s text. The
teacher occasionally interrupted him in order to make a point. Apart from the
reader, there was very little contact between teachers and students. Some students
would ask their teachers questions as they walked to and from the mosque, but
only discreetly, as they feared appearing to question their instructors.
Each halqa met five times weekly on a particular subject, at a relatively fixed
time of day. Multiple lesson circles were held simultaneously, and lesson circles
could be attended during the day and at night. More standard lessons were given
during the day at the Yusufiya, while reformist teachers or sheikhs gave lesson
circles at night at neighbouring mosques and zawiyas. The rhythm of daily
prayers determined the timing of lesson circles. There were two before lunch: one
beginning around 8 a.m. after fajr (dawn) prayer, and another at midmorning.
After midday prayers (zuhr),a third set of lesson circles began, and the fourth set
was held after midafternoon prayers (‘asr).
There was no formal enrolment at the university, so students were free to come
and go as they pleased. They also attended whichever lesson circles they chose.
It was thus up to the student to determine who was the most well known or
respected of the teachers and attend his lectures. As local community members
were free to attend, there was incentive for the sheikhs to be conservative in
their lectures. Current events, or the relevance of texts to the current political

9781441101341_Cha02_Final_txt_print.indd 37

1/22/2014 1:10:08 PM

38

Reforms in Islamic Education

situation were never discussed during daytime lesson circles, and only rarely in
the evenings.
The life of Mansuri paints a picture of the fluidity and rigour of higher
Islamic education. A student was engaged in prayer, memorization or lesson
circles from before sunrise to well into the night. They were expected to gain
an understanding of the material, as well as the ability to assess the strengths of
other Islamic scholars, leading to strong but informal networks between men of
learning. While this description is specific to the Yusufiya mosque-university in
Marrakesh, it is also a fairly accurate portrait of Islamic learning at Qarawiyyin
mosque-university in Fez. However, at the Qarawiyyin, nationalist ideology
steadily gained support among the Fassi ‘ulama and was more frequently invoked
in lesson circles than at the Yusufiya.
The Islamic education curriculum at the beginning of the twentieth century
focused on the memorization of sacred and grammar texts. A mastery of Arabic
grammar was seen as an essential component of a proper Islamic education.
Prior to attending Yusufiya, Mansuri’s curriculum included the Qur’an and
two grammar texts: the Ajarumiya by Abu ‘Abd Allah Sidi Muhammad ibn
Da’ud as-Sanhaji, also known as ‘Ibn Ajarrum’ (d. 1234), and the Alfiya of Ibn
Malik (d. 1274). In addition to memorizing these texts, he also worked on the
jurisprudence text of Ibn ‘Asim (d.1426), Tuhfat al-Hukkam, as well as the most
significant Maliki text, Khalil ibn Ishaq’s (d. 1378) Mukhtasar. It is worth noting
that prior to his entrance to the mosque-university, he focused exclusively on
the memorization of texts; it was not until entering the Yusufiya that Mansuri
learned the meaning of those texts. At the Yusufiya, Mansuri continued studying
the above texts during daytime lessons, but instead of just memorizing them,
he listened to a scholar provide a commentary on them. Less traditional texts
were taught after sundown; these included Ibn Abi Zayd’s (d. 996) Risala and the
Maqamat of al-Hariri. As a result of the influence of reformist sheikhs, Mansuri
also was exposed to other subjects including ‘Qur’anic exegesis, theology, history,
and classical poetry and literature (adab)’ (Eickelman, 1985, p. 97).

Protectorate reforms
Islamic higher education was not greatly altered by the protectorate until the
1930s. This is not to say that the French did not try to reform Islamic education
before that, but that their previous attempts were unsuccessful. There was an
attempted reform of Qarawiyyin University in 1914, but it failed. Founded
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originally as a mosque during the ninth century, Qarawiyyin quickly became a
centre of higher Islamic learning (Park & Boum, 2006). Like Yusufiya, one who
studied there was granted an ijaza or a degree that conferred upon them the title
of ‘alim (pl. ‘ulama) or religious scholar. The proposed reform of 1914 called
for the standardization of faculty appointments and salaries, in the hope that
such administrative control would eventually allow the protectorate to reform
curriculum and pedagogy (Segalla, 2009, p. 38).
In the aborted reform, the French cooperated with the sultan, Mawlay ‘Abd
al-Hafiz, through his delegate of education, Mohammed al-Hajoui,5 a moderate
liberal who saw the reform as an opportunity to purify the teachings at Qarawiyyin
according to his vision of the true Islam as embodied in Islamic modernism6
(Segalla, 2009, p. 38). Islamic modernist reforms of higher education called for
the inclusion of new subjects in the curriculum, including Qur’anic exegesis
(tafsir) and studies of hadith (record of the sayings of Prophet Muhammad) that
would facilitate the continued practice of ijtihad (individual interpretation of
legal reasoning) (Loimeier, 2009). The Islamic modernists argued that religious
scholars should still practise ijtihad and not uncritically follow past legal rulings
according to madhhab or individual schools of law (Haykel, 2011). In the
attempted reforms, Al-Hajoui and the French were opposed by a third faction
led by two men, Justice Minister Bouchaib Doukkali and Abdelhay al-Kittani.
Although the former was an Islamic modernist who opposed Sufism (Islamic
mysticism) on theological grounds, and the latter a prominent Sufi, they joined
forces to oppose the reform and prevent any alteration to the status quo (Segalla,
2009). They were successful in stopping the reforms and protecting their own
status and privilege.
This aborted reform demonstrated that in the early twentieth century,
religious scholars or ‘ulama wielded considerable influence on policies regarding
higher Islamic education. It is not surprising that both the French and the Sultan
were unwilling to oppose the powerful scholars. The Resident-General Lyautey’s
vision for the protectorate included maintaining the power and prestige of the
religious scholars. At the same time, the religious scholars played a significant
part in legitimizing the ruler. Prior to the constitution of 1962, when a Sultan
died or was deemed unworthy to continue his role, the ‘ulama or men of religious
learning appointed the new ruler.7 In 1907, for example, Sultan ‘Abdul-‘Aziz was
unable to respond to the increasing French influence in the country, so the Fassi
‘ulama declared his brother Mawlay ‘Abd al-Hafiz the new sultan (Segalla, 2009,
p. 5). Although the Sultan was the highest political authority at that time, this
example illustrates that ‘Abdul-‘Aziz remained sultan only as long as the men of
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religious learning supported him. When he lost their respect, he lost his right
to rule. Since the religious scholars had installed ‘Abd al-Hafiz as sultan, his
reticence in pushing for reforms at Qarawiyyin suggests that they remained a
powerful force in Moroccan society.
Although they were able to halt reforms in their central sphere of influence,
Qarawiyyin, the religious scholars were losing their influence on Moroccan
politics. ‘Abd al-Hafiz ruled Morocco until his abdication in 1912, but it was the
French, not the religious scholars, who installed Mawlay Yusif on the Moroccan
throne that year. When Yusif died in 1927, the French again chose his successor,
Sultan Sidi Muhammad V. Thus, the period between 1909 and 1930 marks a
significant decrease in the significance of religious scholars and their roles in
legitimating the ruler. While their power in 1907 was such that they were able
to remove one sultan and appoint another, by 1927, they no longer had control
of this process. Reforms to Qarawiyyin in the 1930s further weakened their
significance within their institutional home.
The decline of respect for both religious scholars and their students is further
demonstrated in another set of reforms to a popular ritual. During the annual
Feast of Students, two students, one from Yusufiya and one from Qarawiyyin,
were chosen to act as the mock sultans of their respective mosque-universities.8
The student then chose ‘ministers’ from among his peers, who were paraded
through the streets and occasionally visited by real ministers. At the end of the
feast, the true sultan granted a favour to each mock sultan. In addition to being
a welcome break from the rigours of higher Islamic education, the feast was
significant because it was the only time where mockery of the sultanate was
allowed (Eickelman, 1985). The festival was a symbol of the unique relationship
between religious scholars and the (the circle of powerful elites surrounding the
Moroccan sultan or king) Makhzan prior to protectorate reforms.
The feast was considered so important that the top officer of the French
protectorate, Resident-General Hubert Lyautey, attended in 1915 (Eickelman,
1985, p. 5). The Resident-General’s presence at the ritual, combined with the
aborted reforms of 1914, suggests that religious scholars were seen as a significant
group with whom the leaders had to compromise and respect in the early years
of the protectorate. By 1925, however, the French prohibited the student sultan
from asking the real sultan for a favour. Consequently, the Feast of Students
became increasingly less important, although it continued on a reduced scale
for nearly 40 years (Eickelman, 1985). In little more than 10 years, a ritual that
had been an integral part of student life went from garnering respect from the
highest levels of the protectorate and the Moroccan sultanate, to being regulated
and diminished by them. The decline in significance of the Feast of Students
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symbolizes the changing relationship between religious scholars, the Makhzan,
and the protectorate, and marks the beginning of a period of comprehensive
reform of institutions of higher Islamic learning.
On 16 May 1930, the second Berber Dahir (decree) was issued.9 The first
decree in 1914 created separate systems of justice for Berbers and Arabs, and
the second decree incorporated the Berber judicial system into the French one,
further encouraging the alignment of Berbers with the French against Arabs
(Abun-Nasr, 1987, p. 372). As the decree placed Berbers under French, rather
than Islamic law, the intellectual and religious elite of the country were outraged;
they perceived the decree as attacking the unity of Islam and dividing Berber
Muslims from Arab ones (Eickelman, 1985).10 Their fears were not unfounded,
as the French also started a number of Franco-Berber schools in the 1920s,
where French replaced Arabic as the language of instruction for Berber children
(Abun-Nasr, 1987, p. 372). Eighteen of these schools had been established by the
early 1930s (Abun-Nasr, 1987). These separate educational and judicial policies
for Arabs and Berbers under the protectorate fuelled nationalist fervour and
temporarily united the nationalists, who tended to identify as Arabs, with those
who identified as Berbers.
Dissent towards French policy was embodied in the creation of Free
Schools, an Islamic alternative to French schooling. The schools were not free
in terms of tuition fees, but were free from French control (Segalla, 2009).
These schools taught a mixture of modern and Islamic subjects, including
mathematics, science and foreign languages, although the primary language of
instruction was Arabic (Eickelman, 1985, p. 164; Segalla, 2009). The first Free
School was opened in 1921, and by 1925, between 8 and 25 of such schools
were established (Abun-Nasr, 1987, p. 383; Segalla, 2009). Eickelman (1985)
argues that these schools were relatively unimportant in terms of their longterm educational impact, but were significant in the short-run as they provided
a needed outlet to the instructors who had few means of confrontation with the
protectorate. At the end of the 1930s, less than 500 students were enrolled in
French primary schools, while by 1937, Free Schools were providing education
for approximately 5,000 Moroccan students (Abun-Nasr, 1987, p. 383). Many of
these students subsequently went on to be significant players in the nationalist
movement.
At the level of higher education, even more consequential reforms were
underway. The French initiated reforms at Qarawiyyin in 1931 and at Yusufiya
in 1939. These reforms are best described using James Scott’s (1999) term
‘legibility’. The reforms were an effort to make the fluid system experienced
by Mansuri legible to the protectorate, and thus easier to control. These
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reforms included the reorganization of the mosque-universities, the placement
of the Scholarly Council (al-Majlis al-‘Ilmi) comprising ‘ulama under the
administrative authority of a controller who was not appointed by the sultan,
and finally, the integration of instructors into the French civil service, which
had repercussions for multiple levels of society (Eickelman, 1985, p. 162). At
the societal level, there was a tremendous loss of prestige for those religious
scholars who maintained their relationship with the institutions after the
reforms of the 1930s. At the programmatic level, the decision made by many
teachers to discontinue their affiliation with the mosque-universities resulted
in a weakening of the quality of education and the networks among Islamic
scholars (Eickelman, 1985, p. 161).
It was not only the reforms, but how the French conducted them, that
impacted Islamic higher education. For example, the protectorate began
appointing Islamic scholars to teaching posts in the same way local political
officials were appointed. The protectorate selected three candidates, and the
sultan made the final choice of who would teach at the university (Eickelman,
1985, p. 162). However, the colonial authorities that handpicked these
instructors lacked knowledge of the intellectual genealogies, training and
qualifications of the teachers. Prior to this form of appointment, it was the
informal networks of the ‘ulama that conferred prestige on instructors and
encouraged students to attend their lesson circles. By interrupting these
intellectual genealogies, the reform created a major and irreparable rift in the
continuity of higher Islamic education, causing a significant loss of prestige to
the entire system.
While detrimental to higher Islamic education, these reforms demonstrate that
at least nominal cooperation existed between the monarchy and the protectorate
throughout the 1930s. In addition, the fact that the reforms were successfully
implemented suggests that the influence of religious scholars, already in decline
by that time, was no longer sufficient to defend Qarawiyyin University, the
primary institution through which they exercised their authority and moulded
successors. Since the nature of the reforms created discord among the scholars
and discouraged their affiliation with both the protectorate and Qarawiyyin,
these reforms effectively ended the independence of the scholars and weakened
to the point of insignificance an institution essential to restraining the power of
the executive.
Concurrent with these reforms at the level of higher education, the increasing
access to public education under the French system, paired with the economic
opportunities afforded to graduates of such schools, encouraged a mass exodus
of the best and brightest students from Islamic higher education institutions

9781441101341_Cha02_Final_txt_print.indd 42

1/22/2014 1:10:09 PM

Monarchical Autonomy and Societal Transformation

43

(Eickelman, 1985, p. 163). Islamic higher education had once been a means
of social mobility and job security; however, during the 1930s, employment
opportunities associated with such education declined significantly. Paired with
the weakening of the curriculum and the loss of prestige of religious students,
the 1930s represented a period of transformation of the role of Islamic learning
in Moroccan society. The sum of these reforms was the triumph of political
authority over religious authority. It was discussed above that in 1907, the sultan
was deposed by the ‘ulama. By 1931, the sultan was appointing the ‘ulama who
were supposed to confer legitimacy on him. In 24 years, the relationship between
political and religious legitimacy had been reversed. Furthermore, higher
Islamic education, an institution that had once been fluid, non-hierarchical and
independent, became rigid, regulated and under the authority of the protectorate,
and nominally, the sultanate.

Postindependence and decline
The major cause of transformation to Islamic education in the postcolonial period
was the introduction of public schooling. After independence, enrolment in public
schools skyrocketed.11 As a result, one former teacher-turned-anthropologist
commented that the introduction of French public schooling ‘destroyed’
traditional Islamic education without offering a viable alternative (Eickelman,
1985, p. 170).12 In the public schools, Islamic education was added as a subject
taught in Arabic, to a curriculum that was otherwise taught completely in French
(Zeghal, 2008, p. 41). The subject included memorization of scripture and
instruction in Islamic practices such as prayer and zakat (compulsory charitable
giving under Islamic law). As the public schools took over the teaching of the
religion, the role of msids or private unregulated Qur’anic schools declined
precipitously.
In terms of higher Islamic education, the Qarawiyyin came under the
control of the MoE in 1956, under the Office of Original Education, which
supervised religious education (Zeghal, 2008, p. 35). Previously, the Qarawiyyin
was under the Office of Religious Affairs (Zeghal, 2008). The placement of the
mosque-university under the MoE opened the door for its further regulation
by the nascent state. Despite some internal reforms, however, the university
was mostly neglected. Although it was claimed that there were insufficient
funds to modernize the university, in reality, funds were diverted to different
institutions. For example, the University of Rabat was created at the same time,
along with a number of satellite campuses of Qarawiyyin (Zeghal, 2008, p. 36).
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Students at Qarawiyyin noticed this discrepancy between rhetoric and policy,
and protests demanding more respect for the institution were held throughout
1956, prompting then king13 Muhammad V to make a speech there in July
that year promising reforms (Zeghal, 2008, p. 37). One such reform included
the introduction of a new secondary school affiliated with Qarawiyyin, where
students sat at desks rather than on mats and had other ‘secular’ resources
(Zeghal, 2008). Despite these structural changes, students continued to demand
a reformed curriculum that would allow graduates of Qarawiyyin similar job
prospects to those opting for ‘modern’ educational institutions. These vague and
partial reforms led Malika Zeghal to conclude that the MoE has ‘triumphed’ over
the students and ‘ulama as virtually none of their demands regarding curriculum
reform were met (2008, p. 37).
This phase of reform highlights the increasing importance of new actors
in negotiations over Islamic education, including the MoE and students at
Qarawiyyin. The students’ grievances were significant enough to prompt a
public appearance from the king, although not significant enough for their
demands to be met. The MoE’s ability to funnel funds to particular institutions
of learning illustrates one of its primary means of influencing the direction of
education. In the same way that the installation of the protectorate marked a
significant decline in the significance of the religious scholars, so the country’s
independence marked the beginning of the increasing significance of the state
and its bureaucracies.
In coming years, conflict continued between the ‘ulama, the students of
Qarawiyyin and the MoE. By 1963, Hassan II had already been king for two years
after the sudden death of his father, and he appeared to be giving in to ‘ulama
demands to recognize Qarawiyyin as an independent institution. However, in
the law of 6 February 1963, Hassan merely recognized the institution while
claiming that it was under the authority of the state, thus giving legal status to
the arrangement initiated during the reforms of the 1930s (Zeghal, 2008, p. 45).
The reform was clearly an attempt by the monarchy to discourage dissent from
centres of religious learning and establish the hegemony of the monarchy over
an institution that had been a centre of dissent under the protectorate. The
declaration gave legal standing to the institution as a university, but by bringing
it under the state bureaucracy, the announcement signified a further loss of
power for both Qarawiyyin and its associated religious scholars. In addition, the
reform diminished and fragmented the university’s role. The university would
no longer include a doctoral programme, many of its faculties were dispersed
to satellite campuses in other cities, and it would no longer have a primary or
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secondary school programme (Zeghal, 2008). By eliminating doctoral degrees,
the ‘ulama lost their primary institution for employment and training future
religious scholars (Zeghal, 2008). In 1964, the institution was further weakened
by the creation of a new institution of higher Islamic learning for training
religious scholars, Dar al-Hadith al-Hassaniyya in Rabat. Its location in the
capital made it easier for the monarchy to control (Zeghal, 2008). In effect, by
removing Qarawiyyin’s right to grant doctorates, establishing Dar al-Hadith
al-Hassaniyya, and allowing the latter to confer the title of ‘alim, the monarchy
effectively took complete control of the training of religious scholars.
Nevertheless, the significant transformation of Islamic education in this
period was as much due to action as inaction. Qarawiyyin, already greatly
weakened by the reforms of the 1930s, was further neglected; funds were
channelled into different institutions of both modern and Islamic education. The
elite of Qarawiyyin, the ‘ulama, lost control of the institution for training their
successors. Students who demanded reforms were basically ignored. Reforms
that were instituted actually weakened the university, which was increasingly
dominated by the MoE. At the same time, the implementation of religious
education in the public schools gave the MoE control over Islamic education
at all academic levels. The dramatic rise in the number of students enrolled in
public schools, together with the dominance of the MoE, demonstrates how
processes of state formation greatly impacted the social groups with whom the
regime had to compromise, as well as the mechanisms through which it could
dominate policymaking.

The 1970s and Arabization
The late 1960s and 1970s marked a significant period of reform for the entire
Moroccan school system. In 1968, Hassan II mandated that all Moroccan school
children attend at least a year of Qur’anic schooling at a msid or zawiya prior to
entering the public school system (Eickelman, 1985; Zeghal, 2008). As a result,
pressure was temporarily taken off of public schools that could not handle the
number of students seeking admission, and msids were temporarily revived.
During this decade, Islamic education within the public school system was
made mandatory at all levels, and the number of hours devoted to religious
education was increased (Tourabi, 2009). At the same time, the curriculum in
the public schools was not ideologically neutral. Rather, it taught a version of
Islam rooted in the Islamic modernism of the early twentieth century (Tourabi,
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2009). It presented Islam as an ideology in conflict with other ideologies such
as Marxism, Zionism and capitalism (Tourabi, 2009). Further, while students
were encountering an ideologically charged religious education curriculum,
their other subjects were increasingly taught in Arabic as a result of a process of
Arabization.14
Initially, Hassan II was not enthusiastic or even interested in the politics of
education. However, after a letter-writing campaign headed by the nationalist
leader ‘Allal al-Fasi in the Istiqlal newspaper and a series of petitions, the king
was convinced (Grandguillaume, 1990). By 1978, Hassan II came to support the
policy. He said, ‘Arabization should be the irreversible point of departure for
educational reform’ (Segalla, 2009, p. 255). The process was complete by the early
1990s. The Istiqlal party and specifically ‘Allal al-Fasi were responsible for making
Arabization a national political issue, but Hassan II was responsible for its actual
implementation. Arabization was a priority of the Istiqlal party for decades, but
it did not become national policy until the king wholeheartedly supported it.
This dynamic is evidence of the larger shifts in state–society relations taking
place in the country, where the king was consolidating his authority over the
policy-making process. The increasing significance of civil society groups and
international organizations, however, foreshadowed the impending constraints
to executive authority as evidenced in later periods of reform.

Twenty-first-century reforms
This final section addresses reforms to Islamic education between 1996 and 2010.
The causes of the reforms were varied. The first catalyst for change was an article
written in L’événement du Jeudi, a French newsweekly, in 1996 that accused
Moroccan Islamic education textbooks of inciting violence and hatred (Tourabi,
2009). Following the publication of the article, an internal review of Moroccan
textbooks conducted by the Minister of Education confirmed the validity of
the accusations, and a committee was formed to review all Moroccan Islamic
education textbooks. This internal review led to the writing of a new Education
Charter, which was published in 1999. The Islamic education curriculum
was again revisited after the 2003 Casablanca bombings that killed 45 people,
because many people blamed the country’s Islamic education curriculum for
inspiring those responsible for the attacks. In response to the bombings, the
King Mohammad VI (2003) called for a reform of all religious ministries. One
aspect of this reform involved the creation and implementation of a new Islamic
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education curriculum with the stated goals of creating more tolerant, open,
rational and modern citizens, and protecting Moroccan national identity from
strangers.
Islamic education reforms, underway after 2003, were given an added
dimension when Latifa El Amrani, a concerned mother, wrote a letter to Habib
al-Malki, then Minister of Education on 22 October 2004, complaining that
the manual for the first year of Islamic Education was inappropriate (Bentak,
2004). At first, it appeared that the ministry stood behind the books. Then, in
a second response, the ministry appeared to be sidestepping blame, claiming
that parents were buying unauthorized textbooks by mistake. The minister
made public statements encouraging parents to ensure that the textbooks they
purchased for their child was approved by the educational authorities, that is,
had the minister’s authorization on the cover page (Bentak, 2004). However, it
is not clear if the use of unauthorized textbooks was genuinely a widespread
concern, or if it was merely an attempt to distract people from the controversy.
A petition was circulated on the internet to modify the image of girls in the book
(Bentak, 2004).
As a result of this mother’s complaints, another commission was formed by
the Minister of Education to conduct a review of textbooks. The committee found
that women were overwhelmingly pictured in domestic situations, when pictured
at all, and were nearly universally veiled. In January 2005, an American human
rights organization, Human Rights Education Associates, completed a similar
study on Moroccan textbooks with special attention to the role of human rights
and gender equality. Their review included 50 textbooks on multiple subjects
including Arabic, French, Islamic Education, history and geography (Bentak,
2004). The textbook review committee included many Moroccan citizens such
as education inspectors, teachers, parents and members of feminist associations.
The study found that men were pictured seven times more frequently in
textbooks than women. The study also confirmed the findings of the 2004 study
that women pictured tended to be in the home and veiled.
For a number of reasons, these reforms were much more politicized than
normal changes to public school curricula. First, the reform was not only
initiated by the king himself, but also announced in a nation-wide broadcast,
suggesting that the changes were a monarchical priority. Second, the legitimacy
of the Moroccan monarchy is largely based on its role as the ‘Commander of
the faithful’, or the religious leader of the country. This position was reasserted
during constitutional reforms following the Arab spring protests in 2011. The
overlap of political and religious functions at the highest executive level lends an
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inherent political tone to reforms of the country’s religious education curricula.
Finally, a terrorist bombing that received widespread media coverage in part
brought about this reform.
The process of textbook production during this time is instructive. In the
twenty-first century, the MoE oversees the process of writing new curricula and
textbooks for the Moroccan public schools.15 Recent reforms have dramatically
changed the role of the Ministry in this process. Before the reforms in 2000, the
minister selected the people who would serve in a committee that would write the
new textbooks. After the reforms in 2000, however, the process is very different:
the minister writes the guidelines for the book, which are then forwarded by
the ministry to a set of publishers. The publishers then contact possible authors
and provide them with the guidelines. Once the authors submit a book to the
publisher, the publisher turns the book in to the Ministry. The ministry itself
does not determine if the textbook is appropriate for use in Moroccan public
schools. Rather, it appoints members of civil society to a committee that then
reviews the suitability of the text.
The composition and structure of this committee are indicative of the
increasing openness of the curriculum writing process. The ministry selects
people to serve on the committee based on their qualifications. Interviews
with past committee members confirm that every member of this committee
was an Islamic education teacher, inspector or university professor; none were
politicians or political appointees. In the committee, all members are of equal
status, although the members appoint one from among their ranks to be the
coordinator who takes on administrative duties. In interviews, past committee
members insisted that the committee was independent, free from the influence
of the MoE. They also highlighted that multiple ideologies were represented
in the committee. Differences within the committee are discussed until the
committee comes to unanimous agreement; they are not resolved by majority
vote. When asked about the nature of disagreements on the committee,
respondents described differences regarding values, didactic matters, relations
between teacher and student, and word choice. Questions may also arise about
whether a source used in a textbook is from the Maliki school, which is the
school of Islamic law at the foundation of Moroccan Islamic law.
Each book is read by two or three committee members, who are given a few
months to review the books. The process is anonymous; the members of the
committee do not know who the authors of the books are. Subsequently, the
committee convenes; each member gives their opinion of the book, and the
books are discussed until there is a unanimous decision regarding whether a
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book should be approved or not. Their recommendations are then forwarded to
the minister. After reviewing the recommendations, the minister then gives his
suggestions to the authors, who revise their books accordingly, and submit their
revised manuscripts to the minister. The committee then reviews the books a
second time, this time focusing on language, pictures and human rights values.
If the book receives no suggested edits at this level, the minister approves the
book for use in schools.
During this process, there are several points where the monarchy has the
opportunity to influence the content of the new curriculum. Most significantly,
the monarchy selects the Prime Minister, who influences the selection of the
Minister of Education. The Minister of Education is responsible for writing the
guidelines that authors are given to write textbooks. This is the point at which the
monarchy has the clearest opportunity to influence the curriculum. The minister
is not free to write whatever guidelines he wants though, because ultimately,
the books produced based on the guidelines will be reviewed by the committee
and therefore assessed by leading experts in the field of Islamic education. The
minister also selects members of the committee, so he theoretically has the
ability to include members he expects will safeguard the monarchy’s interests;
however, evidence suggests that members of the committee are experts in the
subject uninterested in political debates.
A prime example of the lack of political interest of committee members is
the removal of the lesson on the amir al-mu’minim or the ‘Commander of the
faithful’, a title highlighting the king’s role as the nation’s supreme religious
leader, from the textbooks. Prior to 2002, the Islamic education curriculum
contained a lesson explaining the Moroccan king’s role as ‘Commander
of the faithful’. From the years 2002–8, the lesson was removed from the
curriculum. When questioned, a member of the committee, who was also a
parliamentarian and an authority on Islamic education, explained that during
the period of interest, the curriculum was structured around three levels:
one’s relationship with God, one’s relationship with self and one’s relationship
with others. The lesson on the ‘Commander of the faithful’ did not fit into any
of these levels. From a pedagogical perspective, it made no sense to include
the lesson. From a political perspective, it did make sense to include the
lesson. Eventually, it was reinserted into the curriculum in 2008. However,
the respondent suspected that it was not the MoE who called for this change,
but the Majlis al‘Aam, an‘ulama council, suggesting that religious scholars are
seeking opportunities to legitimize the monarchy. This is a stark contrast to the
years when the sultan was answerable to the religious scholars and could be
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deposed by them. That said, regardless of who was responsible for reinstating
the lesson, what is important for the purposes of this chapter is the fact that
a lesson that was politically beneficial to the monarchy was removed from
textbooks for a significant period of time, suggesting that committee members
were not concerned with the political implications of their curriculum. At the
same time, the fact that the lesson was reintroduced suggests that curriculum
continues to be politicized; the assertion by an interviewee that the MoE had
to reintroduce the lesson also suggests that the ministry is not independent
from political influences.
On the whole, the process of rewriting the Islamic education curriculum
in the years following the Casablanca bombings demonstrated a number of
autonomous qualities. For example, the committee that selects textbooks is
independent of the ministry, and there is evidence that suggests committee
members are selected on merit rather than anticipated or past loyalty to the
regime. The absence of political appointees within the committee, such as party
members or religious scholars, is further evidence of merit-based procedure.
Finally, the equality of members on the committee, the anonymity of books
being considered for approval and the committee’s decision-making approach
based on unanimous consent and deliberation further suggests a high level of
internal democratic quality.
It is also worth noting that several factors that led to the curriculum reforms
were rooted in government responsiveness to media and citizen demands. While
the original report on textbooks published in the French newsweekly was not
reprinted in the Moroccan press, indicative of the lack of press freedom despite
increased liberalization in recent years, the fact that the Ministry responded to
the criticism with an internal review is evidence of governmental responsiveness.
It is well known that the Moroccan press exercises a high degree of selfcensorship in addition to the monarchy’s arbitrary use of the judiciary to harass
journalists and publishers. Despite that, once the information was made public
by a non-Moroccan media outlet, the MoE investigated the accusations. The
ministry’s response to the concerned mother is perhaps even more instructive.
While there was initial hesitation and defensiveness on the part of the minister,
with subsequent pressure, the ministry did undertake a complete review of the
photos used in Islamic education textbooks, and welcomed an American human
rights organization to do likewise. These are not actions typically associated with
authoritarian regimes and their bureaucracies.
In terms of content, the changes to the curriculum for the twenty-first
century are interesting. Though the 1970s saw the Islamic education curriculum
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for the public schools rooted in Islamic modernism, and presenting Islam as
an ideology with political implications, the post-2003 curriculum takes a
remarkably different approach. The curriculum now focuses on the human rights
values of tolerance, forgiveness and communication, rather than on offering an
Islamic education rooted in the sacred texts (al-Markaz, 2009). The number
of references to Qur’anic and Hadith verses has been reduced; they are now
used only as illustrations rather than as the focal point of lessons (al-Markaz,
2009). Finally, the amount of time allocated to Qur’anic memorization has been
reduced, resulting in a curriculum that looks more like a citizenship course than
one providing a religious foundation. In addition, a number of subjects such
as Arabic language and literature and philosophy have been stripped of their
Islamic content as well. Although the students are studying ‘Islamic education’ for
the same number of hours as before, their religious education has been watered
down; their Islamic education courses focus on the teaching of citizenship values
rather than emphasizing traditionally accepted Islamic education methods or
goals such as the memorization of texts.

Conclusion
Analyses of Moroccan politics that emphasize the primacy of the monarchy
rarely address the variable coalitions with whom the monarchy has negotiated
throughout the twentieth century. This chapter highlights how the groups that
have participated in reforms in only one area of policy, Islamic education,
include various coalitions. In the years of the protectorate, religious scholars
remained important social actors, though their influence quickly declined.
At the same time, the influence of the French increased from 1914 to 1930,
as demonstrated by the reforms they eventually imposed on Qarawiyyin.
Following independence, the French were no longer prominent decision makers
and political parties gained in significance, though they were overshadowed by
the importance of the monarchy and the MoE. In the end, Istiqlal’s pet policy,
Arabization, was only passed through a combination of pressure from various
civil society groups and the support of the monarchy, reflecting the general
primacy of the monarchy over political parties. The overall trend in Moroccan
politics from 1956 to the 1990s has been a decline in the influence of the
religious scholars and an increase in the power of the state and in particular,
the monarchy. The increasing influence of the monarchy in arbitrating conflicts
over religious education is in line with its overall expansion of control over

9781441101341_Cha02_Final_txt_print.indd 51

1/22/2014 1:10:09 PM

52

Reforms in Islamic Education

Moroccan public life, a phenomenon that is only recently being curtailed by
active members of civil society and the significance of international norms of
human rights. In the twenty-first century, however, the expansion of the state
has created opportunities for individual ministers and bureaucrats to set their
own standards for reforming religious education, regardless of the authoritarian
nature of the regime in which they operate.
The Moroccan case is instructive for educators and citizens alike. Reforms
of religious education at the national level are the result of negotiations among
multiple actors with varying interests. Those who push for reforms without
taking into account the political landscape risk opening an opportunity for the
regime or other significant social groups to increase their control of Islamic
education rather than getting to implement their own demands. However, in
contemporary times, the international environment and the growth of active
civil society groups with an interest in religious education curtail the ability of
regimes to dominate the process of producing Islamic education material. Over
time, Islamic education reforms can be liberated from executive influence and
controlled by experts rather than political appointees if activists employ resources
such as the international press to pressure ministries to reform curricula. The
Moroccan case thus demonstrates that even in authoritarian contexts, activists
can have significant influence over the reform of Islamic education curricula in
the contemporary period.

Notes
1 For more information on precolonial Islamic education in Morocco, see Boyle
(2000, pp. 20–3). This section is based on that source except for the fact that Boyle
uses the term Kuttab [elementary school] where I prefer the term msid. See next
note for the meaning of msid.
2 Msid is a contraction for masjid which means mosque in Arabic (Zeghal, 2008).
3 A zawiya is the meeting space for a Sufi brotherhood where prayers and thikr are
recited. Thikr is a common practice among Sufis where believers remember Allah
through the repetition of a chosen word or phrase.
4 The rest of this section relies on Eickelman (1985).
5 The sultan’s appointment of al-Hajoui to administer public instruction suggests
his concern with increasing the power of the executive. Al-Hajoui’s ‘major
personal concern was to make an historical and legal case for the makhzan’s
role as an entity charged with the duty to organise all aspects of communal life,
in particular urban life’ (Park & Boum, 2006, p. 145). Makhzan, which means
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‘storehouse’, generally refers to the circle of powerful elites surrounding the
Moroccan sultan or king.
I use the term ‘Islamic modernism’ after Hourani (1983), rather than Salafism,
to avoid confusion with the modern day interpretation of Salafism. Salafism is
frequently invoked in the twenty-first century to connote a strict interpretation of
Islam that is qualitatively different than the ideology herewith described as Islamic
modernism. Salafism was not used by the reformers themselves (Lauzière, 2012)
but was used by later reformers, such as ‘Allal al-Fasi, to describe this period. For
more information on Islamic modernism in Morocco, see Lauzière (2012) and
al-Fasi (1970). Islamic modernism began gaining ground in Morocco in the early
twentieth century mainly as a reaction to the severe social, economic and political
problems the country was facing. As the doctrine advocated a personal return to
the faith as the means to societal renewal, it provided adherents a sense of control
in times of uncertainty. The movement was significant because many political elites
embraced the ideology.
The importance of the ‘ulama’s role in granting legitimacy to the Sultan was such
that in 1894, when Mawlay Hasan died and his 14-year-old son Mawlay ‘Abdul‘Aziz was proclaimed Sultan by the deceased’s chamberlain, Ba Ahmad, without
consulting the ‘ulama, ‘Abdul-‘Aziz’s brother was able to use the situation to stake
his claim to the throne. Although Ahmad was eventually able to consolidate
‘Abdul-‘Aziz’s authority for him, his reign was characterized by chaos and rebellion
(Abun-Nasr, 1987, pp. 305–6; Park & Boum, 2006, p. 8). As the religious scholars
were not respected in the selection of the next sultan, multiple heirs made claim
to the throne, which split loyalties and encouraged dissension. The involvement of
the religious scholars is then more than an issue of legitimacy; it is also an issue of
stability.
Information on the Feast of Students is from Eickelman (1985).
The Berber Dahir of 1930 has received extensive scholarly attention. For more, see
Ashford (1964), Halstead (1967), al-Fasi (1970), Eickelman (1985), Pennell (2000)
and Porter (2002).
The whole affair was further complicated by the fact that there was a vague ethnic
and geographic division between Islamic modernists and Sufis. Islamic modernists
tended to claim Arab descent and live in urban areas, while Sufis tended to claim
Berber descent and live in rural areas (Halstead, 1964, p. 122).
In terms of primary education, there were 25,000 new students in 1955, compared
with 130,000 in 1956 (Eickelman, 1985, p. 169). As a result, the number of students
possessing baccalauréat qualifications that allowed entrance into university also
increased exponentially. From 1912–54, 530 students passed the baccalauréat
examination while in 1957 alone, nearly 14,000 such degrees were awarded
(Eickelman, 1985, p. 169).
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12 The scholar is referring to the type of informal Qur’anic education that took place
in msids, where students memorized the Qur’an and learned Arabic.
13 Following independence, the title ‘sultan’ was replaced with ‘king’.
14 For the politics of Arabization see Zartman (1964), Segalla (2009) and Boutieri
(2011).
15 The data for this section was largely gathered in a series of interviews with
Moroccan bureaucrats and Islamic education teachers during the summer of 2011.
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Reforms in Islamic Education: A Global
Perspective Seen from the Indonesian Case
Azyumardi Azra

Introduction
The reform of Islamic education is a hotly contested issue among Muslim
societies since the time of introduction of Islamic reforms, renewal and
modernization, in the late nineteenth- and early twentieth centuries. Muslims
have been polarized in their responses to the idea of reforms in Islamic
education. There are those who oppose the reforms, believing that Islamic
education is the most important medium for the inculcation of Islamic
teaching in Muslim youth, and that reforms in Islamic education will lead not
only to modernization, but also the ‘secularization’ of Muslim societies. On
the other hand, those who support the reforms believe that they are necessary
in order for Muslims to be able to cope with the modern world (Azra, 1999,
2003, 2006a, 2006b). Therefore, even till today, reforms in Islamic education
remain an unfulfilled agenda. Only a few Muslim countries have successfully
conducted reforms. This chapter discusses the reform of Islamic education in
Indonesia and demonstrates that such reform is influenced by a combination
of social, cultural and political factors that make reforms both necessary and
possible.
Indonesia is the most populous Muslim country in the world with over
200 million Muslims. However, it is not an Islamic state and Islam is not the
state religion. Instead, the government officially recognizes six religions: Islam,
Protestantism, Catholicism, Hinduism, Buddhism and Confucianism. The
state ideology is Pancasila and contains five principles: a belief in one supreme
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God; just and civilized humanity; the unity of Indonesia; democracy, which is
guided by inner wisdom through deliberation and representation; and social
justice for the entire population of Indonesia. There are currently over 50,000
Islamic educational institutions in Indonesia. Islamic educational institutions
that still exist today have strong roots in the history of Indonesian Islam, namely,
pesantren and pondok (both mostly in Java and Kalimantan), surau (in West
Sumatra), dayah (in Aceh), madrasa and sekolah Islam (Islamic schools). At
the outset, it is important to delineate some distinctive features of each of these
educational institutions. Of the five, four of them, pesantren, pondok, surau and
dayah, are generally regarded as ‘traditional’ Islamic educational institutions
that have a long history dating from the early introduction of Islam in Indonesia.
The pesantren, surau and dayah were pre-Islamic institutions that were adopted
as educational institutions since the initial spread of Islam in the Indonesian
archipelago (Azra, 1999).
Unlike the rest of the Muslim world, the madrasa is a relatively new
institution in Indonesia. Indonesian Muslims introduced it in the early
decades of the twentieth century as a response to the introduction and spread
of Dutch schooling. Madrasas differ from traditional pesantrens in a number
of ways. First, traditional pesantrens were non-graded institutions of learning;
in contrast, madrasas practise graded and classical schooling. Second,
traditional pesantrens did not have any fixed curricula; the content of education
depended almost entirely on kyais (a kyai is a Muslim scholar who usually
directs a pesantren and teaches classical Islamic texts to students). However,
madrasas have their own curricula. Initially, they had their own ‘madrasa
curriculum’. Subsequently, after national independence, they followed the
curriculum issued by Ministry of Religious Affairs (MORA). Eventually, they
adopted the national curriculum issued by the Ministry of National Education
(MONE) following the enactment of the Indonesian Law on Education No.
2/1989 (that was revised in National Law on Education No. 20/2003). Third,
the educational content of traditional pesantrens was wholly religious, while
madrasas progressively adopted more ‘non-religious’, ‘secular’ or ‘general’
subject matters in their curriculum.
Since the independence of Indonesia, there are two state departments
possessing the authority to administer education in Indonesia, namely MORA
for Islamic educational institutions, and MONE for public schools.1 Madrasas,
both state and private – and by implication also pesantrens since the early years
of independence – have been put under the supervision of MORA.2 Sekolah
Islam, on the other hand, which largely adopts the system and curriculum of
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general schools, comes under MONE. Since the early 1970s, the Directorate of
Madrasa at MORA has been supervising madrasas. However, only in 2001 did
MORA form a Directorate of Pesantren to improve pesantren education.
Recognition of pesantren education also came from MONE. Since 2001,
MONE has recognized the senior secondary level of Islamic education, known
as KMI (Kulliyah Mu’allimin al-Islamiyyah), as equivalent to both the general
senior secondary school (SMA, or Sekolah Menengah Atas) and the senior
secondary madrasas (Madrasa Aliyah). More importantly, in the past several
years, MONE has also provided some financial resources and facilities such as
computer laboratories for a number of madrasas and pesantrens. The next section
discusses the main factors that contributed towards the successful reform of
Islamic education in Indonesia.

Openness to reform: Change and continuity in the
pesantren education
Educational reform in Indonesia can be attributed to several factors, the first
being the openness of the Islamic educational institutions to reform their
curriculum. Of special mention are the reforms that took place in the pesantrens.
While continuing to maintain traditional aspects of educational system, some
pesantrens in Java began to modernize certain aspects of their institutions, such
as management, curricula and the adoption of the madrasa system. In particular,
the experience of the Tebuireng pesantren in East Java is worth mentioning.
Built by one of the leading ‘ulama in Java in the twentieth century, Kyai Hasyim
Asy‘ari (1871–1947), it became a model for other pesantrens in Java. Almost
all the leading pesantrens in Java were built by former students of Kyai Hasyim
Asy‘ari and, therefore, they adopted similar educational content and methods
as the one in Tebuireng (Dhofier, 1982, pp. 96, 100). With the establishment of
the traditionalist organization, Nahdhatul Ulama (NU) in 1926, Kyai Hasyim
Asy‘ari gained a central position in the tradition of ‘ulama and pesantren in Java.
He was and is still acknowledged as the Hadratus Syekh (master teacher) of all
the ‘ulama in Java (Dhofier, 1982, pp. 90–9).
In the 1930s, when the transformation of Islamic education intensified,
efforts to renew the educational system in pesantrens continued to take place.
More pesantrens started to adopt the madrasa system, by opening six levels
of classes that involved a year of preparation class and six years of madrasa
classes. Furthermore, pesantrens also began to adopt non-religious or general
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subjects into their curricula, such as Dutch language, history, geography and
mathematics (Dhofier, 1982). At the Pesantren Tebu Ireng, this process of reform
continued under Kyai Wahid Hasyim (1914–53), the son of Hasyim Asy‘ari,
who emphasized modernizing pesantren tradition (Dhofier, 1982, pp. 73–81). In
1950, he completed the adoption of the madrasa system at Tebuireng Pesantren,
while concurrently maintaining certain aspects of the pesantren’s traditional
educational system.
As suggested, Tebuireng was not the only pesantren that carried out major
reforms of its educational system. Pesantren Krapyak in Yogjakarta was
another leading pesantren that had undergone some major transformations
since the early twentieth century. Kyai Ali Maksum (1915–89), the leader of
this pesantren, was later known as one of the progressive NU ‘ulama leaders.
Like Kyai Wahid Hasyim, he adopted the madrasa system in his pesantren, and
turned it into a major teaching institution within the pesantrens (Arief, 2003,
pp. 69–92). This was similarly the case for the Pesantren Tambak Beras and
Rejoso in Jombang, East Java; Kyai Hasbullah and Kyai Tamim also adopted
the madrasa system and included general subjects into the pesantren curricula
(Yunus, 1977, pp. 246–8).
Thus, along with socio-religious development, the reform of Islamic
education characterized Indonesian Islam in the early twentieth century. ‘Ulama,
or kyais from pesantrens, were known as strong defenders of the traditional
system of education. However, they gradually recognized the need to alter the
old educational system and adopt a modern system, such as that employed
by madrasas. This, however, posed a challenge to the objective of education
at the pesantrens, as in the case of Tebuireng. Dhofier (1982, p. 113) points
out that instead of merely training students to become ‘ulama, the teachings
at Tebuireng were now geared towards equipping students with more general
knowledge; they would then be intellectual ‘ulama, knowledgeable not only in
Islam but also in other subjects.
In all of these developments, the original characteristics of traditional
pesantrens – non-graded learning, no fixed curricula and kyai-dependent
content of teaching – have gradually been lost. Since the early twentieth
century and especially after independence, the rapid social, cultural and
religious changes that took place during the years of the New Order economic
development under President Soeharto compelled the pesantrens to evolve and
play a greater role in Indonesian society. Now, pesantrens are becoming what I
call ‘holding institutions’; they now consist of schools ranging from elementary
to university levels, and are no longer traditional educational institutions that
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consist of madrasas. Only a few of the pesantrens concentrate on tafaqquh fi
al-din (Islamic religious knowledge).
Furthermore, as ‘holding institutions’, many pesantrens recently also
developed economic branches, specifically, cooperatives, such as the peoples’
credit union (BPR/Bank Perkreditan Rakyat; or BMT/Bayt al-Mal wa alTamwil). Many pesantrens have also become community development centres,
for the introduction of appropriate technology to surrounding communities,
and for the preservation of the environment, among other social functions.
Some pesantrens also have health centres for the community. Most pesantrens
now adopt modern management, where there is distribution of power in policy/
decision making between the founding owner, the Yayasan (foundation),
and the executing body of day-to-day matters of the pesantrens. Amidst the
developments of the past two decades, certain leading figures in the pesantren
circles are worried about the pesantren’s departure from its original purpose of
training ‘ulama. They fear that with so many institutions within the pesantrens,
in due course, they would be unable to produce sufficient ‘ulama to guide the
Muslim ummah (community).
The reforms of pesantrens thus reflect both continuity and change; the
pesantrens are not only capable of maintaining its existence, but are also able
to respond to the changing needs of the society. These changes reveal the
adaptability of the pesantren’s tradition, which allows it to continue developing
and retaining relevance within the community. It is important to note that these
changes do not undermine pesantrens as typical Islamic educational institutions.
In the past three decades, Indonesian Muslim parents increasingly prefer to
send their children to pesantrens rather than secular schools, in the hope that
pesantren education would enable them to be good Muslims, able not only to
practise Islamic teachings in their daily life, but also to master modern sciences
that are essential in the competitive age of globalization (Azra, Afrianty &
Hefner, 2007).
With growing attachment to Islam among Indonesian Muslims in the past
three decades, pesantrens have gained newfound popularity. They can now be
found in big cities such as Jakarta, Surabaya, Bandung, creating what I call
‘urban’ pesantrens. This recent development contributes to the changing image
of pesantrens: in the past, they were mainly located in rural areas and, therefore,
regarded as backward institutions. In addition, a growing number of new
expensive Islamic schools are adopting certain features of the pesantren system,
such as the boarding system, as well as a leadership system based on religious
credentials.
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Reform initiatives taken by MORA for madrasas
Besides the readiness of the Islamic educational institutions to reform their
curriculum, other factors that contributed towards the successful reform of
Islamic education in Indonesia are the reform initiatives taken by the Ministry
of Religious Affairs (MORA). Improving the quality of madrasas has been a
major preoccupation of MORA. One of their objectives is to modernize the
Islamic educational institution and integrate it into the mainstream national
education system. To achieve this, it is necessary for madrasas to incorporate
the modern elements of education embedded in the national education system,
to improve the quality of madrasa education.
The modernization of madrasas has taken place in earnest particularly since
the early 1970s when the New Order government under President Soeharto
began to embark on economic development. The regime felt that madrasas
should be also modernized in order not to merely be an object – but a subject –
of national development. This framework differed from the mentality of the
previous Dutch Order and the Old Order under President Soekarno. During the
New Order, not only did the community initiate programmes to modernize the
madrasas, the government, particularly through MORA, also did likewise. These
modernization processes occurred rather systematically; the initiative largely
came from various levels of officials at MORA.
More serious efforts to modernize madrasas came in the 1970s when a State
Institute of Islamic Studies (Institut Agama Islam Negeri or IAIN) Yogyakarta
Professor, Dr Mukti Ali, was appointed Minister of Religious Affairs. During
his tenure as minister, he introduced several strategies to assimilate madrasas,
pesantrens and other Islamic educational institutions into the mainstream
national education system. Efforts taken by Mukti Ali, a graduate of McGill
University in Canada, culminated in the 1975 issuance of the ‘Agreement of
the Three Ministers’ (SKB Tiga Menteri) by the Minister of Religious Affairs,
the Minister of National Education and the Minister of Internal Affairs, on
madrasas.
This agreement stated that graduates of madrasas were academically on
par with graduates of secular schools and vice versa; madrasa graduates would
have no difficulty continuing their education in general schools. Likewise,
graduates of general schools could continue their studies in madrasas or
other Islamic educational institutions. This meant that madrasas had to revise
their curricula: general subjects or general sciences would now constitute
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about 70 per cent of madrasa curricula, while Islamic religious sciences only
constituted 30 per cent.
In 1989, the Indonesian government enacted a new law on the National
Education System (UUSPN or Undang-Undang Sistem Pendidikan Nasional) –
later amended in 2003 (No. 20/2003) – where madrasas and other Islamic
educational institutions are considered a subsystem within the national
educational system. Madrasas are to be made legally equivalent with
‘general schools’, at the primary, secondary and tertiary levels, and they
are also required to participate in the government’s nine-year compulsory
education programme. Religion is a compulsory subject to be taught at all
levels of education, from primary to university level. This law acknowledges
the important role of these Islamic education institutions in the process of
character moulding and nation building.
Consequently, as a result of the law on National Education System
(UUSPN), the madrasa evolved from being a religious education institution
to a general school with Islamic leanings. As a general school, the curriculum
of madrasas has to be identical with that of general schools administered by
MONE. Hence, madrasas have to adopt curricula issued by MONE. However,
in order to distinguish madrasas from general schools, MORA started writing
textbooks for general subjects with an Islamic slant, to enable madrasas to
retain their distinctive identity. With madrasas adopting more general
education subjects on top of the usual religious subjects, madrasa students
consequently have more subjects to study for, compared to their counterparts
from general schools. Madrasa teachers also have to be well versed in general
subjects, thus the IAIN reopened its science department to equip madrasa
teachers to teach these subjects. Subsequently, in order to accommodate
students who want to pursue higher education, the Indonesian government
further enhanced the quality of tertiary institutions to enable their graduates
to teach better in madrasas.
Why have reforms of madrasas been implemented largely without
resistance or opposition from the Muslim community? The answer lies in
two long-held expectations among Muslims; they expect the continued
existence of madrasas, and expect that the quality of madrasa education is on
par with that of general schools. The reforms of madrasas with the National
Law on Education Nos 3/1989 and 20/2003 reaped further successes. Three
years after the implementation of the National Curricula of 1994 issued by
MONE, graduates of senior secondary madrasas (Madrasa Aliyah) were able
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to continue their education not only at one of the Islamic universities such as
IAIN (State Institute of Islamic Studies), STAIN (Sekolah Tinggi Agama Islam
Negeri or State College of Islamic Studies) and UIN (Universitas Islam Negeri
or State Islamic University), but also at secular universities. Furthermore,
they managed to gain admission to military and police academies – an
unprecedented and previously unimaginable situation.
Notably, the officials who headed the modernization efforts of the madrasas
were graduates of higher educational institutions, such as IAIN. Some of them
gained their advanced degrees from overseas universities in the Middle East and
the West. There are now 14 IAINs and 36 STAINs in Indonesia,3 as well as 6
full-fledged UINs. The conversion of IAIN Jakarta into UIN Syarif Hidayatullah
Jakarta in 2002, followed by IAIN Yogyakarta, STAIN Malang, IAIN Pekanbaru,
IAIN Makassar and IAIN Bandung in 2004, is another major reform of Islamic
education in Indonesia. With the conversion, UINs – unlike IAINs – consist
not only of faculties of Islamic religious sciences, but also of faculties of general
sciences, such as Science and Technology, Economics, Psychology, and Medicine
and Health Sciences. This conversion aims first, to integrate Islamic religious
sciences with the general sciences, and second, to provide graduates of all the
four divisions of Madrasa Aliyah with study programmes commensurate with
their educational background (Kusmana & Munadi, 2002; UIN Jakarta, 2005;
Yatim & Nasuhi, 2002).
The graduates of IAINs, STAINs and UINs in Indonesia play a very
important role not only in the reforms and modernization of the pesantrens
and madrasas, but also, as proposed by Jamhari and Jabali (2003), in Muslim
society as a whole. This is due to the historical, sociological, cultural, rational
and non-denominational (non-madhhabi) approaches to Islam employed
at IAINs, STAINs and UINs, as opposed to the theological, normative and
denominational approaches that were common in Islamic educational
institutions in the past (Jamhari & Jabali, 2002, 2003). With these newer
approaches, these Islamic higher educational institutions have been at the
forefront of the introduction and dissemination of not only new interpretations
of Islam, but also of contemporary ideas on the compatibility between Islam
and democracy, civic education, civil society, gender equity and women
empowerment, multicultural education, and other related issues. A case in
point is the civic education programme. Originally introduced at IAIN/UIN
Jakarta in 1999, it was very successful, thus was eventually adopted not only
by the entire IAIN/STAIN/UIN system, but also by private Islamic universities
such as the Muhammadiyah Universities.
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In the context of the pesantrens and madrasas, the graduates of IAINs,
STAINs and UINs have certain advantages compared to graduates of other
tertiary institutions. Since most of them were graduates of the pesantrens and
madrasas before continuing their education at an IAIN, STAIN or UIN, they are
familiar with the system and environment at the pesantren and madrasa. Hence,
upon completing their studies at the IAIN, STAIN or UIN, many of them would
return to their home village and teach at a madrasa and pesantren; others would
dedicate themselves to the improvement of these institutions by getting involved
in government or non-government activities related to the empowerment of
madrasas and pesantrens.
The alumna of IAINs, STAINs and UINs also played an important role as
teachers of religious instruction in general schools. Based on Pancasila (the five
pillars of the ideological basis of the Indonesian state), the National Constitution
of 1945 and Indonesian Laws on National Education, religious instruction has
been made compulsory from elementary school to university. For that purpose,
both MORA and MONE recruited graduates of IAINs as teachers of religious
instruction – a subject that is allocated 2 hours a week.4
It is clear from the above discussion that many reforms have been carried
out both by the Muslim community and the Indonesian government to
modernize pesantrens, madrasas and all Islamic educational institutions, from
Bustan al-Atfal (kindergarten) to the tertiary level (IAINs, STAINs and UINs).
These reforms aim to achieve progress in science and technology, to meet
the practical needs of the community, as well as to minimize the disparities
in terms of resources and education quality between Islamic educational
institutions administered by MORA and general schools by MONE. In this
respect, graduates of pesantrens and madrasas are expected to be competent
in both Islamic religious sciences and the secular sciences; such competence
would enable them to make more significant contributions for the betterment
of the community.

The role of the Muslim middle class and
sekolah Islam (Islamic school)
The third reason for the successful reforms in Indonesia is the support of
the Muslim middle class. The success of the community and government
in developing and modernizing pesantrens and madrasas has significantly
transformed the image of Islamic educational institutions. This transformation
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coincided with the awakening of a new religious consciousness among Indonesian
Muslims in the 1990s, known as the period of santrinisasi (‘santrinization’, that
is, being more pious) or Islamisasi (Islamization), among the new and younger
generation of mostly middle-class Muslim families in urban areas such as
Jakarta, Bandung, Yogyakarta, Surabaya, Medan and Makasar. Many graduated
from prominent universities both in Indonesia and abroad. However, as their
own education provided them knowledge of advancement in sciences and
technology, but lacked religious education, they wanted their children to better
understand and practise Islamic teachings. Islamic education institutions thus
catered to their needs.
Some believe that this new urban religious consciousness resulted from the
betterment of education, steady economic growth and a global revival of Islamic
awareness. The latter can be attributed to globalization, the impact of television,
radio broadcasting and the internet, which facilitates easy access to a trove of
information on Islam in print media, namely books, journals and magazines.
This development in turn has fuelled ghirah (strong Islamic sentiment) to
develop and advance the Muslim community vis-à-vis other communities in
Indonesia.
Therefore, in terms of education, it is understandable if middle-class
Muslims are more concerned with the quality of education in Islamic schools,
and its impact on their children’s further studies and careers. They insist on
their children being schooled in science and technology while being familiar
with religious tradition and practices at the same time.
It is clear that the Muslim middle class is the main force behind the
development of the new trend of Islamic educational institutions. They
initiated and invested in the development of new offshoots of sekolah Islam
(Islamic school) – another model of an Islamic educational institution that
differs from the pesantren, madrasa and older sekolah Islam, discussed earlier.
The new sekolah Islam is secular and general in terms of its educational system
and curriculum. It heavily adopts the system and curriculum of general school
(sekolah umum) under the auspices of MONE. Some of these new schools are
explicitly named sekolah Islam while others are named ‘model school’ (sekolah
model or sekolah unggulan).
The difference between the new sekolah Islam and other Islamic educational
institution, such as pesantrens, madrasas and the old sekolah Islam can be seen
from the association of the first two types of institutions with MORA, and the
last type with MONE. Some believe that the attachment of sekolah Islam to the
MONE’s system is more promising than being under MORA, as it will lead to
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general acceptance and recognition from the community. Therefore, they prefer
to name the new institution sekolah Islam to differentiate it from the general
school (sekolah umum) and be affiliated to MONE’s system. If it was named
a madrasa, it would be under MORA’s administration. The new sekolah Islam
however, makes some adjustments to the MONE curriculum. They place a
stronger emphasis on certain subjects such as the natural and social sciences,
and on foreign languages, particularly English. More recently, some of the new
Sekolah Islam adopted the boarding system of the pesantren in order to conduct
24-hour education.
What makes the new sekolah Islam substantially different from the
pesantren, madrasa and old sekolah Islam is its practical emphasis on
religious education. As previously explained, the pesantren, madrasa and
old sekolah Islam are well known for imparting specific religious knowledge
like Islamic history (tarikh), Islamic jurisprudence (fiqh), theology and
other Islamic subjects, taught in conjunction with general knowledge like
mathematics, economics, and natural and social sciences. Rather than
treating Islamic knowledge merely as a regular classroom subject, the new
sekolah Islam places more emphasis on the practical application of Islamic
values in daily interaction. In this sense, sekolah Islam neither considers
Islamic sciences to be core subjects in the curriculum, as is the case in
the pesantren, madrasa and the old sekolah Islam, nor are they considered
supplementary subjects like in sekolah umum (general schools). The new
sekolah Islam aims to build a student’s Islamic character based on religious
ethics and values. In other words, religion is not mere cognitive knowledge
as outlined in the curriculum, but is rather to be manifested in values and
ethics guiding students’ daily behaviour. Thus in the new sekolah Islam, the
detailed exposition of Islamic sciences, as commonly taught in pesantrens
and madrasas, is hardly available.
It is also worth mentioning that the new version of sekolah Islams are well
equipped, with comprehensive facilities such as air-conditioned classrooms,
libraries, laboratories and sporting arenas, as well as other teaching and
education resources such as computers, internet access and a well-organized
extracurricular programme. As a modern institution, the new sekolah Islam is
run by professionals in the areas of management, teaching and learning processes,
and curriculum development. Teachers, managers and administrative staff are
recruited in a highly competitive selection process and most of them are well
qualified, with advanced degrees. Likewise, entrance requirements for the new
sekolah Islam are also very stringent. Aspiring students must attain a minimum
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score in the entrance test and pass an interview before they can gain admission.
Unsurprisingly, the admission fees and monthly school fees for the new sekolah
Islam are also very steep, as this type of school is established partly to attract
the middle-class Muslims in urban areas, to fulfil their need of providing their
children with a quality education that combines secular sciences and religious
values. With these features, it is not surprising that the private, new sekolah Islam
in many cases is able to supersede the quality of state-owned schools such as the
sekolah negeri or madrasa negeri administered by MONE and MORA.
A notable example of the new sekolah Islam in Indonesia is Sekolah Islam
Al-Azhar, founded in the late 1960s by Haji Amrullah Karim. More commonly
known as Professor Hamka, he was one of the most prominent ‘ulama in
Indonesia who, in the late 1970s, was appointed to be the chairman of MUI
(Majelis Ulama Indonesia/Indonesian Ulama Council). The name ‘al-Azhar’
was inspired by that of al-Jamiah al-Azhar (University of al-Azhar) in Cairo,
Egypt, at which Professor Hamka was conferred a Doctor of Honoris Causa
in the 1960s (Azra, 1999, pp. 74–5). Located in an elite enclave of the middle
class in Kebayoran Baru South Jakarta, this institution, under the auspices of
Yayasan Pesantren Islam (YPI), has grown tremendously since the 1990s. It
has branches not only in Jakarta and its surrounding areas like Ciputat and
Pamulang, but also in other cities like Cirebon and Sukabumi in West Java,
Surabaya in East Java and Medan in North Sumatram. It provides general
education ranging from kindergarten to senior secondary school levels (SMA).
Five years ago, this foundation started the Universitas al-Azhar Indonesia
(UAI), which is now led by Professor Ir Zuhal, M.Sc., the former Minister of
Sciences and Technology in the cabinet of President B. J. Habibie.5
Another noteworthy example of the new sekolah Islam is the Sekolah
Madania under Yayasan Madania. This institution, established in the mid1990s, is mainly associated with the Yayasan Wakaf Paramadina (Paramadina
Foundation), a prominent middle-class forum that regularly holds discussions
on religious and social issues, located in another wealthy class enclave in Pondok
Indah South Jakarta. Paramadina was founded in 1985 by the late Professor
Nurcholish Madjid, a graduate of the University of Chicago known as one of the
most important pioneers of the Islamic renewal movement in Indonesia since
the early 1970s. Sekolah Madania is mainly located in Parung West Java. It runs
kindergarten, elementary schools (SD, or Sekolah Dasar), junior secondary
schools (SMP or Sekolah Menengah Pertama) and senior secondary schools
(SMA) concurrently. Initially, Madania opened and adopted the pesantren
model of boarding for the SMA level. However, this boarding school model is
no longer practised due to technical difficulties and steep operating costs.
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Madania is also renowned for its efforts to promote pluralism and
multiculturalism, as seen from the curricula and its teaching methods. Madania
also allows non-Muslims to be admitted as students, while providing weekly
religious instruction according to the professed religion of the non-Muslim
students. This provision is very common for sekolah umum (general schools)
under MONE or for some private schools run by Catholic foundations like Santa
Ursula or Santa Maria; however, it is a rare provision for educational institutions
affiliated with the Muslim community. Recently, Madania has had a non-Muslim
student population of over 3 per cent. Although this might seem an insignificant
percentage, Madania has proven to be one of the leading Islamic schools that both
advocate and practise pluralism in practical teaching and learning processes.
Besides encouraging pluralism and multiculturalism by introducing students to
languages and cultures of other countries, such as China and Japan, Madania
also places a strong emphasis on individual character building and the learning
of life skills for them to study independently and solve their own problems.

A challenge for reform in Islamic education in Indonesia
The successful reform of Islamic education, however, does not mean that there
have been no challenges accompanying reform. A perennial challenge for Islamic
educators is the difficulty of integrating religious subjects and general subjects
into the curriculum. Many pesantren leaders do not see a dichotomy between
religious studies and secular studies. The integration of religious and general
subjects is achieved by the teacher, who reminds students of their educational
duty of knowing Allah by linking lessons to relevant Islamic sources, principles
and values.
While it is clear that there is a strong advantage in infusing Islamic principles
and values into the teaching of general subjects, such integration is difficult to
achieve in reality. They are more likely to take place in sekolah Islams rather
than in most pesantrens and madrasas, as sekolah Islams generally have better
facilities and equipment, more qualified teachers, and other resources needed
for an integrated curriculum and educational innovations. Of special mention
is a type of sekolah Islam known as the Integrated Islamic school (ISS; Sekolah
Islam Terpadu). Rather than limiting religious instruction to one or two religious
subjects, the priority in ISS is to infuse religious principles and values into the
entire curriculum throughout the school day (Tan, 2011). This integration is
usually achieved by incorporating Islamic ideas and values through the formal
curriculum, in the teaching of general subjects; and through the informal
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curriculum, through the school ethos and activities outside formal school
hours.
Notwithstanding the attempts at integrating religious and general studies,
many Islamic schools face an uphill task in doing so. There is a conceptual
difficulty in finding a direct link between a topic in a general-subject and Islamic
teachings. After all, the Qur’an is not a scientific book which one can consult to
confirm every scientific fact or theory. The consequence of a lack of integration
between general subjects and religious subjects within a coherent conceptual
framework is educational dualism. This refers to ‘the existence of an Islamic
educational system with little if any general educational content alongside a
secular educational system with little if any Islamic content’ (Azra et al., 2007,
pp. 182–3). Highlighting the ‘knowledge dichotomy’ between Islamic schools
and general or public schools, Zakaria (2008) asserts that the Islamic educational
system produces graduates who have a strong religious knowledge base and
moral attitudes but lack a methodological approach, while general education
produces graduates who are strong in methodological approaches but lack a
religious knowledge base (p. 82).

Conclusion
The Indonesian experience of the reform of Islamic education highlights three
main implications for policy makers, educators and practitioners. The first
implication is the benefit of offering different types of Islamic educational
institutions, be they pesantrens, madrasas or sekolah Islams, to cater to different
needs of Muslims in society. Secondly, Islamic educational institutions need
to integrate religious and secular education, as well as offer a curriculum that
balances religious concerns with the challenges of modernization. Finally, it is
imperative for Islamic education leaders to be open-minded to diversity and
innovations within and outside the Islamic faith, constantly progressing to
ensure that their institutions remain socio-culturally relevant.

Notes
1 Most state and national leaders, such as President Abdurrahman Wahid
(1999–2001), believe that education should be administered under one roof, that is,
under MONE, and not separated into MONE and MORA. However, this met with
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sporadic strong opposition from the Muslim community; they feared that bringing
Islamic education into MONE would dilute its Islamic character and reduce the
role of MORA. There are Muslims who felt that Muslims had struggled to maintain
the existence of MORA, and at the same time had nurtured Islamic educational
institutions since the Dutch colonial period. Therefore, they insisted that Islamic
education must remain under the administration of MORA not only for Islamic
education itself, but also for the very existence of MORA.
Although the state failed to integrate madrasas into MONE, it continued to pay
attention to the development of Islamic education in general through MORA. This
can be seen from the state’s subsidy of Islamic education – though this is much less
than that given to general schools. The state began to acknowledge the existence of
Islamic education institutions with the Law on Education (Undang Undang Pokok
Pendidikan dan Pengajaran) No. 4, 1950. It stipulated that the state acknowledged
the education of graduates of madrasas. However, in practice, the state still treated
madrasas as an educational institution that was not on par with general schools
under the MONE. Therefore, to overcome this perceived disparity in education
levels, the government felt the need to modernize and upgrade the quality of
madrasas and other Islamic educational institutions as well.
It is important to note that in the late 1950s and 1960s, State Institutes for Islamic
Studies (IAIN, or Institut Agama Islam Negeri) were mostly established by the
Indonesian government under the supervision of MORA, in the capital cities of
provinces. However, some faculties of IAINs were also located in towns outside of
capital cities of provinces; in 1998, these faculties were converted into State College
of Islamic Studies (STAIN, or Sekolah Tinggi Agama Islam). IAINs and STAINs
consist of five faculty of Islamic religious sciences: Tarbiyah (Islamic Education),
Shari’a (Islamic Law), Adab (Islamic Literature), Ushuluddin (Theology) and
Da’wah (Islamic Preaching).
Graduates of IAINs in the 1970s faced many difficulties in their efforts to
modernize madrasas and pesantrens. From the period of the Old Order
government, not long after the nation’s independence, until the time the National
Laws on Education of 1989 and 2003 were enacted, they had to establish the
legitimacy of Islamic education institutions vis-à-vis national education in general.
Although the Indonesian State has positioned religion as one of the most important
aspects of state affairs, the integration of Islamic education into the national
education system under MONE is equally important. The integration of Islamic
educational institutions into MONE was aimed at avoiding further dualism in the
administration of education.
Some ‘breakaway’ sekolah Islam from Sekolah Islam al-Azhar, such as the Sekolah
Islam al-Azhar Kemang and Sekolah Islam al-Izhar, Pondok Labu, in Jakarta, also
emerged. After bitter court battles, they have been legally allowed to continue to
exist. Despite their separation from the Sekolah Islam al-Azhar, Kebayoran Baru,
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these breakaway sekolah have been able to maintain their quality of education and
thus, remain favoured by Muslim middle-class families.
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Madrasa Education Reform in
Afghanistan, 2002–13: A Critique
Yahia Baiza

Introduction
The research methods described here were designed to explore and analyse how
and why madrasa education in Afghanistan reached its current stage, where it
needs urgent reform, and how effective the current reform programmes are.
The research utilized a qualitative case study research design, during October–
November 2012 in Kabul, Afghanistan. A combination of in-depth interviews
and documentary analysis was conducted. Twenty-two respondents, including
policy makers, researchers and decision makers within and outside the Ministry
of Education (MoE), participated in this study. The data was analysed using the
interpretative approach, which suits the exploratory nature of this study, and
generates fresh meaning out of the collected data by moving the interview and
documentary analysis beyond the surface level.
Afghanistan is a predominantly Muslim country with a mosaic composition
of many different ethnic and religious groups. The majority of the country’s
population adhere to the Sunni Hanafi School of jurisprudence, followed by
the Shia (Ithna-ashari and Ismaili) interpretation of Islam. Besides Islam,
Hinduism, Sikhism and Judaism also have a long history in Afghanistan. For
much of the country’s recent history, the Hanafi school of law has been the
official religion of the state, whereas Shia and other non-Muslim groups have
lived a marginalized life with less religious freedom and support from the
state. Therefore, with the exception of the past few years, the state has mainly
been supporting the Sunni Hanafi madrasas, and promoting the religious
and political interests of Sunni Hanafi religious councils. This had negative
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repercussions on madrasa education in Afghanistan, as it exposed madrasas
to political influences.
In contrast, because the state did not recognize the Shia interpretation
of Islam as the official state religion, it intentionally ignored the Shia Ithnaashari madrasas and Shia Ismaili religious education, which were conducted
privately and often secretly until the 1980s. The status quo remained unchanged
until 2008, when the state approved the development of Shia madrasas and
the MoE began to develop a separate curriculum and set of textbooks for
the Shia Ithna-ashari madrasas (Baiza, 2008, p. 3). This change in the state’s
policy resulted from the 2004 national constitution, which for the first time
recognized Shia Jafari jurisprudence. Prior to 2008, Shia Muslims were allowed
to establish their congregational halls and madrasas as long as they obeyed
the state’s policy. This concession was given in the 1964 constitution, which
stopped short of supporting the development of Shia madrasas. This policy, in
turn, kept Shia religious education outside the state’s political influence.
The states in Afghanistan and the Deobandi religious reform movement
in India had a major educational and political influence on madrasas in
Afghanistan. In the second half of the nineteenth century, Deobandi scholars
viewed the diminishing role of madrasa education under the influence of the
British authorities in India as a degradation of Muslim identity and culture,
akin to the destruction of Islam itself (Eickelman, 1985, p. 179; Metcalf, 1982,
p. 351). The Deobandi darul uloom’s programme, which focused on the training
of religious personalities and leaders for Muslim countries (Nizami, 1965,
p. 205), found a significant audience among ‘ulama circles in Afghanistan.
They combined political ambitions with religious dogma, and emphasized the
liberation of Muslim lands from the European occupying forces (Nizami, 1965,
p. 205). Thus, the Deobandi’s darul uloom, with its revivalist focus, influenced
the development of Sunni madrasas in Afghanistan.
The Deobandis’ conservative teaching received both resistance and support
from governments of Afghanistan. The Deobandi curriculum focused on
religious education and rejected the teaching of rational sciences and philosophy
(Majrooh, 1988, p. 77). King Amanullah (1919–29) tried to control the teaching
and activities of Deobandi mullahs (Baiza, 2013, pp. 84–5). However, the situation
changed in their favour when King Muhammad Zahir (1933–73) officially
invited the Deobandi ‘ulama to reform and lead madrasas in Afghanistan. In
1933, the Vice-Chancellor of the Darul Uloom Deoband warmly responded
to the invitation and the request of Muhammad Zahir’s government to assist
the development of madrasa education in Afghanistan (Rizvi, 1980, p. 230). It
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gave the Deobandi scholars a unique opportunity to take full control of madrasa
curriculum, textbooks and teaching methods in Afghanistan. Many of the
Sunni resistance leaders who rose to prominence in the 1980s and the 1990s
and occupied important government positions in the 2000s, were influenced by
Deobandi teachings in one form or another.
Political manipulation in madrasas drastically increased during the Soviet
invasion of Afghanistan (1979–89), and under the Taliban. These developments
positioned the madrasa at the heart of the Cold War between the United States
and the Soviet Union. The resistance parties and their international supporters
transformed madrasas into centres of religious extremism, in order to train
and supply new generations of jihadists (religious fighters), in the fight against
the Soviet army and the pro-Soviet government of Afghanistan. The Taliban
are testament to the depth and extent of politicization of, and radicalism in,
madrasa education. By March 2002, when the first post-Taliban academic
year started, Sunni madrasas in Afghanistan were already diverted from their
traditional educational mandate and character, which once upon a time, as
stated by Ghawthie, aimed to educate faithful individuals, equipped with a firm
understanding of religion and religious obligations, basic life skills and a moral
character compatible with the norms and demands of society (Ghawthie, 1968,
p. 4). In contrast, madrasas throughout the 1980s and the 1990s taught children
how to use weapons and guns, kill Russian and government soldiers, and view
them as infidels, and developed in them a narrow understanding of religion and
Islam (Baiza, 2013, pp. 149–55).
The building of a stable and moderate, and above all, United States- and
Western-friendly state constituted the broader post-Taliban political context.
This could only take place with the defeat of the military and ideological control
of the Taliban. Practical steps towards this goal began with the formulation of
a political roadmap at the Bonn Conference in December 2001. Although the
Bonn Agreement was smoothly implemented,1 the establishment of a stable,
moderate and accountable state in Afghanistan appears to be a challenging task.
The recent Failed States Index (2012) ranked Afghanistan in the top ten failed
states, under the category of the ‘High Alert’ states, over a period of the past five
to six years (Haken et al., 2012, pp. 3–5). Likewise, in the Corruption Perception
Index 2012, Afghanistan scored 8 points and is ranked at the bottom of the
list, next to North Korea and Somalia that each scored 8 points (Transparency
International, 2012). However, despite the existing challenges, there has been
significant progress in the education sector over the past eleven years. The
government and the public demonstrated their support for education in the
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‘Back to School’ education campaign, celebrating and marking the beginning
of the first post-Taliban school year in March 2002 (Baiza, 2013, pp. 208–
9). Currently, there is an estimated 9.3 million students, of which women
constitute 40 per cent (3.27 million), as claimed by the Minister of Education in
Afghanistan on 23 March 2013 (Islamic Republic of Afghanistan, Government
Media & Information Centre [IRA GMIC], 23 March 2013). In addition, the
Minister reported a total of 700,000 adult literacy learners enrolled in 22,000
adult literacy courses, of which 60 per cent (420,000) are women. The number of
female teachers also significantly increased over the past years, from nearly zero
per cent under the Taliban to 31 per cent (62,000) of a total of 200,000 teachers
in 2013, teaching across 15,906 schools (IRA GMIC, 23 March 2013). However,
it is also worth noting that the accuracy of statistical figures is questionable and
probably an underestimate; the lack of security often makes it very difficult
to provide accurate national statistics. This is not surprising in war-torn and
conflict-affected countries. Despite these issues, one cannot deny the fact that
the current number of male and female students and teachers is unprecedented
in the modern history of Afghanistan.

Madrasa education: The current
landscape and reform vision
Madrasa education has a long history in Afghanistan. It is deeply intertwined
with the country’s history, people’s culture, religion and folk traditions. The
people’s right to madrasa education, and the government’s responsibility towards
madrasa education, are enshrined in the 2004 national constitution. Article
17 of the constitution states that, ‘the state shall adopt necessary measures for
the promotion of education at all levels, for the development of the religious
education, and for organizing and improving the conditions of mosques,
madrasas and religious centres’ (Ministry of Justice [MoJ], 2004, p. 9).
Currently, there are five mainstream religious education institutions in
the country, from which parents and students can choose. These include the
public madrasas (madaris-e rasmi), Qur’an schools (darul hefazes), religious
education in the general (modern) education system, private registered
madrasas (madaris-e khususi sabt shodah) and private unregistered madrasas
(madaris-e khususi sabt na-shodah). These madrasas are further divided into
Sunni and Shia Ithna-ashari branches, each conducting religious education
according to their interpretation. Darul hefaz, which is discussed later,
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mainly focuses and specializes on the recitation and memorization of the
Qur’an.
The future of a stable, moderate and progressive Afghanistan is highly
dependent on the reform of its education system. The task of achieving this
target has, however, been a daunting one. In order to defragment and transform
education in Afghanistan into an effective and promising system, the MoE has
developed a series of strategic plans, which shaped the entire reform process in
education, including the reform and modernization of madrasa education. In its
first five-year National Education Strategic Plan (NESP 1), the Ministry states
that:
Our vision is to facilitate the development of vibrant human capital by providing
equal access to quality education for all and enable our people to participate
and contribute productively to the development, economic growth and
stability of our country. To do this the Ministry must evolve into a modern,
effective, fully funded and functioning public institution that facilitates
education opportunities for children and adults, without discrimination, across
Afghanistan. (MoE, 2007, p. 11)

In NESP 2 (2010), the MoE rearticulated its vision by stating that:
Our vision is to develop human capital based on Islamic principles, national
and international commitments and respect for human rights by providing
equitable access to quality education for all to enable them to actively
participate in sustainable development, economic growth, and stability and
security of Afghanistan. To do this the Ministry must evolve into a modern,
effective, fully funded and accountable public institution that facilitates
education opportunities for children and adults, without discrimination, across
Afghanistan. (MoE, 2010, p. 1)

Behind this vision for reform lies a deep fear of radicalism that permeated
madrasas during the 1980s and the 1990s. The overall official goal of the
government and the MoE is to develop a modern broad-based Islamic
education system for all citizens of the country (MoE, 2010, p. 72). This goal
is also motivated by the fear of madrasas’ perceived link with terrorism. The
Taliban drew their name, education and military fighters from madrasas; their
political conduct, religious extremism and legal system of justice, were seen as
symbols and representations of madrasa education. This fear and perception
has been reflected in the MoE’s first, second and third five-year strategic
plans (NESP 1–3). In NESP 1, the MoE stated that ‘thousands of children
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are being indoctrinated in hatred and intolerance in madrasas’ (2007, p. 11).
By renouncing religious extremism, and aiming for a thorough reform and
modernization of the madrasa education system, the MoE demonstrates that
madrasas teaching hatred and violence are no longer part of the system, and the
people of Afghanistan would be provided with a broad-based Islamic education
in the country (MoE, 2007, p. 12). In a personal interview, a senior policy maker
at the MoE commented that:
During Hanif Atmar’s office as the Minister of Education, the madrasa reform
was a key debate. It was the Ministry’s position that if we do not reform madrasa
education, we cannot free ourselves from the problem of terrorism, and the
culture of violence. Two key issues stood at the heart of madrasa reform:
regulation of madrasa education, and reforming its curriculum in order to
transform them into non-violent centres of education.

It is true that madrasas were used for violence and terrorism in Afghanistan and
Pakistan during the years of the anti-Soviet war and the subsequent civil war in
the 1980s and 1990s. However, it also needs to be acknowledged that madrasa
education in this part of the world entered this phase of its history through
political manipulation and intentionally designed processes. Nonetheless,
regardless of past events, the government of Afghanistan and its international
supporters are right to call for the reform and modernization of the madrasa
system.
The MoE introduced a reform package for madrasa education in 2006. It
aimed to modernize madrasas and expand the MoE’s control over private and
cross-border madrasas. The NESP 1 called for the development of modern
curriculum, the provision of access to modern religious education for boys
and girls, the training of qualified teaching cadre, the equipping of madrasas
with modern facilities, an increase in the number of male and female madrasa
students, and the development of policies for private and cross-border madrasas,
such as the registration and certification of private and cross-border madrasas
(MoE, 2007, pp. 72–7). An analysis of these measures, ongoing challenges,
shortcomings and issues are presented in the following section.

Debate and analysis of reform policy
The current reform process suffers from a series of contradictions at both
policy-making and policy-implementation levels. Contradictions are often
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rooted in the lack of sufficient communication, mutual understanding and
consultation between policy makers, legislators and politicians at various
levels. For example, in 2007, the MoE declared that students of Islamic
education would only be admitted from Grade 7 onwards, that is, after the
completion of their primary education. Based on this policy, the Ministry
designed the curriculum of most of the madrasas for Grades 7–12, with an
exception of a few madrasas (darul ulooms) that teach Grades 7–14 (MoE,
2007, p. 72). However, a year later, in 2008, the cabinet of ministers and the
national parliament approved the new education law, which raised the level
of admission to madrasa education from Grades 7 to 10. Article 21 of the
education law declares that:
The formal Islamic educational period comprises Grade 10 to the end of
Grade 14, provided and expanded free in the state educational madrasas,
in a balanced and equitable manner, in accordance with the number of
population and Kochis residing in the area and educational and training
standards for the graduates of Grade 9 of the intermediate (basic) education
level. (MoJ, 2008, p. 27)

Gaps in communication, a lack of commitment to implement approved
policies, and religio-political lobbies add additional challenges to the reform
process. While the education law clearly prescribes madrasa education from
Grade 10 to the end of Grade 14, actual madrasa education is provided from
Grade 1 to the end of Grade 14, and continues to the tertiary level, that is,
a bachelor’s degree. Some policy makers and policy advisors are concerned
about the gap between reform policies and the actual madrasa education
programme on the ground. For instance, in a face-to-face interview, a senior
researcher within the MoE stated that:
The key reason behind prescribing madrasa education from Grade 10 onwards
was to provide all students with a unified general education up to the end of
their basic education [Grade 9], before they opt for religious, technical, or
vocational education, or take the academic route. In contrast, the provision of
religious education right from Grade 1 increases the risk of educating students
in a dogmatic and narrow-minded manner.

In the above statement, the fear that madrasas, with their education programme
starting from Grade 1, would lead to a dogmatic and narrow-minded
understanding of religion is not without cause. Both the people and the
government are still concerned about the Taliban-minded madrasa students.
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Despite the fact that the Talibanization of madrasas happened under extreme
political conditions and politicization processes, it is very natural to remain
extra conscious and vigilant, considering what happened to madrasa students
a decade ago.
Furthermore, policy documents remain obscure, undecided and contradictory
regarding how to regulate religious education. For instance, the first part of
the Article 21 of the education law prescribes madrasa education from Grade
10 onwards, whereas the second part states that, ‘education in darul hefazes
comprises Grade 1 to the end of Grade 12, provided and expanded free in
the state darul hefazes’ (MoJ, 2008, p. 27). As has already been stated, darul
hefaz (literally, the House of Memorizers [of the Qur’an]) is a type of religious
school that primarily focuses on learning and memorization of the Qur’an. Its
curriculum includes the reading (qira-at), pronunciation, intonation (tajwid)
and accent (lahjah) of Qur’anic recitation, Qur’anic exegesis, Islamic belief
(aqayed), jurisprudence (fiqh), biography of the Prophet (siratul nabi) and
Arabic language. Both institutions, that is, the darul hefaz and madrasa, provide
religious education. The former starts at Grade 1 and the latter from Grade 10
onwards. This contradiction has not only been overlooked by policymakers at
the MoE and lawmakers at the MoJ, but also by many other researchers and
policy advisors within the MoE.
However, on the other side of the reform equation, there is also a powerful
lobby of religious scholars, known as Shura-ye ‘Ulama (Council of Religious
Scholars), who champion the cause of religion above everything else. This lobby
has a great influence on religious education in the country. The provision of
religious education from Grade 1 undoubtedly meets their demand. One of
the early signs of this lobby’s influence was observable in the MoE’s decision
to allow the admission of pupils to madrasas at Grade 1 under ‘exceptional’
circumstances. The MoE declared that:
In areas where general education schools do not exist, madrasas may also admit
students from Grade 1. In such cases, the Ministry plans that the madrasas will
implement the curriculum of general education for Grades 1 to 6 with optional
lessons on religious issues. (MoE, 2007, p. 72)

The MoE argued that this policy will facilitate flexibility within the education
system and will allow children to attain basic education despite difficult
circumstances. The MoE stated that pupils attending madrasas at Grade 1 have
the option of choosing, at the end of the primary cycle (Grade 6), whether
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to continue with specialized religious education in madrasas or to join the
mainstream general (modern) education system (MoE, 2007, p. 72). This policy
sounds perfectly plausible on paper. However, in the context of Afghanistan,
once madrasas officially admit pupils from Grade 1, there are no enforcement
authorities at the later stage to ensure whether the ‘exceptional’ circumstances,
that is, lack of general education school in the area, is still a genuine issue or
not. In addition, it is difficult to imagine how madrasas would teach the modern
education curriculum, when traditional madrasa teachers are often opposed to
the less religious nature of modern education subjects. In other words, it would
be almost impossible to think of a madrasa where religious education would
be an optional choice. This would clearly jeopardize the identity of madrasa
education. Furthermore, the general education curriculum requires a different
group of teachers. In event that the implementation of general education
curriculum is possible, then the concept of ‘exceptional’ circumstances is no
longer valid and applicable. Therefore, this policy is by nature contradictory.
Given the role and influence of the Council of Religious Scholars on madrasa
education, it could be speculated that the discussed policy could reflect the
MoE’s attempt to accommodate the ‘ulama’s desire for religious education from
Grade 1.
In addition, the lack of unified policies, division of responsibilities, a
clear direction and the existence of parallel structures appear to be a serious
problem. For example, public madrasas, darul hefazes and private registered
madrasas all provide religious education for Grades 1–12, whereas some
madrasas teach up to Grade 14. They all implement the MoE’s national Islamic
education curriculum. In addition, the modern education system also includes
a number of religious education subjects for Grades 1–12. These include the
Qur’an (Grades 1–6), Islamic education, Arabic grammar and hadith (Grades
7–9), Qur’anic exegesis (Grades 10–11) and beliefs (Grade 12). Although these
different institutions operate under the MoE’s umbrella and duplicate much
of the religious education programmes, there is a considerable gap between
graduates of madrasa and general/modern education systems. In order to
bridge the gap between these parallel systems and create a unified religious
education policy, MoE’s Islamic Education Department (MoE-IED) formulated
the development of a reformed national Islamic education system. The MoEIED began the development of a new curriculum framework, accompanying
textbooks, and teacher education programmes (MoE, 2007, pp. 73–4). The
new curriculum framework comprises 40 per cent of Islamic subjects and
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60 per cent of general and vocational subjects, teacher education, information
technology and English (MoE, 2013, p. 26). The new curriculum would facilitate
a better understanding between madrasa and modern education graduates.
However, though it appears impressive on paper, in-depth interviews with
former members of curriculum and textbook development teams for Islamic
education reveal that thus far the Ministry’s achievements have been lacklustre.
In a personal interview, a former member of textbook development team for
religious education commented that:
It should be noted that most of the private madrasas, including public madrasas,
still use old textbooks. The only major reform that was carried out was the
restructuring of old traditional books into school textbooks. For instance, an old
book, which had five hundred pages [and many themes], has been restructured
as, let us say, into 30 lessons. Each lesson includes some new learning material,
such as summaries of each lesson, a few questions to think about, and some
homework at the end of each lesson. There is no qualitative change to the actual
text itself. This means that new books have not been compiled and developed.

In response to my question regarding whether both Shia and Sunni madrasa
curriculum and textbook developers utilize same approach, the respondent
replied, ‘yes, both of them did the same thing’. When I probed further by asking
why the MoE did not develop new textbooks, he replied that:
It was not possible to do so, because we do not have qualified people for
this job. There was money available from international donors and all were
spent in this way. According to a recent report [in October–November 2012],
over the past years [2008–12], the Curriculum and Textbook Development
Department, which also provides textbooks for madrasas, spent a total of
US$91 million. It was not clear [from the report] whether this amount also
covered the printing cost of textbooks or not.2 The average salary of contracted
textbook developers was around US$7,000 per month. It means that some
people were given a salary of US$12,000–15,000 per month. The lowest
salary was paid to curriculum and textbook developers from the [Shia Ithnaashari] Jafari fiqh – US$1,500 per month. In total, there were 200 curriculum
and textbook developers. Among them were many expatriates from Europe.
They were receiving additional incentives such as air tickets, because they
came from Europe. The project ran for two years. Thus [in total] the average
salary [US$7000] of 200 people for two years was around 35 million dollars
[US$33,600,000].
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In exploring and analysing this matter further, one of the key shortcomings in
this process appeared to be the absence of a credible and strong mechanism
through which the quality of curriculum and textbook reform process could
be controlled and monitored. However, there have also been a number of other
factors that also affect the quality of the work. First, over the past years, there has
been an urgent demand for reform, the development of new curriculum and the
supply of new textbooks. The public, the parliament, the government and the
council of religious scholars expect the Ministry to develop and implement new
curriculum, and print and distribute new textbooks as soon as possible. Second,
as traditional textbooks are dealt with a high degree of sensitivity, it is not easy
to change the content of the textbooks. For instance, traditional-minded ‘ulama
treat classical texts of jurisprudence, exegesis and hadith as sacred and holy
documents. Their perceived sanctity of such texts is not derived from an Islamic
belief or doctrine, but stems from a deep respect for the texts and their authors.
However, such unquestioned respect has made the entire madrasa education
system untouchable. Third, the donors, the government and the parliament
maintain constant pressure on the MoE, as on every other ministry in the
country, to spend their development budget. Thus far, ministries in Afghanistan
have often failed to spend beyond 40–60 per cent of their development budget. In
December 2012, the parliament decided to interpellate 11 ministers for failing to
spend their development budgets (BBC Persian, 12 December 2012). At the time
of writing this chapter (May 2013), formal investigations were still in progress.
Such pressure forces ministries to spend their budget as soon as possible, often
without much thought. Fourth, corruption is a major threat to the entire country;
it appears to be an issue beyond the control of the MoE. President Hamid Karzai
admitted the seriousness of corruption in his government, but he mainly blamed
the foreigners for fuelling corruption. According to Radio Free Europe, Radio
Liberty’s (RFERL) report, in a televised speech on December 22, Hamid Karzai
stated that:
The existence of corruption in Afghanistan is a reality; indeed, it is a bitter
reality. . . . [But] the corruption in our governments’ institutes, such as bribery,
is a small part of the corruption. The biggest part of the corruption in our
country, and that involves hundreds of millions dollars, does not belong to
us. A huge part of the corruption is imposed on us in order to weaken our
government. We are not to be blamed for that. That is not our fault. (RFERL,
22 December 2012)
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The British newspaper Guardian also reported on the secretive payments by
the United States’ (CIA) and the British’ (MI6) intelligence to Hamid Karzai’s
office, stating that:
The CIA and MI6 have regularly given large cash payments to Hamid Karzai’s
office with the aim of maintaining access to the Afghan leader and his top
allies and officials, but the attempt to buy influence has largely failed and may
have backfired, former diplomats and policy analysts say. (Borger, 30 April
2013)

In such circumstances, the recruitment of qualified people with relevant
capabilities that could make a meaningful contribution to madrasa curriculum
and textbook reforms has not always been a top priority. Therefore, the
combination of these factors has significantly undermined the opportunity for
developing quality curriculum and accompanying textbooks.
The success of the new curriculum framework and the accompanying
textbooks is largely dependent on the supply of qualified teachers. In order to
improve the quality of education in public madrasas, the NESP 1 planned the
supply of 3,180 qualified teachers, and the development of teacher textbooks
and guides for madrasa education by 2010 (MoE, 2007, p. 73). In 2010,
NESP 2 planned the recruitment of another 2,830 madrasa teachers by 2014,
of which 40 per cent (1,132) will be women (MoE, 2010, p. 70). According
to the draft version of NESP 3, there are a total of 4,362 teachers, of which
263 (6%) are women and 4,099 (94%) are men (MoE, 2013, p. 30). However,
it is worth noting that these statistical figures do not say anything about the
quality of religious education teachers. The MoE-IED has not developed and
implemented any evaluation, monitoring and review policies to assess the
quality of teacher education for madrasas. Likewise, the quality of teacher
education for teachers in general schools, and particularly for madrasa
teachers, has not been independently assessed and evaluated yet. However, in
relation to this debate, two important points have to be taken into account.
First, the MoE and its teacher education department do not have experience
in training professional religious education teachers. Second, teacher trainers
in Afghanistan’s teacher education institutions have little or no understanding
of religious education texts; these texts are mostly written in classical Arabic,
are by nature a specialized field of academic study and belong to a different
genre of literature. Therefore, the supply of ‘qualified’ teachers remains an
ideal instead of a reality, and given the current circumstances, is a challenging
task.
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A close study of educational strategies demonstrates the lack of a clear
policy and long-term strategic vision for the development of madrasa
education. For instance, it is not clear why there should be a significant annual
increase in the number of madrasas and madrasa students. The NESP 1
planned to increase the number of secondary madrasas (Grades 7–12) to
364, one in each district of Afghanistan, construct 34 higher secondary
madrasas (Grades 7–14) and dormitories for boys, and 34 higher secondary
madrasas and dormitories for girls in 34 provincial capitals. This would, as
the MoE argued, make quality Islamic education accessible to approximately
90,000 students by 2010 (MoE, 2007, p. 72). In 2010, NESP 2 stated that by
2008, a total of 106,000 students were enrolled across 511 madrasas (MoE,
2010, p. 2). Building upon this success, the MoE-IED planned to increase the
number of students to 200,000 and the number of madrasa schools to 1,000
by 2014 (MoE, 2010, p. 3). In order to meet the Afghanistan Millennium
Development Goals for 2020, the MoE-IED planned to increase the number
of students in Islamic education to around half a million by 2020, of which
women will comprise 40 per cent (200,000) (MoE, 2010, p. 1).
An analysis of the existing strategic plan, particularly the rocketing
number of madrasas and their students, shows that the MoE lacks in-depth
thinking about the future of madrasa graduates. Thus far, none of the strategy
papers has ever provided a rationale for increasing the number of public
madrasas to 1,000 and madrasa students to half a million by 2020; what these
graduates will do in the future. 3 It is true that the state is obliged to provide
religious education according to the constitution. However, it is also worth
noting that there are cross-border madrasas, many private madrasas and
state darul hefazes in the country, which also provide religious education.
In addition, general education schools also teach religious subjects. The
MoE declares that its overall objective is to enable young people to teach,
preach religious sermons, lead in prayers, work in the government or private
organizations and pursue their studies in higher education (MoE, 2010,
p. 69). Three years later, in 2013, the MoE states that the overall goal of the
Islamic education is to train human resources with necessary capabilities
to become prayer leaders in mosques or judiciary and law officers at the
Attorney General Office, work in the government or in non-government and
private organizations, and pursue their studies in higher education (MoE,
2013, p. 25). This vision regarding the future of madrasa graduates, however,
is myopic, and there are visible shortcomings in the above strategic goals
and plans for madrasa graduates. First, madrasa graduates mainly enter the
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Faculty of Theology (Sharaiyat) at Kabul University and private universities,
where they will pursue their higher education career. It would be very
difficult for, and unfair to expect, madrasa graduates to enter the job market
and compete with students from the faculties of engineering, medicine and
other sciences. Therefore, studying theology will remain the main destiny
for majority of them. Second, there is also a significant difference between
enabling madrasa graduates to become prayer leaders in mosque and
enabling them to work as judiciary and law officers. The job of judiciary
and law officers requires more technical and professional training in law,
and different curricula, accompanying textbooks, methods of teaching and
critical thinking skills. None of these are available to students in the existing
madrasa environment. However, under the current system, these graduates
do take on these jobs, though without the necessary competence. This has
been highlighted by researchers at MoE. In a personal interview, a researcher
and policy developer for the MoE stated that ‘when they [madrasa students]
graduate and occupy important positions in religious institutions, it is not
surprising why they issue verdicts and opinions that are less relevant to
the needs of society’. Based on the presented critique thus far, it could be
concluded that the existing reform programmes are far from achieving a
desirable outcome. As a result, the madrasa system will continue to suffer
from the ongoing contradictions at both policy-development and policyimplementation levels for a long time to come.
Amid all these challenges, foreign religious education institutions began to
add additional parallel structures to the existing five main religious education
streams. Foreign religious institutions have a long history of influencing
madrasa education in Afghanistan. Recently, the government of Afghanistan
agreed to allow the government of Saudi Arabia to establish an Islamic education
centre, Malik Abdullah Islamic Centre, named after the current king of Saudi
Arabia. This Islamic Centre, estimated to cost US$45–100 million, fully funded
by Saudi Arabia, is a result of discussions between Afghanistan’s Ministry of
Religious Affairs and the government of Saudi Arabia (BBC Persian, 28 October
2012). The Centre is expected to provide Islamic education at the bachelor
level and beyond, and support human resources for madrasas. However, its
curriculum and education programmes have not been revealed yet. At the
same time, the Islamic Republic of Iran supports Shia madrasas in the country.
The primary Iranian institution in this process is the Jamiatul Mustafa, which
has a university and a madrasa wing in Afghanistan. The university branch,
Danishgah-e Jamiatul Mustafa, admits students from all backgrounds and offers
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courses in social sciences. In contrast, its madrasa wing operates specifically
through the Shia Ithna-ashari madrasas. These foreign institutions will operate
parallel to the existing five mainstreams of religious education in Afghanistan,
and are not part of the national programme. These parallel structures will lead
to the duplication and overlapping of many programmes, and will make the
development of a unified education system and policy for religious education
much more difficult.
The issue of foreign religious institutions in Afghanistan is, however, more
complicated than it appears, as these institutions are embedded in political
rivalry at the national and international levels. During the former Soviet Union’s
invasion of Afghanistan, the country became a battleground for a number of
proxy wars. The Soviet Union and the United States fought their proxy Cold
War, while regional powers, such as India, Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, and Iran,
fought their proxy wars and competed for power and influence in Afghanistan.
The Soviet invasion of Afghanistan provided Saudi Arabia with a pretext to
spread her Wahabi ideology by offering military and financial support to the
resistance parties, building madrasas that would indoctrinate the younger
generation of refugees in Pakistan into becoming ‘holy warriors’ and facilitating
the recruitment of voluntary fighters (mujahidin) for the war in Afghanistan.
At the same time, Iranian theocrats looked to export their idea of an Islamic
Revolution to Afghanistan by supporting and hosting Shia resistance parties.
The Saudis championed the cause of Sunni Islam, whereas their rival Iranian
theocrats represented themselves as the Shia leaders of Islam. While the 1980s
and the 1990s saw both countries fighting wars by proxy, by funding resistance
parties and engaging them in deadlocked infighting, since the fall of the Taliban
in November 2001, they continued the same proxy war through political and
religious institutions. These developments in Afghanistan will undoubtedly
be watched closely by Afghanistan’s northern Central Asian neighbours, with
great interest and anxiety. However, it is primarily the responsibility of the
government, religious institutions and education ministries of Afghanistan to
regulate, control and direct madrasa education along lines moderate and nondamaging enough to be acceptable to Afghanistan as well as its neighbouring
countries.
Unlike the 1960s and the 1970s, when the country became a platform for
a variety of Islamist and leftist parties, in the coming years, Afghanistan will
increasingly become a home for competing political and ideological approaches
to religion, science and education. Among the most recent developments, on
9 February 2013, at the conclusion of its Twelfth Summit, the Organization
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of the Islamic Cooperation (OIC) voiced support for the establishment of
an international Islamic university in Afghanistan. This university will be
established with the financial support of the Islamic Development Bank (Office
of the President, IRA, 2013). Although this university differs from the Saudi’s
Islamic centre, it is founded on the idea of ‘Islamization’ of knowledge. This
chapter will not discuss this approach to knowledge and education; suffice it to
say that the idea of ‘Islamization’ of knowledge is a postcolonial development that
emerged in the late 1970s, and flourished throughout the 1980s and the first half
of the 1990s. The concept of ‘Islamizing’ knowledge demonstrates an apologetic
and reactionary approach to science and education, primarily towards Western
advancements in science and technology. However, the establishment of an
international Islamic university in Afghanistan will certainly raise a new debate
between the ‘non-Islamic’ universities teaching ‘non-Islamized’ knowledge and
the ‘Islamic’ university teaching ‘Islamized’ knowledge.

Conclusion and recommendations
The presented critique of madrasa education reform in Afghanistan also
provides an opportunity to present some recommendations for policy makers in
Afghanistan and others dealing with similar tasks in other contexts. The following
recommendations are primarily rooted in the experiences of educational reforms
in Afghanistan.
First, any educational reform programme has to be realistic and pragmatic,
empowering students to enter society with competence. This requires reform
programmes to be holistic and possess internal and external coherence. Internal
coherence depends on a logical connection between the internal workings/
operating mechanisms, that is, its guiding philosophical vision, epistemological
foundation and curriculum design, supported by accompanying textbooks and
a supply of qualified teachers. External coherence includes the quality of logical
and natural links between the internal mechanisms of the reform programme
and available capacities, social realities and students’ present and future needs.
If internal and external coherence do not correspond with each other, the
intended reform programme would only produce partial and unsustainable
results at best. The presented critique shows that the current reform programme
in Afghanistan is piecemeal, and lacks both internal and external coherence.
It is unlikely that a madrasa reform programme that aims to prepare halfa-million students by 2020 alone to serve as prayer leaders in mosques and
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state institutions, or as teachers of religious subjects in schools, would be able
to empower students with the necessary competence for modern society.
Therefore, the current approach to the existing madrasa education reform has to
be changed and redesigned if madrasa education is to be pragmatic, sustainable
and relevant to people’s life.
Second, the MoE-IED has to consider the training of religious teachers
as a specialized field of study. The current teacher education programme
does not address the needs of madrasa teachers, as the teacher education
department does not have the necessary capacity, experience, and technical
and human resources to train teachers in religious education. As has already
been debated and analysed, teacher educators are unable to understand
the texts and textbooks that are taught in madrasas, most of which are in
classical Arabic and belong to a different genre of literature. The teacher
education programme has to have a realistic approach to, and coherent link
between, the texts taught in madrasas, the linguistic and professional abilities
of students and teachers, and teacher trainers. In reforming madrasas’
curriculum and textbooks in general, and teacher education in particular,
there is an urgent need to translate the existing classical Arabic texts into
the two national languages, that is, Persian and Pashto. Although certain
traditional-minded ‘ulama may object to the idea of translation, as they may
fear the translation process could distort the original texts and/or jeopardize
their perceived sanctity, it also needs to be realized that madrasa education
and its textbooks are subject to change. If madrasa education has to be made
meaningful and relevant to students’ and society’s needs, reform at all levels
is inevitable. It is unrealistic to expect students, teachers and master trainers,
who are not proficient in Arabic, to comprehend these texts. Without being
able to understand these texts, the whole programme could become a waste
of time and resources. Merely increasing the number of madrasa teachers is
no substitute for improving the quality of teachers.
Finally, the realization of the above recommendations requires collective and
comprehensive efforts. It is beyond the capacity of the MoE-IED to handle this
task effectively; it needs the contribution of educationists and thinkers from
within and outside the country, and the involvement of traditional and young
scholars of religion, as well as the community. Policy makers need to be pragmatic
and realistic, and match the pace and content of the reform programmes with
available capacities and social realities. Once a new intellectual paradigm gains
acceptance and public support, the old paradigm will give way to the new, and
changes would then occur smoothly and decisively.
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Notes
1 For details of the Bonn Agreement’s implementation, see Baiza (2013, pp. 188–90).
2 The MoE-IED’s plan included the printing/purchasing of 500,000 copies of all
textbooks, and 50,000 teacher guide books, for Grades 7–14 by the end of 2007
(MoE, 2007, p. 27).
3 The current plan does not take into account the number of madrasa graduates from
non-registered private madrasas, graduates of the Faculty of Theology of Kabul
University, and madrasa graduates from Pakistan and Iran.
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Reforms in Pakistani Madrasas:
Voices from Within
Misbahur Rehman

Pakistani madrasas: Overview and background
Madrasas have a long history as central education institutions in the Muslim
world. However, with the changing cultural and political scenarios in the
eighteenth- and nineteenth centuries, these institutions also went through
some radical changes. These changes seem to be nowhere more profound than
in India, especially after the mutiny of 1857. The suppression of the rebellion
convinced the Indian ‘ulama that under the current circumstances, the British
were invincible. As a result, they directed their efforts to establishing educational
institutions (Metcalf, 1982, p. 87); however, this brought other challenges. With
the cessation of Muslim political power, the existing institutions were facing a
financial crisis. Others were controlled by the government, who provided them
funds but changed their curriculum (Zaman, 2002, p. 63). It was under such
circumstances that the most famous institution of the subcontinent, ‘Darul
Uloom Deoband’, was established in 1867 in the small town of Deoband in
northern India. The founders of Darul Uloom were well aware of the fate of the
other institutions that relied on princely grants. Therefore, they wanted to find
other means of financing that could ensure their autonomy and survival. Five of
Muhammad Qasim Nanautavi’s (the founding father of Darul Uloom Deoband)
eight principles dealt with the new financial arrangements (Metcalf, 1982, p. 97,
see Principles 1, 2, 6, 7, 8). The eight principles are as follows (Darul Uloom
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Deoband, India, n.d.; Gilani, n.d., pp. 220–1; Metcalf, 1982, pp. 97–8; Qasmi,
2005):
1. The workers of the madrasa should, as best as they can, keep in view the
increase of donations, and should encourage others to share the same
concern.
2. The well-wishers of the madrasa, as best as they can, should make efforts
to secure the provision of food for the students, rather than to increase the
number of students.
3. The advisers should always consider the interest of the madrasa and should
not insist on their opinion. God forbid! If this happens the madrasa will
grow weaker and weaker.
4. It is necessary for teachers of the madrasa to have similar views, and not be
egoistic and presumptuous like other religious people. God forbid! If this
occurs, the madrasa will perish.
5. The proposed teaching syllabus should always be completed, otherwise the
madrasa cannot flourish, and even if it flourishes it will not be of any use.
6. As long as the madrasa has no fixed sources of income, it will, God willing,
operate as desired. If it gains any fixed assets, like land holdings, factories,
trading interests or pledges from nobles, then the madrasa will lose the
fear of and hope in God, which inspires submission to God; they will then
lose His unseen providence. Disputes will arise among the workers. In the
matters of income and fixed assets, a certain deprivation is desirable.
7. The participation of the government and the wealthy is harmful.
8. The contributions of those who expect no fame from their donations are a
source of blessing. The sincerity of such people is a source of durability for
the madrasa.
These principles proved to be the central pillars of the strength of madrasas in
India (and in Pakistan after the division of the country) that has ensured their
survival (see Principles 1 and 6) and autonomy (see Principle 7). They still play
a vital role in shaping the mindset of students and teachers in madrasas. Many
responses of the madrasas can be easily understood in light of these principles.
In addition to ensuring their autonomy and survival, these principles also helped
them grow exponentially in the past century. With these principles, any graduate
could establish a new institution anywhere without any resources and funds. The
Darul Uloom Deoband itself started out this way (Metcalf, 1982, p. 92); it remains
a source of inspiration to many graduates. This explains the rapid mushrooming
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of madrasas in Pakistan, from around 200 in 1947 to 24,000 in 2012, which is
a 120-fold increase (Khalid, 2005, pp. 145–9; Malik, 1996, pp. 179–80; Express
Tribune, 2011). This is unlike other Muslim countries, where such a donationbased financing system cannot be established on such a large scale. As a result,
regardless of whether the ‘ulama resisted change, as in Egypt, or did not resist,
as in Morocco, the ruling elite in many Sunni Muslim states were often able
to effectively and extensively exert their control over the religious institutions
(Zaman, 2002, p. 62).
This crucial difference between madrasas in the Indian subcontinent and
madrasas in other parts of the Muslim world will help us understand why
certain reform efforts that succeeded in other parts of the Muslim world failed
in the subcontinent. The following section will first briefly examine the reforms
suggested by various academic scholars, and the ultimate failure of those reforms.
This chapter will further present alternative reforms based on the ones presented
by the ‘ulama, and will explain why these alternative reforms might be more
effective in reforming Pakistani madrasas in particular, and madrasas in other
areas of the world in general.

Political economy of madrasas
As a generally isolated institution, madrasas drew very little research attention
before 9/11. The first serious works on these institutions emerged around the
1990s (Malik, 1989, 1996). The situation changed drastically after the 9/11
terrorist attacks; madrasas were directly targeted for inculcating an extremist
mindset among Muslims. Their connection with the global war on terror sparked
an increase in literature on madrasas. However, even after more than a decade,
very little is known about these institutions. The following are a few examples
to illustrate how little we know about madrasas despite the thousands of articles
written on the subject in the past 12 years.
At present, the exact number of madrasas in Pakistan remains unknown, as
most of the madrasas have yet to be registered with the state. Abiding by the
aforementioned seventh principle, madrasas try to avoid any interaction with
the state, and thus avoid registration. The number of registered madrasas is
probably an underestimate of the actual number of madrasas in the country.
However, the estimate of the total number of madrasas is increasing, with the
increase of registered madrasas. In 2002, the Minister of Religious Affairs at that
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time, Mahmood Ahmed Ghazi (d. 2010) estimated that there were about 10,000
madrasas (International Crisis Group (ICG), 2002, p. 2); by 2007, the Minister
Ijazul Haq said there were 17,000 (Haq, 2007). By the end of 2012, there are said
to be 24,000 madrasas (Express Tribune, 2011). Press estimates on the number
of madrasas range from 5,000 to 50,000 (Andrabi, Das, Khwaja & Zajonc, 2006,
p. 449). Similarly, the estimated number of madrasa students ranges from halfa-million to 2 million students. Estimates of the percentage of the students in
religious institutions as compared to those in public and private schools vary
even more widely, from less than 1 per cent to more than 33 per cent (Candland,
2005, p. 152).
Despite the difficulty in obtaining accurate information on madrasas,
many scholars have laboured tirelessly to advance our understanding of these
institutions. Today, madrasas are not as mysterious as they were few decades ago.
One of the more well-researched aspects is the political economy of madrasas.
For example, Malik (1996) has devoted a whole chapter in his book to The
Problem of the Labour Market, to illustrate that the economy plays a central
role in the enrolment in madrasas. He writes, ‘we assume a significant relation
between the (high) number of candidates for graduation of a region and its
(low) degree of development’ (Malik, 1996, p. 265). Likewise, Tariq Rahman
(2004), in his book Denizens of the Alien Worlds, posits that parents enrol their
children in the madrasas because they cannot afford to finance their education
in government schools (Rahman, 2004, p. 91). In the same vein, according to
a survey conducted by Mumtaz Ahmad in 1976, ‘more than 80 percent of the
madrassa students . . . were found to be sons of small or landless peasants’ (as
cited in Ahmad, 2001, p. 185).
There are other studies that challenge this distinctive picture of madrasas,
choosing instead to highlight their similarities to other educational institutions.
For example, based on the Pakistan integrated household survey 1998–9,
there is minimal difference between the household income of those who send
their children to madrasas, compared with those who send their children to
public schools (as cited in Fair, 2008, p. 31; O’Neil, Rizvi & Anis, 2003, p. 160).
In another extensive study conducted in 2005 on the enrolment at madrasas,
four prominent scholars concluded that there is no real basis for differentiation
between ‘madrasa- and non-madrasa households’, as only 23.5 per cent of
‘madrasa households’ (i.e. people who have at least one of their children in a
madrasa) have all their children enrolled in madrasas. Others enrol their children
in a variety of education institutes (Andrabi et al., 2006, pp. 460–1).
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These surveys present differing, but not necessarily contradictory, portraits
of madrasas. Nonetheless, whether or not madrasas are on a par with other
education institutes, one cannot undermine the influence of the labour market
on the reforms of madrasas. As previously mentioned, most of the literature
on madrasas concur that its students tend towards terrorism when they cannot
find jobs after graduation. According to Malik, ‘The fact is, that limited market
and job opportunities for the ‘ulama have led to a growing radicalization, as the
increasing number of sectarian or communal outbreaks exemplify’ (2008, p. 8).
One solution is to include modern subjects into the madrasa curriculum, to
improve graduates’ employment prospects. Tariq Rahman writes, ‘In Pakistan,
General Pervez Musharraf feels that Islamic militancy can be reduced as far
as Pakistan’s madrasas are concerned, if secular subjects are taught in them’
(2008, p. 78). Almost all the reform attempts in Pakistani madrasas involve the
following suggested reforms.

Reform suggestions, attempts and failures
There have been several attempts to reform Pakistani madrasas. The first
attempt was in 1962, followed by another in 1979, but none of them could
achieve their desired results (for a detailed discussion of these reforms see
Malik, 1996, pp. 123–39). The reform process accelerated after the turn of the
millennium and especially after the events of 9/11. In 2001, the chief executive
of Pakistan, General Pervez Musharraf, promulgated the Pakistan madrasa
education board ordinance (Candland, 2005, p. 155). The ordinance established
a Pakistan Madrasa Education Board (PMEB) to oversee the existing madrasas.
The board further went on to establish the exemplary Model Dini Madaris; as
the name suggests, it was to be a practical example of modernized and liberal
training centres for the religious clergy. However, even after three Model
Dini Madaris were established, they are far from exemplary (Candland, 2005,
p. 158).1 Another ordinance was issued in 2002 that required all the madrasas
to register themselves and declare their finances. The last requirement was
relaxed after the madrasas refused. However, even after more than 10 years
and multiple extended deadlines, only 24,000 madrasas have registered
thus far. The latest deadline was 31 December 2012, after which the interior
minister threatened to demolish non-registered madrasas (Express Tribune,
2011). However, keeping in mind past experiences, it is highly unlikely that the
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government will be able to take any action against non-registered madrasas
(Rezvi, 2012).
In line with these ordinances, the ‘Education Sector Reforms’ were launched in
January 2002, and aimed at developing a more secular education system. Under
the programme, US$113 million were allocated for the introduction of ‘formal
subjects, English, math, social/Pakistan studies, and general science’ at the
primary, middle and secondary levels, and ‘English, economics, Pakistan studies
and computer sciences’ at the intermediate level in the madrasas. In interviews
with Christina Fair, assistant professor at the Center for Peace and Security
Studies (CPASS), Georgetown University, both Pakistani officials and madrasa
administrators revealed that very few established madrasas had requested for
these funds. On the other hand, some new madrasas were established explicitly
to claim these funds; however, these were not credible institutions of religious
instruction (Fair, 2008, pp. 40–1).
The most recent reform project was a five-year ‘Madrasa Reform Project’
worth ` 5,759 million (US$71 million). The project was initiated with US aid,
also for the purpose of introducing secular subjects in madrasas. However,
according to government estimates, only 6 per cent of the targets could be
achieved. The project could only introduce ‘secular subjects’ in 507 madrasas,
and would benefit only 3.3 per cent of the targeted students in 5 years as the
inclusion of these subjects in the madrasa curriculum was perceived to go against
the purpose of the establishment of the madrasa. It was further revealed that
during the 5 years, only ` 336 million (5.8%) of the allocated 5759.39 million
was utilized (Daily Times, 2009; Niaz, 2009).
The failure of these reforms raises several questions, primarily, why ‘ulamas
oppose these reforms. We will come to this question later but before that we need
to ask whether mere inclusion of modern subjects in madrasa education can
necessarily prevent the development of an extremist mindset among madrasa
graduates? If it does, it would mean that public and private schools in Pakistan do
not cultivate an extremist mindset, as they all teach modern sciences. Statistics,
however, present a different picture, as follows.
According to statistics collected by Tariq Rahman (2008), 40 per cent of
Urdu medium schools and 26 per cent of English medium schools students
support open war to reclaim Kashmir (disputed territory between India and
Pakistan), as compared with 60 per cent of madrasa students. Similarly, 33 per
cent of Urdu medium schools and 22 per cent English medium schools students
support jihadi groups to reclaim Kashmir, as compared with 53 per cent of
madrasa students (Rahman, 2008, p. 82). Another study by the US Commission
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on International Religious Freedom found that only about 60 per cent of the
teachers and a similar percentage of the students in public schools consider
non-Muslims to be Pakistani citizens. Nearly all the teachers and most of the
students also believed jihad to be obligatory and necessarily violent (Hussain,
Salim & Naveed, 2011, p. 106). These statistics show that extremist mindsets
cannot be eradicated merely by adding secular subjects to the curriculum.
Furthermore, some of the studies have shown that extremists with modern
education have proven more dangerous than the traditionally educated ones
(Bergen & Pandey, 2005, 2006).

Alternative reforms
Before discussing alternative reforms, it is important for us to understand the
reason for ‘ulama’s opposition to the above-mentioned reform attempts, by
examining the religious and social role of madrasas in society. There are several
studies that have explored the role of madrasas. For example, Mathew Nelson
(2006) interviewed 112 parents of school-age children in Rawalpindi, a city
adjacent to Islamabad, where children had access to both madrasa and nonmadrasa education. Parents were asked to rank five types of education: basic,
vocational, civic, liberal and religious. They also had the option of selecting ‘other’.
A 41.3 per cent ranked religious education as their first choice, much higher
than any other type of education. A 26 per cent ranked it as their second choice.
In another question, 60 per cent of respondents viewed madrasa education as
‘required’ for their child, as compared to 40 per cent who thought it was ‘not
required’ (Nelson, 2006, p. 713).
Madrasas indeed have deep roots in society, as seen from the
aforementioned statistics, and also from donations they receive from
the community. It also has a direct link with the principle of Nanautavi
mentioned (see Principles 1, 2 and 8). These principles encourage donations
from the lay people, which presuppose a strong social bond between the
people and the madrasas. Masooda Bano (2007) has discussed this deep
integration of madrasas within the society in her study. The leaders and
teachers of these institutions play prominent roles in legal decisions, rituals,
weddings, funerals and meet many other needs of the society. Upon closer
examination of community donations, we can easily notice that people do
not donate towards ‘secular’ education but to the ‘ulama, supporting their
religious role in society. This is what defines the role of madrasas in the
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society: the madrasas provide services to the society and in turn receive
donations from the community to produce more ‘ulama.
According to the ‘ulama, the purpose of madrasas is to provide religious
leaders to the society (and in turn receive donations from them). If madrasas
started teaching ‘secular’ subjects to expedite the job hunt and increase the
employability of their graduates, very few members of the public will be willing
to donate to madrasas. There would be no difference between madrasas and
non-religious private schools, and very few are willing to donate their money to
a private school. This is noticeable from the number of taxpayers in the country.
In a country of 180 million, only 3 million have a national tax number and
only 1.4 million paid tax in 2011–12. The National Database and Registration
Authority (NADRA), in collaboration with various departments, has compiled
data of some 2,376,523 potential taxpayers who do not have any National Tax
Number (Monitoring Desk, 2012). Their reason for not paying taxes is that
they do not feel obliged to pay tax to the government to fulfil secular purposes.
However, they do not seem to be withholding donations to religious institutions,
as evident from the ever-increasing number of madrasas. Thus, efforts to
introduce secular subjects in madrasas would defeat the purpose of establishing
madrasas. Another function of the madrasas is to provide graduates for the
religious sector; they can be employed as imams in the mosques and teachers in
madrasas. More research has to be done to verify that this is the case; however,
religious institutions such as mosques and madrasas would probably be more
inclined to hire a madrasa graduate with a traditional education instead of a
university graduate. In this sense, society plays a major role in directing madrasa
curriculum and madrasas might not want to offer subjects that might reduce
the chances of their graduates getting jobs in the religious sector.
To understand this point further, it is essential to understand the social
background of a madrasa student. The above-mentioned statistics have shown
that 76.5 per cent of ‘madrasa households’ (i.e. people who have at least one
of their children in a madrasa) do send their other children to private or
public schools as well. The head of the family decides what type of education
each child receives, and expects his children to eventually take on different
responsibilities in the family, based on their different educational backgrounds.
For example, those who are sent to modern schools are responsible for the
physical and material well-being of their parents in this life. Those who are sent
to madrasas are expected to help parents in the spiritual well-being in the future,
by increasing their chances of salvation. (According to Islamic beliefs, religious

9781441101341_Cha05_Final_txt_print.indd 104

1/22/2014 1:09:48 PM

Reforms in Pakistani Madrasas

105

education ensures that both the individual and his/her parents attain salvation
in the afterlife.) In short, we can say that students at the madrasa study religious
subjects in order to fulfil their religious duty in the family; their aim is not to
find a job in the secular labour market, hence they do not need to study secular
subjects. Had their parents wanted them to secure a secular job, they would have
been sent to modern schools like their other siblings.
It is clear from the discussion that the inclusion of secular subjects in the
madrasa curriculum is neither the perfect solution nor acceptable to the ‘ulama.
It is then important to explore other options, such as reforms proposed by the
‘ulama. Before discussing the proposed reforms, it is important to first understand
their relevance. As mentioned in the beginning of this chapter, the Darul Uloom
Deoband was established as an alternative to war; hence, madrasas remained
considerably peaceful for more than a hundred years. It was only in the 1980s
that several intelligence agencies started using them as a breeding ground for
producing militants to combat soviet armies in Afghanistan, by introducing an
extremist version of Islam in these institutions (Ahmed, 2012, p. 275; Coll, 2004;
Hussain, 2007, p. 80; Zaman, 2010, p. 61). Consequently, a reformist version
of Islam is required to counter this extremist version. The ‘ulama’s reforms
concentrate on reforming religion, as per modern requirements, and do not
ignore religion (by concentrating solely on secular subjects), as is the case in the
reforms discussed. The following section will provide a brief overview of these
alternative reforms.

Reforms suggested by Banuri and Usmani
The ‘ulama have always been sceptical about the reforms suggested by the
government and have constantly been criticizing the reform suggestions
presented by different regimes in Pakistan. However, this does not mean that
they consider madrasas to be perfect institutions with no need for any reform.
On the contrary, they are very conscious about the deteriorating standard of
madrasa education and have continuously put forward reform suggestions to
be implemented by the madrasas (Abbasi, 2005, pp. 76–106). Below is a brief
summary of reforms suggested by two prominent madrasa scholars: Yusuf
Banuri (1908–77) and Taqi Usmani (b. 1943). Both of these scholars belong to
the Deobandi school of thought (named after the Darul Uloom Deoband). It is
the most dominant school of thought in Pakistan and more than 64 per cent of
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all Pakistani madrasas are affiliated with it (Khalid, 2005, p. 150). In addition,
almost all the major extremist organizations such as the Taliban movement
in Pakistan and Afghanistan, Lashkar e Jhangvi and Jaish e Mohammad also
affiliate themselves with the Deobandi school of thought. These ‘ulama singled
out for discussion are among the most authoritative scholars of this particular
school of thought.
Yusuf Banuri studied at Darul Uloom Deoband. After the division of India,
he established his own madrasa in Karachi, the capital of Pakistan at that time.
Originally named ‘Madrasa Arabia Islamia’, it was later renamed ‘Jamia Uloom
al-Islamia’. Currently it is known as ‘Jamia Banuri Town’ (often mistaken for
‘Jamia Binuria’) as it is located in Banuri Town (named after Yusuf Banuri who
founded the madrasa). The madrasa is the biggest in Pakistan; it currently has
12,000 students from more than 60 countries, and is highly regarded by scholars
from the Deobandi school of thought (‘Bani e Jamia’, n.d.). The madrasa is also
well known for being apolitical as compared to, for example, the madrasa of Taqi
Usmani, as will be illustrated.
The second scholar, Taqi Usmani (b. 1943), is the son of the well-known
Islamic scholar Shafi Usmani (1897–1976). Shafi Usmani was a graduate of
Darul Uloom Deoband who, like Banuri, migrated to Pakistan and established
his own madrasa in Karachi. Today, Taqi Usmani is the vice president of the
madrasa (while his elder brother Rafi Usmani is the president). Taqi Usmani is
perhaps the most well-known Deobandi Scholar in Pakistan today. He served
as Judge of the Shariat Appellate Bench of the Supreme Court of Pakistan from
1982 to May 2002. He is also a permanent member of the International Islamic
Fiqh Academy, an organ of OIC (Organization of Islamic Cooperation) based
in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia, and served as the Vice Chairman of the Academy for
nine years. He is generally known for his work in the field of Islamic finance
and has served as chairman or member of Shari‘a supervisory boards of a dozen
Islamic banks and financial institutions in various parts of the world (‘Taqi
Usmani’, n.d.).
Both these scholars discussed the concept of reforming madrasa education
in numerous publications. Most of their suggested reforms overlap, but Taqi
Usmani’s reform suggestions predominantly involve reforming the pre-existing
subjects taught in madrasas. The inclusion of other secular subjects is only
briefly touched upon. However, as a law graduate (LLB) from Karachi University
in addition to his madrasa education, Usmani is well aware of the need for
reform. He concentrated more on reforming religion due to the need of his time
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(different from that of Banuri). His main concern was to deal with the extremist
interpretation of religion introduced in the 1980s, thus he advocated a more
reformist interpretation of religion. In contrast, Banuri advocates the teaching
of ‘modern’ subjects, possibly because during his time, extremism was not a
major issue. His main concern was the modern educated religious scholars
(as will be discussed) who had challenged the traditional understanding of
religion. Banuri was compelled to defend the traditional understanding but it
was not possible without learning the modern sciences that the opponents used
in their attacks. Therefore, his reforms concentrated more on the introduction
of modern subjects to enable madrasa graduates to handle the new challenges
to the traditional faith. On the other hand, Usmani’s main concern was to deal
with the extremist interpretation of religion introduced in the 1980s, thus he
advocated a more reformist interpretation of religion. Usmani’s suggestions can
be viewed as the first stage of reforms, paving the way for the second stage of
reforms suggested by Banuri.
Usmani is well aware of the suggestions of the people and government
regarding reforms, and believes that they are sincere in desiring reforms in
madrasas. However, he views madrasas as institutions for producing Islamic
scholars, and not doctors, engineers or scientists. In his opinion, it is virtually
impossible for a person to be an expert on religion and at the same time be a
doctor, an engineer or an economist. Usmani perceives the reform suggestions
of the government as undermining the main purpose of the establishment of
madrasas. In his writings, all his criticisms are specifically directed towards
subjects that have nothing to do with the understanding of religion, such as
mathematics, engineering and science. At the same time, as will be subsequently
discussed, he is not against the study of subjects that would facilitate a
better, more liberal understanding of religion in the context of present-day
developments.
Usmani also critiques the offer of the government to recognize the degrees
of the madrasas, provided the madrasas also taught secular subjects, thus
enhancing the employability of madrasa graduates. To him, madrasas were
established to serve religious purposes and not for the issuance of economically
viable/profitable degrees. However, he clarifies that rejecting the inclusion of
secular subjects does not mean that he is against reform per se; his objection
is directed at the underlying purpose of the reform. These subjects can be
taught if they are relevant to the purpose of madrasas, which in his words, is
‘to produce graduates with extensive knowledge and abilities who can serve
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religion better in multiple fields’ (Usmani, 2005, p. 90). Such reforms, in his
view, are not only welcome but necessary and urgently required. He admits
that the level of knowledge in madrasas has declined and that its graduates
cannot keep up with the pace of the outside world. He further clarifies it with
the following examples:
For example, the importance of Arabic language does not need any
explanation. However, even the most intelligent students at madrasas can
only read Arabic, but not speak or write it. In our education system, most of
the lesson time is spent on the theoretical aspect of grammar, where students
know about its philosophies but do not know anything about its practical
usage. Similarly, it also follows that it is necessary for madrasa students to
have a basic knowledge of other religions so that they would be able to interact
with the followers of those religions when needed. We have given our view
about the teaching of modern sciences to increase graduates’ employability in
the secular job market, but it does not mean that these sciences, like English
language, modern western philosophy, economics, political science, and
jurisprudence, are not important to understand, or cannot better serve our
own religion. It is, however, important to know that the inclusion of these
sciences in the curriculum does not mean that we want to produce experts
in these sciences, but rather because this is the need of the times and thus
necessary for every Islamic scholar. (Usmani, 2005, pp. 87–106)

Here, Usmani advocates the teaching of sciences with the purpose of having
an informed understanding of religion that is in line with the times. This is in
contrast with government reforms that are based on undermining the religion.
In government reforms, religious subjects are replaced with secular subjects,
whereas in Usmani’s reforms, the old interpretation of religion is replaced with
a modern interpretation.
Yusuf Banuri (1908–77) has an almost similar concept of reforms, although
his was presented much earlier than that of Usmani. Banuri, in his reforms, seems
to be more concerned about the modern sciences. During his time, the debate
on the curriculum of madrasas was at its peak. In 1962, under the president
of Pakistan, Muhammad Ayub Khan (1907–74), a report was compiled about
madrasas that discussed in detail the curricular reforms of these institutions; this
sparked a similar debate in the madrasa circle (Malik, 1996, pp. 123–8). Prior to
this, the establishment of the Islamic Research Institute and the appointment
of Fazlur Rahman (1919–88) as the head of the institute already sparked

9781441101341_Cha05_Final_txt_print.indd 108

1/22/2014 1:09:49 PM

Reforms in Pakistani Madrasas

109

resentment among the ‘ulama due to the ‘modernist’ views of the former. On
the other hand, there were people with modern education, such as Maududi
(1903–79), Inayatullah Khan Mashriqi (1888–1963) and Ghulam Ahmed Pervez
(1903–85), who introduced new ideologies in Islam (‘Bani e Jamia’, n.d.). In such
a contentious environment, Banuri’s call for the inclusion of modern subjects
in the curriculum of madrasas was aimed at equipping madrasa graduates to
engage in discussion with these scholars.
In numerous articles where Banuri advocates the ‘modern’ sciences (jadid
uloom), he concentrates on two main points. The first point is to replace
classical books in the curriculum with more modern ones. In discussions
of curriculum reform within religious circles, the current curriculum was
deemed inadequate in preparing students to deal with the issues of the modern
world, which is constantly evolving in its scientific developments, thought
and psychology. These developments have implications for Islamic law. New
ideologies have created the need for a new Islamic theology. If the miracles of
the prophets can change, then why can’t the curriculum? Furthermore, Banuri
states that the current curriculum consists largely of books written in the
Middle Ages, a period where Islamic sciences started declining. At that time,
it was a trend to engage in word play while writing abridgments. These books
have done the biggest damage to Islam. Today, more time is spent trying to
decipher the word play, instead of understanding the meaning of the religious
texts. The curriculum, replete with the original texts and their accompanying
commentaries and glosses (annotations), is too far removed from present-day
needs. These archaic texts should be replaced with more recent literature, which
would be more in keeping with the times. According to Banuri, subjects that
should be modernized include fiqh (Islamic law), theology, philosophy and
Arabic literature (2000, pp. 90–121).
His second point regarding ‘modernizing’ the curriculum involves the
inclusion of modern subjects that were never part of the curriculum before;
he regards the current curriculum as being in urgent need of modern sciences.
To him, subjects cannot be unproblematically classified as either ‘religious’ or
‘worldly’ based on the subject matter alone. Rather, it is the purpose underlying
the study of the subject that determines whether it is ‘religious’ or ‘worldly’. For
example, if ‘worldly’ knowledge is studied for the service of human beings, they
are as useful as the religious sciences. On the other hand, if religious sciences are
studied with the motivation of earning wealth, they would be rendered ‘worldly’.
As such, it is possible for students of ‘worldly’ sciences to accumulate more
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religious merit than religious scholars in the afterlife, if they used these sciences
for the service of the people (Banuri, 2000, pp. 38–9).
It is clear from this discussion that for Banuri, it is not important what kind
of education one gets (i.e. ‘religious’ or ‘secular’). From a fiqhi (Islamic Law)
point of view, he places both the religious and non-religious sciences in the
same category of fardh kifaya (the duty of the community to educate as many
people in these sciences as are required) (Banuri, 2000, p. 45). Rather, what
is important is the motivation behind the study of these sciences. If a person
studies them for pure self-interest, to reap personal material benefit, then he
is condemnable. However, if he studies them for the purpose of benefiting the
larger community, then he is commendable, regardless of whether the subject
is considered ‘religious’ or ‘secular’. Banuri’s writings constantly emphasize that
reforms should never be geared towards the purpose of securing a job or earning
wealth, but rather towards the purpose of understanding religion better, and for
the benefit of society.

Conclusion
In light of the discussion on the social and religious roles of madrasa graduates,
it appears that it is not desirable for madrasa leaders to produce students for
the secular job market, neither will the people be inclined to support such
madrasas. Furthermore, such a role of madrasas would run contrary to the
principle and purpose of the establishment of madrasas. For reforms to be
successful, the socio-religious aspect of madrasas have to be considered, such
as those presented by the ‘ulama that concentrate on reforming religion. As
pointed out earlier, while other scholars’ reform suggestions concentrate on
replacing religious subjects with secular ones, the ‘ulama’s reforms concentrate
on replacing the outdated interpretation of religion with reformed ones. Such a
reinterpretation of religion to cater to modern requirements is the main key to
reforming madrasas.
In conclusion, we can draw the following implications for reforms in
madrasas:
1. The will to reform is essential. While the international community perceives
an urgent need for reform of Pakistani madrasas, the Pakistan government
does not share the same view, or a similar enthusiasm for reform. Although
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the government has undertaken some halfhearted reforms as a result of
pressure from the international community, genuine change and benefits
can only be fully reaped when the government is wholeheartedly given to
the reforms.
Understanding madrasas is the prerequisite for reforms. Before undertaking
any reform project, an extensive study about the history of madrasas, their
background, purpose and more importantly their social role and sources of
support in the community, is necessary. Strange though it may seem, such
an extensive study has yet to be conducted. As seen earlier, the government
still has no information about the actual number of madrasas that exist in
Pakistan, let alone possess a detailed understanding of these institutions.
The registration of madrasas, as yet to be accomplished, would be the first
step to understanding madrasas.
Reformers must be aware of the diversity of madrasas. Madrasas, as noted
earlier, are autonomous and thus are very different from each other. Their
ideologies and preferences also vary widely.
In the reform process, it is important to regard these madrasas with the
same respect as with any other educational institution, by recognizing their
efforts in educating children numbering in the hundreds of thousands,
to date. Otherwise, it would be difficult to get their cooperation. This is
essential, especially considering the statements of government officials that
appear to undermine madrasas and their education system, exacerbating the
existing distrust between madrasas and government officials.
Reform should concentrate more on the inclusion of social sciences rather
than the natural sciences. Not only are social sciences important for a better
understanding of religion, they will also be more readily accepted by the
leaders of madrasas. The teaching of human rights and religious tolerance
will appear more relevant to students’ religious studies than the teaching of
physics or mathematics.
Recommendations that emerge from the various studies by the international
community would do well to keep in mind that madrasas are deeply rooted
in society. Attempts to forcibly impose change would, and did, produce
backlash from the community. In a country already struggling to stem the
tide of the ever-growing threat of terrorism, it would be unwise to further
alienate hundreds of thousands of madrasa students. We have shown that
there are many ‘ulama who support reforms in madrasas; implementing
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reform with the help of these ‘ulama would ease the reform process and
make it more readily acceptable.
7. Based on these suggestions, the bureaucracy should play a minimal role
in implementing reforms; reforms should be spearheaded by the ‘ulama
instead. This would facilitate the process of reform, since the ‘ulama have
the power to ban those madrasas that reject reforms or have any links
with extremist and sectarian organizations. The ‘ulama would also provide
legitimacy to government action against such madrasas.
8. Financial incentives should not be considered as the primary tool for
reforms. They should only be used as a tool to assist the reforms when
necessary.
9. In addition to above reforms, collective events (seminars, workshops, study
tours, etc.) between students of schools and madrasas should be organized
to promote better understanding between youth studying in traditional and
modern schools.

Note
1 Candland (2005) explains why the Model Dini Madaris were far from exemplary:
‘The Model Dini Madaris Ordinance requires the chairman of the Board to hold
meetings of the Board at intervals of no longer than six months. However, the
Board has not met since January 10, 2004. Since its inception, the Board has not
had a permanent chairman or secretary. The government’s orders and regulations
related to the establishment of new madaris have also not been substantially
fulfilled. Three Model Dini Madaris were established under the Ordinance, in
Karachi, Sukkur and Islamabad. The Islamabad Model Madaris was established for
the education of girls; the Karachi and Sukkur Model Madaris were established for
the education of boys. These three institutions were not given adequate authority,
staffing or financing to perform as mandated. To date, no permanent principals
have been appointed. Until recently, the same person was appointed principal
of both the Karachi and Sukkur madaris. The principal of the Islamabad Model
Madrassah has been replaced four times. Those in charge of the three madaris
have not been given authority to hire staff or allocate resources. Instead, they must
appeal to the Pakistan Madrasah Education Board in Islamabad. Facilities are substandard. All three Model Dini Madaris are housed in the Hajj Directorate’s hajji
[pilgrimage to Mecca] camps. During the Hajj season, the camps are very noisy and
packed with people on their way to and from Mecca. In Karachi, the Pakistan Army
Rangers are permanently camped at the New Hajji Camp. The Rangers have even
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forcibly occupied part of the premises of the Model Dini Madrassah. The presence
of heavily armed men, occupying a part of the madrassah premise, is not conducive
to study’ (p. 158).
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Breaking the Headscarf Ban in
Secular Turkey: An Alternative Educational
Establishment in Istanbul
Nagihan Haliloğlu

Introduction
When we discuss the aims of Islamic education in different social
environments, such as in countries where Muslims are a majority or a
minority, there are different dynamics at play. My chapter is about a new kind
of educational establishment in Turkey, a staunchly secular state that does not
have a Muslim majority. With the establishment of the republican regime,
Turkey became a secular state in the 1920s, and almost all aspects of religious
education were frowned upon and in many cases banned, particularly in the
first decade of the new regime. Since then, the country has gone through
periods of fluctuating liberal regulations concerning education; the freedom
given to religious education would depend on the epistemological leanings
of the ruling party in the country. Despite these changes, there is a constant
underlying distrust of Islamic education among decision makers and the
secular elite in Turkey. The chapter looks at how, in contemporary Turkey,
due to the continuous exclusionary regulations of secular establishments,
Islamic education has made a comeback in new forms in the 2000s.1
It would not be an exaggeration to say that when the new republic of Turkey
was established in 1923, none could have foreseen where the secularist ideas
of the founders of the Republic would take the country. Different reasons
have been given on different occasions for the various changes that were
instigated in public life, such as the changing of the alphabet from Arabic to
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Latin, changing of the week’s holiday from Friday to Saturday and Sunday,
and abolishing dervish lodges. At times, the goal was articulated as a need
to ‘secularize’ the country, at other times, the goal was an outright need to
‘Westernize’; more often than not, the two goals were conflated. This conflation
of goals is expressed in earnest in the reasons given for the Hat Revolution of
1925, by one reformer when the law was being discussed:2 ‘We are doing this
so that we may have no difference from the Europeans’ (Ertunç, 2010, p. 157).
Secularism, as a pillar of the republic, was instated in 1926, and the Hat Law,
which has been quoted as the basis of the headscarf ban in public offices, was
introduced even before secularism itself.
Secularism, for the founders of the republic, meant not so much a separation
of the religious establishment from the state, but a tool that enabled the new
elite to sever ties with the old regime which had, according to their reasoning,
stagnated due to its blind attachment to Muslim religious law. Anything to
do with the ancien regime was held suspect, those who wanted to continue in
the old ways were denounced in the press as being nothing less than traitors
to the country. In 1928, 57 men were hanged, and hundreds imprisoned for
insisting on wearing the turban after the Hat Law was passed (Aktaş, 1989).
This is one of the ways in which the Turkish public was alienated from more
classical methods of education; association with the old schools and the teacher’s
turban was perceived as disloyalty to the country and one risked becoming a
pariah. Outward signs of religiosity became suspect and undesirable in the new
Turkey, and the amorphous idea of ‘religious education’ was found culpable for
what was perceived to be the backwardness of the country. ‘The religious man’
or the ‘imam’ was used as the bogeyman and villainized in many educational
texts, typically pitted against the village schoolteacher who would, more often
than not, convince the villagers that science had more authority than religion in
solving their problems.3
In the 1930s, the Ottoman education system was completely overhauled and
the teaching of religion was secularized in state schools and universities in a
manner that would champion nationalism and serve the state’s new citizenconstituting project. The old institutions of learning were systematically closed,
and their graduates ridiculed, maligned and accused as the cause of the country’s
‘backwardness’.4 In a bid to make the nation more European, students would
now be exclusively exposed to European scholars. The new state, according to
its founders, had no use for the obscure texts written by Islamic scholars of
centuries ago, and taught in old and poorly equipped schools. The curriculum
emphasized a positivist approach to natural and social sciences and there
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was no recognition that confessional and secular methods of teaching could
achieve the same learning objectives. Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, the founder of
the republic, thought the education system needed rapid and extensive reform
in that direction:
I believe that the methods of education and training that have been practised
until now are the most important causes of our nation having been left backward.
That is why when I speak of a national education programme, I mean a culture
that is in keeping with our national character and national history, unsullied by
the empty beliefs of the old period, or by other influences that may have come
from the East or the West and that have nothing to do with our own nature. The
development of our own national genius will be made possible only through
such a culture. (AtatürkKültür, Dil ve Tarih Yüksek Kurulu, 1989)5

Note here that Atatürk does not explicitly blame ‘Islamic education’ but ‘the
empty beliefs of the old period’; however the implicit meaning was clear. He was
also dealing an even hand to both ‘East’ (read ‘Islam’) and the ‘West’, calling for
a ‘national(istic)’ mode of education that would distance the new citizen from
either influence. This seeming cautionary attitude towards the West is naturally
belied by Atatürk’s other speeches where he lauds the progressive methods of
the ‘West’. Thus, a secular methodology in teaching was adopted that meant
a disregard of Islamic approaches and contributions to the social and natural
sciences.
With these principles in mind, the republic took national education
to corners of the country that had been neglected, and in the same stroke
also alienated whole swathes of the country by introducing coeducational
classrooms and cleansing the curriculum from references to the Qur’an and
the hadith (sayings of Prophet Muhammad). In the 1960s, a solution to the
alienation of the more religious-observant6 sections of society was found in
the Imam Hatip high schools that were segregated, and provided Qur’an and
hadith instruction alongside the conventional secular natural and human
sciences. The courses on the Qur’an and hadith crucially ‘excused’ the use of
hijab (headscarf) in school, averring that one should be in proper religious
attire when dealing with sacred texts. There was a secular reaction both to
the Imam Hatip schools and to the number of hijabi women who graduated
and earned places at university. The reaction materialized in a hijab ban in
the 1980s that has been lifted for university students in 2012, but continues to
this day for all regular high school students and university lecturers to a large
extent.7
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The secular rhetoric against both the hijab and the Imam Hatips persisted
in the 2000s. As Nazife Şişman (2009) points out, many secularists think that
imposing a religious education on children at an early age goes against their ‘free
will’:
According to [the secularist] the reason that lay behind the rise of women who
wanted to be present as equals in public space was these women being subjected
to religious education. If in the Koranic Schools, the Imam Hatips and even
in the family there were no religious education, then we would not have the
problem of the headscarf ban in public space today. (p. 155)

As this quote suggests, ‘secular education’ in Turkey is not neutral towards
religion; rather, it emphasizes the dangers of religion, such as ‘brainwashing’
students into rejecting scientific theories, or instilling in them regressive social
attitudes.
After periods where regulations regarding the headscarf alternated
between stringent and relaxed, in the period 2001–3, the marginalization and
secularization of religious practices in state schools climaxed in the banning of
the hijab at the faculties of Islamic Sciences at state universities.8 This proved
to be a decisive moment; at the height of marginalization, various alternative
educational establishments were set up to cater to the intellectual endeavours
of practising Muslims. These include Qur’anic schools affiliated to mosques and
institutes that offer a more Islamic take on the humanities and provide very basic
religious freedom; for example, the teacher/professor is able to quote from the
Qur’an and hadith without apology, and is able to make references to scholarly
works from Islamic countries. I will start by describing the ‘alternative’ academic
field in which Akademistanbul is situated and then focusing on the services
that Akademistanbul provides. I will then investigate the reasons why students
choose this establishment, through an analysis of the institution’s programmes
and interviews conducted with students.
The precursor of these ‘alternative’ educational establishments that cater to
the higher educational needs of observant Muslims who wanted a curriculum
that reflected their Islamic heritage is the Bilim Sanat Foundation. Set up in
Istanbul in 1986, it is an academic institution that provides university-level
lectures for free. The institute does not have classes at prayer time on Friday, and
has wudu (ablutions) and salah (ritual prayer) facilities within the building, an
unthinkable act of regression for many secular universities in the 1980s. Bilim
Sanat’s staff was drawn from a pool of diverse scholars. Some did not regard
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Ottoman and Islamic scholars with enough suspicion and/or disdain and dared
make use of them in their syllabi, and therefore were excluded and in some
instances expelled from state institutions. Others held positions in secular state
universities and yet wanted to explore the more Islam-related aspects of their
fields. For the latter, the Bilim Sanat Foundation provided an outlet through
which they could combine Islamic scholarship with secular social sciences, such
as lectures in modern Islamic political thought. One example of a lecturer who
taught humanities along these lines is the current Turkish Foreign Minister,
Ahmet Davutoğlu, who taught there in the 1990s. Bilim Sanat attracted the
observant Muslim intellectual elite, who later formed the cadres of the current
ruling party in Turkey, the Justice and Development Party (AKP).
The students who attend the lectures at Bilim Sanat come from a variety of
mostly observant Muslim backgrounds. These range from observant university
students who want to enhance their understanding of social sciences with
references to Islamic scholarship, to female students who were unable to go
to university because of the headscarf ban. Even though it was not specifically
formed for this purpose, at the height of the headscarf ban in the 1990s and the
2000s, Bilim Sanat started to cater largely to the hijabi market, despite being
a coeducational establishment. Due to the demand during this period, other
establishments were founded to provide higher education to hijabi women.
While Bilim Sanat remains an institution that offers courses without the licence
to grant any kind of diploma or degree recognized by the Turkish or international
authorities, other alternative institutions that cater to the hijabi market
marketed themselves as universities and offered the promise of a university
degree as franchises of international universities such as Alfred and Newport.
Akademistanbul, founded in 2005, differs from those in that it does not claim to
be a university, and professes to only facilitate students’ extern education with
the Islamic University of Europe (IUE) in Rotterdam.9 The mission statement
of Akademistanbul, as stated on its website, is that it is founded to ‘provide the
possibility of a university education for young women who have for various
reasons not been able to continue with their education’;10 in the Turkish context
this refers almost exclusively to the hijab ban. Akademistanbul terms the service
it provides as an ‘academic consultancy’11 and is clear that the certificates it offers
for its programmes are not recognized as equivalent to those of higher education
establishments in Turkey, unless students enrol in the extern programme.
Akademistanbul offers classes for the following undergraduate IUE extern
programmes:12 (1) Islamic Sciences, (2) Arabic Language and (3) Psychology.
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Graduate programmes offered by Akademistanbul are the (1) Islamic Sciences
and (2) Social and Human Sciences. For the Islamic Sciences student there is a
preparatory year of learning Arabic. The academy also offers language courses in
Arabic and English independent of the extern programme.
As it stands, Akademistanbul is a fully functioning educational establishment
in the old Istanbul district of Fatih, abuzz with activity with students who dress
in what looks like black academic gowns. They mutter phrases in Arabic rather
than in Latin, scuttling from one wood panelled classroom to another. Their
classrooms are named after different cities in the Islamic world, from Madina
to Damascus. Students can be seen huddling around notice boards to find out
their grades for subjects, like ‘Spoken Arabic’.13 For its extern support courses
in the Islamic Sciences and Psychology, it uses textbooks used by Turkish state
universities, and some of its staff teach or have taught in state universities. In
other words, Akademistanbul differs from state universities in its classroom
discussions allow for explicit references to Islam’s sacred texts, something that is
still taboo in state universities.

Akademistanbul programmes
Islamic Sciences
Courses that contribute towards the Islamic Sciences extern programme
include Qur’anic recitation, Arabic grammar, histories and methodologies
of Islamic sciences such as hadith (sayings of Prophet Muhammad) and
fiqh (Islamic Law), courses on the life of the Prophet, history of different
madhhabs (Schools of Islamic Law) and also courses in the articles of faith.
For instance, in the first year, there is a course on tawhid (Unity of God).
The second year includes memorization of the Qur’an. The students are then
given tafsir (Exegesis) and hadith texts to analyse. In the second year, students
are introduced to the intricate arguments of kalam, or matters of theology.
Third-year courses include Psychology of Religion and literature, as an
acknowledgement of the other fields taught at the academy. In the fourth year,
political science is added to these subjects. Table 6.1 presents the three-year
undergraduate course curriculum for Islamic Sciences, which illustrates the
vision of Akademistanbul and what they believe to be essential knowledge for
a student trained in the Islamic Sciences.14
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Table 6.1 The undergraduate course curriculum for Islamic Sciences at Akademistanbul
1st Year 1st Semester
Name of Course

1st Year 2nd Semester
Name of Course

The Glorious Qur’an I
Arabic Grammar I
Spoken Arabic I
Arabic Text I
Hadith Methodology and History I
Tafsir Methodology and History I
Fiqh Methodology I
Introduction to Islamic Law I
Life of the Prophet I
Islamic Creed I
Law Ayats (Verses to do with Islamic
jurisdiction)

The Glorious Qur’an II
Arabic Grammar II
Spoken Arabic II
Arabic Text II
Hadith Methodology and History II
Tafsir Methodology and History II
Fiqh Methodology II
Introduction to Islamic Law II
Life of the Prophet II
Islamic Creed II
Madhhabs According to Creed

2nd Year 1st Semester
Name of Course

2nd Year 2nd Semester
Name of Course

The Glorious Qur’an III
Arabic Grammar III
Arabic Text III
Spoken Arabic III
Tafsir I
Hadith I
Islamic Law I
History of Islam I
Kalam I
History of Sufism
Research Methods

The Glorious Qur’an IV
Arabic Grammar IV
Arabic Text IV
Spoken Arabic IV
Tafsir II
Hadith II
Islamic Law II
History of Islam II
Kalam II
Islamic Ethics
Comparative History of Religions
Psychology of Religion

3rd Year 1st Semester
Name of Course

3rd Year 2nd Semester
Name of Course

The Glorious Qur’an V
Arabic Grammar V
Arabic Rhetoric
Arabic Text Translation Methods
Contemporary Approaches to the Qur’an
Law Hadith
Islamic Law III
History of Islam III
History of Islamic Civilization
History of Islamic Philosophy
Sociology of Religion

The Glorious Qur’an VI
Arabic Grammar VI
Arabic Rhetoric
Arabic Text Translation Methods
Contemporary Approaches to the Qur’an
Law Hadith
Islamic Law IV
Philosophy of Religion
History of Islam IV
History of Western Philosophy
Turkish-Islamic Literature
Thesis
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Psychology
The academy started its psychology department in 2011. ‘Psychology of
Religion’ in particular is a theme that is reiterated on Akademistanbul’s
webpage, as it is on the website of the Islamic University of Europe (Rotterdam),
whose curriculum is followed by Akademistanbul. The only visible difference
in the curriculum compared to curricula of Psychology in secular universities
is a course taught in one semester, Psychology of Religion, common to both
the Islamic Sciences and Psychology departments in Akademistanbul. This
course is also taught in the state’s Islamic Sciences programmes and as with
other courses, Akademistanbul uses the state’s textbook for it.15 The course
begins with a rather secular description of religion as a social and moral
phenomenon, then proceeds to explore topics such as the sources of religion
and the impact of religious rituals on an individual’s psychology. However,
the class at Akademistanbul also covers descriptions of human psychology as
found in the Qur’an and uses Qur’anic terminology. It involves a discussion of
nafs (self) – how and where it occurs in the Qur’an – along with the Qur’an’s
descriptions of fitrah (human nature), and what happens when one veers away
from this God-given nature.
Akademistanbul offers two extern ‘faith-based’ graduate courses in the field
of Psychology:16 (1) Faith-Based Psychology for Counselling17 and (2) FaithBased Counselling and Guidance, both of which are open to students who have
completed a conventional psychology course. For the first course, supplementary
courses included in this special counselling graduate degree are (1) Basic Islamic
Knowledge I and II, (2) Methodology and History of Hadith, (3) History and
Methodology of Fiqh, (4) Methodology and History of Tafsir, (5) Life of the
Prophet, (6) Islamic ethics and Sufism, (7) Civil Law in Islam, (8) Readings in
Hadith, (9) readings in Qur’an and Tafsir and (10) History of Madhhabs. The rector
of the Islamic University of Europe, Ahmet Akgündüz, claims that graduates
of this programme are in high demand by the authorities in the Netherlands,18
particularly by hospitals and prisons where faith-based counselling is provided
for Christian and Jewish patients and inmates. Also, even among practising
Muslims in Turkish society, extended family structures are shrinking, and family
conflicts more frequently are being resolved with the help of professionals, not
within the extended family itself. Akademistanbul, aware of this niche in Turkey,
markets this programme as faith-based counselling for families.
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Arabic
The third programme at Akademistanbul, Arabic Language, seems to provide
the best job prospects for students, especially at a time when Turkey’s relations
with the Arab world are getting more and more significant. The Arabic language
degree is divided into three specializations: (1) Media Arabic, (2) International
Trade Arabic and (3) Translation/Interpretation Arabic-Turkish. Several
graduates of the Arabic programme are now working for TRT Arabic, the newly
established Turkish State Television channel that broadcasts in Arabic. In 2010,
Akademistanbul also hosted the monthly Friends of Jerusalem programme, in
which Arabic academics and journalists came together to discuss the Palestine
issue from different angles with the students, in Arabic. This provided the students
with a platform for them to practise their Arabic; the students’ attendance and
level of engagement at these talks were quite high.

An assessment of the academy
When I conducted my interviews in March 2011, before the almost complete
lifting of the hijab ban for students in 2012, girls had been allowed to enter
some state universities with the hijab, including faculties other than theology
or Islamic sciences. Akademistanbul’s students included girls fresh from high
school who wanted to be able to study wearing the hijab;19 students – as the
old mission statement suggested – whose education (in a variety of fields) was
disrupted; and women who were able to finish their university education wearing
the hijab, yet unable to practise their profession due to discrimination against
the hijab, and were now seeking to change fields, for example, to be private
Arabic and/or Islamic and Qur’anic teachers. I was introduced to the students
through one of their lecturers, and after socializing with them on campus for
a couple of days, I decided to interview three lecturers and five students. The
20–30 minute interviews made on the telephone in 2011 were semi-structured,
with three central questions:
1. Why did you choose to study in Akademistanbul?
2. What kind of status do you think Akademistanbul has among other
alternative educational establishments?
3. What do you think about its relationship with the Islamic University of
Rotterdam?
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Even with the small sample I had, the interviews revealed a variety of
backgrounds, life choices and approaches to Islam. My interviewee Arzu,
although trained to be a physics teacher at a state university, could not teach
because hijabis are not allowed to be ‘providers of public service’ in Turkey.
She decided to attend Akademistanbul to study the Islamic Sciences, so that
she would be qualified to teach Islamic subjects, either in a Qur’anic school,
or as a private teacher. It is quite common in Turkey for observant families to
hire private religion tutors for their children to compensate for the insufficient
teaching of religion in schools. Another interviewee, Nezahat, on the other
hand was mostly homeschooled, and chose to study at Akademistanbul as
it was the only all-female ‘higher education’ establishment in Istanbul; she
wanted to study in an all-female establishment because of her religious beliefs.
Students like Arzu who have a ‘secular’ educational background (i.e. students
who studied natural sciences and were socialized in a relatively secular,
coeducational environment) and students like Nezahat who see studying at
Akademistanbul as an extension of their life-choice of leading a social life
segregated from males both choose to study at Akademistanbul. Having these
students with different backgrounds and expectations in the same classroom,
to expose them to the finer points of the Qur’an, hadith, and tafsir, is quite a
social and educational rarity.
The variety and quality of extracurricular activities and training possibilities
attract students to Akademistanbul, says student Hatice. She herself has seized
these opportunities, and has gone for a summer internship at a magazine in
Beirut. Hatice says among the options for hijabi students in Istanbul, she chose
Akademistanbul as it had capable and renowned professors for Arabic who had
taught at other establishments. More importantly, she knew that the head of
the educational board at Akademistanbul, AhmetAğırakça, was previously a
professor of history at Istanbul University, who was forced to resign during a
particularly drastic purge of observant Muslim civil servants carried out by the
secular state establishment in 1997. Hatice opted for Akademistanbul due to its
illustrious and renowned faculty:
When I looked at the kind of education that similar institutions were offering, I
could not trust the names I saw on their lists, for I had not heard of any of them.
But there were names I recognised on Akademistanbul’s brochure . . . when I
speak of my school and the professors I have, some of these names are known
even to students who go to state universities and so Akademistanbul has some
cache. (Personal communication, 4 February 2011)
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As both Hatice and another respondent, Afra, explained, when they decided
to seek an alternative to secular state education, Akademistanbul appeared
the most legitimate. My interviews revealed that what attracted the students
was the combination of a programme designed by established and recognized
scholars, and a certain experimental quality to some of the courses.
Interviewee Afra said that the administration was very open to suggestions
made by students:
The teachers are very good about assessing the level of the class and adjusting
their syllabi. We can even get up petitions for a class and the kind of material
taught in it. The students designed one such class for media Arabic for instance,
and the administration accepted it. (Personal communication, 4 February
2011)

The academy encourages the learning of Arabic in every way it can, not just
within the academy, but also in Turkey at large. It coorganizes an international
Arabic language contest20 and cooperates with Imam Hatip schools to improve
their teaching of the language.21
While Hatice and Afra are full of praise for the school, there are those who
are having second thoughts, according to Ülkü Can who teaches Arabic there.
The relaxing of the hijab ban has ended Akademistanbul’s position as the ‘only
alternative’ for hijabi girls:
Some of the girls are really confused and not as focused now. They feel they are
missing out on getting a state-recognised diploma and some are considering to
take the nation-wide exam once again and enter state university Islamic Sciences
departments. (Personal communication, 10 January 2011)

Some have already done so and moved on to state universities, according to one
of my interviewees told me:
A friend of mine re-sat the exam and now is attending her second year at a
state university. Her professors are impressed by the Arabic she has learnt at the
academy here. And she finds the whole level of education at the state university
leaves much to be desired, when compared to Akademistanbul. (Personal
communication, 10 January 2011)

Seeing that with the lifting of the headscarf ban they stand to lose their
students, Akademistanbul is focusing more on their language programmes.
In 2011, they banked on their expertise of extern Islamic Sciences education
to register with the Turkish Education Ministry a programme that provides
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academic support22 for Islamic Sciences students at state universities. Notably,
male students are eligible to enrol in this programme. On another note, while
educational opportunities for hijabi students are increasing, employment
opportunities for hijabi lecturers remain limited, even though Akademistanbul
employs a number of them. These hijabi lecturers are women who have mostly
been educated in Arab countries, due to the hijab ban in Turkey, and are now
returning with Arabic expertise. The ability to be fluent Arabic is rare asset in
Turkey, even among those who teach the Islamic sciences.
It is worth reiterating that the headscarf ban creates a complex tier of
dispossession, as a result of alternating periods of relaxation and enforcement
since the 1980s. The interviews I have carried out show that although on the
surface, all students wear the hijab, they chose to study at Akademistanbul for
varying reasons, and come from various educational or social backgrounds.
For example, the Imam Hatip graduates, and those compelled to abandon
the pursuit of their Islamic sciences degrees in state universities because of
the headscarf ban, have prior knowledge of Islamic sciences. Similarly, others
come with a background in the natural sciences, either, because they were not
able to complete their degree because of the ban, or having completed it, were
discriminated against in the job market because they were hijabis. The strange
silver lining of the headscarf ban is that some diligent students, who otherwise
would have chosen to study secular subjects, ended up studying Islamic Science
and Arabic Language, and bringing their analytical skills and enthusiasm to
these fields.
While the bulk of the students in 2011 enrolled because of the headscarf
ban although they would have preferred to study something other than the
three programmes offered by the academy, some were there because they
wanted to study the Islamic Sciences and Arabic. The latter group discovered,
after a comparison with other alternative establishments and state schools,
that Akademistanbul has had better professors and curricula. Others chose
the Akademistanbulhas, not so much for its educational quality, but for its
segregation between the sexes. Akademistanbul is able to accommodate
the diverse student demographic and manage their varying expectations by
letting the students have a say in the curriculum. For example, it started a
Media Arabic class upon request by Arabic Language undergraduates, as most
of them plan to work in the Arabic language channels such as TRT and Al
Jazeera Arabic. It also offers complementary training opportunities by putting
students in touch with Arabic media to bolster their language and media skills.
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Thus, it has carved a niche for itself in Arabic language education, which has
been ruefully neglected in state universities, and whose neglect is now being
acutely felt with the development of Turkey’s economic and political ties with
the Arab world.
However, even within the observant Muslim community who are at the
receiving end of discrimination when it comes to religious rights, establishments
like Akademistanbul still bear the stigma of not being a ‘state school’. The
prestige of a ‘state education’ lies in the fact that at state universities, students
have to pass a difficult placement test. State universities are perceived as wellestablished institutions, receiving financial support from the state, which also
maintains the universities’ academic standards. Also, for the general public,
it is difficult to ascertain whether a student has chosen an establishment
like Akademistanbul because she was unable to gain admission to a state
university, or because she wanted to circumvent the headscarf ban – this
affects the graduates’ employability. Accordingly, Akademistanbul and similar
establishments attempt to claim legitimacy through their faculty, consisting of
professors who were/are employed in state universities. That ‘legitimacy’ is a
primary concern revealed by the exodus of students to state universities after
the easing of the hijab ban.23
Despite this exodus, Akademistanbul still waxes strong, as its mix of
confessional and secular learning objectives and close relations with higher
education establishments abroad continue to attract a certain type of
experimenting student. The presence of students who choose Akademistanbul
because of their understanding of gender relations also shows that there will
always be a market for single-sex educational establishments at all levels.
Having grown up in Turkey, all the students will have had some experience
of secular education (apart from those who are homeschooled). They are
thus well placed to compare the two methodologies, and to explore the
common learning objectives the two methodologies enunciate. Accordingly,
Akademistanbul tries to establish its own tradition of higher education by
using a double methodology. In Turkey, where religious references in the
classroom are still taboo, it offers a higher education programme where
Islamic texts are studied not only in their own right, but also in relation to
other disciplines such as psychology. The experience of Akademistanbul also
shows that the scholastic, insular atmosphere attributed to establishments that
teach religion can be refuted, as the academy maintains a very open outlook,
as seen from the international conferences and events it organizes.
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Conclusion
As I have attempted to demonstrate, Akademistanbul offers skills that are high
in demand, both in Turkey and abroad. Although neither the institution nor
its students are fully franchised in a secular Turkey due to their Islamic ethos,
Akademistanbul still contributes to the citizen-constituting project, a citizen, in
this case, that is made aware not only of secular European scholarship but also
Islamic scholarship. This calls into question the presumed secular premise of
that project. The students’ relationship with the state is made evident in their
concerns with the legitimacy of their qualifications, and also seen in the number
of students who return to state schools upon relaxation of the headscarf ban.
As such, employing faculty members who were previously, or are currently
employed by the state helps establishments like Akademistanbul gain prestige
and trust among the people. A commitment to the primacy of learning and
scholarship in whichever field its resources would allow for appears to have
helped Akademistanbul weather the changing political landscape within its
short life as an institution. In a secular education system, establishments like
Akademistanbul act as a safety valve that ensure that education is available to
all sections of society, even if certain state policies may at times hinder equal
educational opportunity for all.

Notes
1 For all Turkish references cited, translations into English are mine.
2 The need to conform to European norms was increasing aired more openly in
the Turkish parliament in the 1920s, and another reformer in favour of the Hat
Law said: ‘The Turkish nation that is walking the path for taking on and adopting
contemporary civilisation is obliged, not to adapt contemporary civilization to its
own, but itself adapt to it’ (Ertunç, 2010, p. 158). The rhetoric for changing Turkish
dress amounted to a public-relations effort directed at convincing ‘developed
nations’ and Turks themselves that they belonged in Europe.
3 One archetypal story of this kind was Halide Edip Adıvar’s novel Vurun Kahpeye
(1926). The story involves a young and idealistic female schoolteacher from
Istanbul who is posted to a town in Anatolia. There, she supports the war
of independence and an imam turns the village against her. The novel was
adapted into film thrice: in 1949, 1964 and 1973; it served as a blueprint for the
villainization of Muslim clergy as a class that has resisted and still resists the
republic and its ideals.
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4 The republican founding fathers were Ottomans with some degree of European
education, and were alienated from various aspects of their own professed
Islamic culture. They saw that the way Islam was practised in Turkey hindered
the country’s progress; there were many secularists among them who claimed
they were better Muslims than those who went to the mosque five times a day,
and that they needed no such outward signs and demonstrations of their pure
and sincere faith. One gesture that indicates the aspiration for the creation of a
new national religion that would make fewer demands on a citizen’s time was that
of changing the language of prayer to Turkish. For a lengthier discussion of the
issue, see Mcpherson (2011).
5 The founder of the republic also had this to say about the change that was needed
in the education system: ‘We cannot close our eyes and imagine that we are living
alone. We cannot encircle our homeland and close off ties with the outside world.
We, as a risen, progressive, and contemporary nation, will on the contrary live even
above the level of current civilisation. This can happen only with knowledge and
science. We will take knowledge and science wherever it may be and put it in the
head of every single individual of the nation. There are no rules and restraints when
it comes to knowledge and science’ (AtatürkKültür, Dil ve TarihYüksek Kurulu,
1989, p. 100). This impassioned declaration ends with a warning of sorts – that
certain knowledge will be ‘put into the heads’ of the people whether they like it
or not. Another interesting aspect of the rhetoric is the awareness of the eyes of
the outside world – which for Turkey has always meant Europe – on them. Orhan
Pamuk (2005), in his book Istanbul: Memories of the City, describes the constant
surveillance that republican elites felt they were under: ‘So whenever I sense the
absence of Western eyes, I become my own Westerner’ (p. 261).
6 By ‘observant’, I mean praying five times a day, fasting during Ramadan, abstaining
from alcohol and pork, and adhering to a modest dress code for both men and
women. This does not necessarily mean a headscarf for women.
7 For a more detailed history of the ban, see Aktaş (2006), Benli (2005), Cindoğlu
and Zencirci (2008).
8 When the pro-hijab Justice and Development Party (AKP) came into power
in 2002, the hijab ban had reached its peak. The power that the staunchly
secular military wielded over Turkish politics was so great that AKP did not
feel confident enough to change the status quo when it came to the hijab ban.
Only after two more victories in the ballot box did AKP gain the confidence to
appease the military and encourage universities to lift the ban. However, because
the regulatory provisions of the Education Ministry or the later mandates and
regulations did not provide a centralized enforcement mechanism, and because
the enforcement of the ban was left up to the individual university administrators,
the implementation and enforcement of the law has been inconsistent and
arbitrary (Yıldırım, 2010).
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9 In the 2011–12 academic year, Akademistanbul started its support programme
for the extern degree for European Polytechnical University in Bulgaria. The
extern degrees they provide support for are Psychology, Sociology, International
Commerce, and Arabic Language and Literature.
10 The ‘About Us’ link for Akademistanbul that I accessed in 2010 is no longer
available. The site has been updated to include a wider variety of affiliations with
international universities. For more information see: http://www.akdemistanbul.
com.tr/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=76&Itemid=138. The
discourse about the hijab ban which informed the founding of the institute is,
however, still touched upon in this promotional video: http://www.dailymotion.
com/video/xep2i4_akademistanbul-tanitim-filmI_school. Also, it is quite telling
(maybe elaborate on this – what does it tell?) that in the extern programme
webpage for IUE there is a picture of a hijabi girl, smiling in a somewhat coy
manner http://www.iueurope.com/tr
11 Apart from the support courses it provides for the IUE, the Academy also provides
real education consultancy, information about universities abroad and help with
the application process.
12 An extern programme is similar to an open university programme where students
do the coursework and then are examined either online or at a centre that the
university appoints.
13 In 2012, the Academy moved to its new location in the old district of Fatih.
Currently, it occupies three floors in a Gaudi-like apartment block. The classrooms
are no longer identified by names but by numbers.
14 I have chosen Islamic Science to illustrate the workload and Akademistanbul’s
method of defining/constructing a discipline that would be most relevant to this
volume.
15 The textbook contains chapters on the following: (1) The Science of Psychology
of Religion; (2) Religion, Religiosity and Its Dimensions; (3) The Sources of
Religiosity; (4) The Effects of Religiosity; (5) Factors That Influence Religiosity;
(6) The Development of Religiosity; (7) Psychology of Belief; (8) Understandings of
God; (9) Prayer, Worship and Religious Rituals and (10) Repentance, Going Back
to Religion, Religious Conversion (Hökelekli, 2010).
16 See http://www.iueurope.com/tr/akademik/ibf-psikoloji-bolumu for general
information on the Psychology options and http://www.iueurope.com/tr/images/
stories/iue/iue_broshur_Enson.pdf for detailed information on the courses, hours
and credits.
17 An establishment similar to the Islamic University of Europe, the Islamic
University of Rotterdam, offers a similar course of study and lists the following
as its courses: Spiritual Care as a Profession, Spiritual Care in Justice and Health
Care Organizations, Ethics of Health Care, Communicative Skills for Spiritual Care
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Experts, Mediation and Advising, Islamic Counselling. For further information,
see: http://www.iur.nl/en/education/academic-programmes/master-islamicspiritual-care/340-curriculum.html
For the full interview in Turkish, see http://www.beyazhaberler.com/?p=1873
Though the ban had started to ease, only a few faculties allowed hijabi girls. This
meant that there were too many applications for too few places, and a good number
of qualified hijabis who wanted to further their education still needed to search for
alternative establishments.
For more information, see: http://www.arapcayarismalari.org.tr/2013
For more information, see: http://www.akdemistanbul.com.tr/index.
php?option=com_content&view=article&id=97&Itemid=141
These ‘support’ programmes for the curricula of national education are very
common in Turkey, both for high school and university programmes.
I should like to point out here that when it comes to religious teaching, ‘legitimacy’,
in both senses of the word (explain what are the two senses for clarity) is quite
fraught. Although there was no reference to it in the interviews I made, the
teaching of Islamic subjects is seen as being controlled by the state, thus the
knowledge imparted in classes will always reflect the interests of the state. In that
sense, the idea of ‘state school’ works like a Pharmakon, ensuring that the subjects
taught are both academically rigorous and beholden to the state’s interests.
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Santichon Islamic School: A Model for
Islamic Private Schools in Thailand
Srawut Aree

Introduction
The ‘Strategic Proposal: Development of the Quality of Islamic Private School’
is a research study by Yala Rajabhat University that details problems faced by
Islamic private schools in Thailand. First, there are management problems – the
lack of an efficient system for school administration, unskilful administrators
in management, unsuitable buildings and environment, a limited state
budget allotted only for the instruction of general subjects, and a high teacher
turnover rate, resulting in disrupted instruction. Second, there are problems with
the curriculum: schools offer different curricula, there is a lack of continuity
in the curriculum, and general subjects are not well integrated with religious
knowledge. Third, in the area of classroom instruction, teachers’ instruction
is inconsistent with the subject’s field, there are insufficient learning materials
and laboratories for students, and there are few opportunities for teacher
development, resulting in teachers lacking the necessary pedagogical skills (Yala
Rajabhat University, 2006, p. 3).
Graduates of Islamic private schools are thus disadvantaged, when it comes
to qualifying for university entrance examinations or finding a job in the
domestic labour market. Consequently, there have been numerous attempts
to improve the quality of Islamic private schools. One such attempt is the
establishment of Santichon Islamic Private School in the heart of the capital of
Thailand.1 Since its founding 14 years ago, the school’s statistics show that 134
male and female students completed upper secondary school (Mathayom 6) in
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the Academic Year 2009. Among them, 11 of them received scholarships from
overseas universities and organizations. At least 34 students gained entrance to
leading universities in the country, while 8 students gained entrance to foreign
universities (Santichon School Development Plan, 2008).
Based on the above statistics, one can say that Santichon Islamic Private
School has been successful to a certain extent in improving educational quality.
Their success raises three questions that this chapter shall answer:
1. What are Santichon Islamic Private School’s special characteristics in its
management?
2. How can religious teachings be integrated with the general subjects?
3. What are the measures taken to improve and develop teachers’ teaching
expertise?
Before answering these three questions, it is important to understand the
conceptual framework for Muslim education in Thailand, the characteristics of
Thai Muslims and the education of minorities in Thailand.

Education of Muslims in Thailand: From Pondok to
Islamic private school
The Thai state generally considers the educational programmes implemented
by Muslim religious schools to be outdated. Not recognizing their moral and
cultural relevance, the government wanted to streamline these schools along
the lines of modern secular education. Thai Muslims protested, and argued
for the religious and moral advantages of Muslim religious schools as a means
of maintaining Muslim identity and preparing the youth morally for modern
professional life. The government accepted their views, and this led to the setting
up of Islamic private schools since the 1980s.
In Thailand, there are four types of institutions for Muslim education: tadikas
(elementary Islamic schools), traditional pondoks (Islamic homeschools, also
known as madrasas), government or state schools, and private Islamic schools.
A traditional pondok is an institute where students of all ages and abilities gather
informally to study a mix of religious and secular subjects, choosing their
specialized subjects and supervisors (see Madmarn, 1999). Of the 500 traditional
pondoks that exist, only about half are registered and officially recognized by the
government. A tadika is a preschool attached to the local mosque where children
can receive religious education at the elementary level.
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Private Islamic schools, which are mostly (and oddly) financed by the
government, are the result of an earlier government campaign to modernize
traditional pondoks. These schools number more than 300; they have to offer a
balance between religious and secular education that complies with government
standards in order to continue receiving full federal funding.
Unlike traditional pondoks, the private Islamic schools offer more secular
subjects and operate within a more formal and government-controlled
framework. Initially, they were mostly secondary schools; however, many now
offer primary school education to increase enrolment, thus creating ‘extended’
Islamic private schools. The government schools previously taught entirely with a
Thai ethnocentric curriculum, but have recently made allowances for Muslims.
Government law requires every Thai citizen to complete nine years of
compulsory education – six years in elementary (P1–P6), and three years in
upper secondary (M1–M3). In the southern part of Thailand, Muslims are the
majority; the average Muslim youth, within ages 5–12, can attend a government
school or an extended private Islamic school (a private Islamic school that
provides both elementary and secondary education), while spending his or her
first few years at a tadika to receive elementary religious education.
Subsequently, from 12 to 17 years, students can continue studying at a
government secondary school or a private Islamic school. Generally speaking,
three-quarters of Muslims in the south attend private Islamic schools, while the
remaining quarter attends government schools. This has as much to do with the
lack of focus on religious education in state schools as it does on the mentality
of Muslims who tend to view government institutions with suspicion and as an
assault on their culture (Gunaratna, Acharya & Chua, 2005, pp. 46–53).
Upon turning 18 years old, students have the option of going to university.
However, a 2001 survey found that only 3 per cent of Muslims had a university
education. While students can receive a pondok education at any point of their
life, interest in the pondok system is declining with time. A 1999 study of the
South showed that only 25 per cent of parents wanted to send their children to a
pondok because they felt its weak secular curriculum lowered their children’s job
prospects (Janchitfah, 2004, p. 56).
At present, Islamic private schools in Thailand are administrated and
operated according to the private schools’ norms. Staff members are provided
with training programmes, and the schools are housed in proper buildings in
accessible locations. The secondary school curricula have been implemented
according to the Basic Education Curriculum B.E. 2551 (2008) of the Ministry
of Education (MoE). Meanwhile, the Islamic education curriculum is divided
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into ten levels: Primary Islamic Education (Ibtidaiyah – Years 1–4), Middle
Islamic Education (Mutawassitah – Years 5–7) and Higher Islamic Education
(Sanawiyah – Years 8–10).
Despite the fact that numerous private Islamic schools across Thailand
have greater capacity for education provision and systematic administration,
which would allow them to gain credibility and recognition in the eyes of
public organizations and the community, most of them still fail to provide
their students with a successful education. Graduates of these private Islamic
schools are not well equipped to pass university entrance exams or find a whitecollar job. This can be attributed to the problems mentioned at the start of the
chapter. How then did Santichon Islamic School overcome these problems?

Historical background of Santichon
Islamic School in Bangkok
The birth of Santichon Islamic School started with the establishment of the
Santichon Institute in 1984, by Thai Muslims in Bangkok. They aimed to
provide an informal education in Islam for interested learners. In 1987, the
committee of the Santichon Institute registered the Santichon Foundation
for the promotion of education and public charity. A decade later, in 1998,
Santichon Islamic School was founded by the committee of the Santichon
Foundation for the provision of primary Islamic education (Ibtidaiyah). Its
license to operate was issued on 5 October 1998; Mr Prasert Mussari, president
of the Santichon Foundation was the licensee and manager. This coincided with
a period of Thai educational reform; the National Education Act of B.E. 2542
(1999) was proclaimed a year later. This act led to dramatic changes in the Thai
education system, especially in 2002 when all education-related agencies under
the MoE, Ministry of University Affairs and the National Council on Education
(a unit under the Prime Minister’s Office) was integrated, and came under the
supervision of MoE.
In 1999, the Santichon Islamic School adopted the lower secondary school
Islamic curriculum B.E. 2535 (1992) in which, for Grades 7–9, general subjects
are taught in conjunction with religious subjects. There were three classes of
120 Grade 7 students in the first year of enrolment. Since then, the school has
enjoyed continual development and growth in terms of its student population,
educational staff and infrastructure. The curriculum was expanded in 2003 to
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include upper secondary school Islamic curriculum. Also, the school’s status as
a private Islamic school is no longer under the purview of Section 15 (2), but
under Section 15 (1).2 In addition, the MoE has chosen the school to be a pioneer
school where the Basic Education Curriculum B.E. 2544 (2001) is implemented.
Teachers from the al-Azhar University in the Arab Republic of Egypt have been
engaged to teach Arabic at the school.
In 2004, the school’s curriculum has been extended to provide education
from Primary School (Grade 1) to Upper Secondary School (Grade 12). The
school even has its own radio station (F.M. 87.75 Hz); it broadcasts from 0600–
0900 hours, and students, faculty members and the community are welcome to
participate in its productions. In 2005, the kindergarten was opened. Meanwhile,
a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) between Suan Dusit Rajabhat
University and the Islamic University Malaysia was signed. Also, the curriculum
integrating religious- and general-subject instruction was accredited by alAzhar University. In 2006, the Information Technology Center was founded,
and closed-circuit televisions (CCTV) were installed for the live transmission of
secondary school level instruction to all classes (Santichon School Development
Plan, 2008).
In academic session 2007–8, a closed-circuit television system was also
installed for the primary school and kindergarten building, to facilitate
monitoring by school administrators. High-speed and wireless internet for
teachers and students was provided campus-wide, to facilitate data retrieval for
educational purposes. Currently, the school has 1,851 students and 108 teachers
(Santichon School Development Plan, 2008).
In conclusion, one can say that despite its inconvenient location, Santichon
Islamic School is still capable of laying a solid foundation for the education of
Muslim communities in Bangkok, ranging from its internationally accredited
curriculum from kindergarten to upper secondary school education
(Sanawiyah), to the provision of modern facilities and infrastructure.

School administration strategies of
Santichon Islamic School
As previously mentioned, the Islamic private school is an offshoot of the religious
school or madrasa, which only provides religious instruction. Although many
madrasas have evolved to become Islamic private schools where general and
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religious subjects are taught in tandem, there have been few changes to the
administration. They are run according to the ‘Babo’ principle – the school
owner has supreme authority in determining rules and regulations. Hence,
the traditional administration of religious schools is straightforward, without
convoluted requirements; the head is expected to act fairly according to the
religious maxim, ‘those who do good will be rewarded while those who do
wrong will be punished’. Subsequent rules and regulations introduced into the
traditional religious schools do not replace this principle; they merely serve to
improve the order, harmony and peace in the school.
Despite possessing absolute authority, the school owner has advisors or
assistants to aid in systematic school administration. However, as these are
often the owner’s relatives or acquaintances, nepotism is rife. The transfer of
ownership of the school often also goes to relatives. The school administration
is divided into specialized departments; however, these are few and very basic,
such as the departments of student administration and finance, and often not
efficiently managed.
One can justifiably claim that the administration of Islamic private schools
nowadays is unprofessional and not systematic, with little decentralization. The
administrators also lack the understanding of educational administration; most
are religious figures with little knowledge of administration and management.

Success factors attributable to the leadership
Santichon Islamic School emphasizes the role of the administration, especially
the leadership. Indeed, the competency of the leaders would affect the
organization’s quality and efficiency. The Deputy Director of the school’s
Student Affairs department, Chanwuth Boonchom has this to say about the
Executive Chairman of the school, Prasert Mussari:
Prasert Mussari has been the visionary and highly experienced leader of
Santichon Islamic School from the beginning. He is also a Muslim who adheres
to Islamic doctrines. He has laid an efficient administration from the schools’
inception and placed the right people in the right positions.3

Prasert Mussari is one of the few Thai Muslims who has worked for both the
government and private sectors as well as for multinational companies. The
switch to the field of educational administration was not easy for him. However,
his desire to learn more led him to undertake domestic and international study
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tours on educational administration, which helped him apply his knowledge and
understanding of organizational management to educational administration. In
addition, his expertise in advertising contributed to the success of the school’s
public relations. According to Prasert, ‘public relations are often viewed by
administrators, who are conservative religious figures, as self-aggrandizement.
It breaches Islamic doctrine. However, for me, I reckon that it can enhance the
recognition of the Thai-Muslim society as a whole.’4
Furthermore, Prasert also believes that accounting and budgetary planning
of the school is important for the development of its quality, something that
most administrators of Islamic private schools fail to grasp (if referring to the
belief) or are unable to carry out (if referring to the practice of accounting,
etc.). This results in the misuse of the budget and a lack of proper auditing,
which subsequently cause several problems. He argues that the school is a
unit that requires funds for its operation and development, therefore, school
administrators must know about financial management. This includes, for
example, the budget distribution policy, balancing income and expenditure,
money safeguards and transferring, purchase, hiring, inventory, auditing
and reporting. The senior administration of educational affairs should be
able to increase revenue, and not merely spend money. Nonetheless, most
administrators often excel in their assigned duties.
Prasert believes that in order to enhance the quality of the educational
institution, the school administration has to respond to the needs of Muslims in
a minority context. It is crucial for all Muslims to progress, despite rapid changes
in an age of strong competition within society. He said:
Muslim students in the new era, the era of technology, need to learn from a range
of different learning materials. This is to allow them to become good, smart and
ethical students. Santichon Islamic School is thus required to gather the budget
and human resources for the development of teachers’ working processes to
maximise students’ efficiency in responding to changes of today world.5

Organization, structure, and systematic
and integrated administration
Participatory management has been implemented in Santichon Islamic School
based on top-down decentralization (see Figure 7.1 for the organizational
structure). The School’s Executive Committee and administrators meet
regularly every Monday to devise policies and solve prevalent problems.
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Figure 7.1 Executive structure of Santichon Islamic School

All teaching and administrative staffs have monthly meetings for planning
purposes. Meanwhile, faculty meetings are held to introduce policies, monitor
the progress of all working groups and share possible problems or issues that
teachers face. The matters are then referred to the School Executive Committee
and related working groups to collectively deal with, thus facilitating the
efficient implementation of changes.
As shown in Figure 7.1, the decentralized structure enhances management
flexibility. It boasts of clear rules, regulations and practices for students and
teachers, as well as a concrete system for performance monitoring. The School
Executive Committee, Teacher and Guardian Association, Alumni Society and
Guardian Network collectively devise the school’s policy, and formulate the
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school’s curriculum based on community needs. The school provides many
learning sites on campus for students’ self-learning. Instruction is based on
a learner-centred approach and an integrated teaching system. Assessments
and evaluations are based on ongoing activities. The school has modernized
in response to changing technology, for example, internet access for academic
data retrieval purposes. As a result, many parents and guardians from provinces
in the central and southern regions have transferred their children to this
school.6
Besides, the school has also implemented work and action plans, based on
systematic supervision and monitoring of results derived from the execution
of those plans. The school administration also uses information technology
for enhancing productivity. Staff members are systematically assessed, and
the results of these assessments are publicized. In terms of public relations,
the school regularly disseminates (school-related) news to the society and
community.

Integrated curriculum strategy7
Most private Islamic schools have a clear demarcation between general and
religious subjects. For example, religious classes are conducted in the morning,
while secular subjects are taught in the afternoon. Such a division in some schools
is done based on allocated hours or periods. However, as a result, school hours are
much longer than that of general schools, as both the Basic Education Curriculum
B.E. 2544 (2001) or B.E. 2551 (2008) and the Islamic Education Curriculum B.E.
2546 (2003) are taught. Integrating both curriculums can potentially reduce
overlapping content and study load. Students would then have more time for
self-study, and the school would have time to provide supplementary classes for
academically weaker students. Similarly, the budgetary burden in hiring more
teachers would also be decreased. Many concerned parties have thus initiated the
integration of religious and general subjects (Narongraksakhet & Baka, 2009).
This conforms to the Islamic Education System’s requirements that subjects be
covered without differentiating between the religious and secular.
Santichon Islamic School has been founded with an aim to train the young
generation to become good and moral citizens adhering to Islamic doctrines. It is
strongly believed that Islam is the system for perfect living in all aspects without
any contradiction to the pure Mother Nature (fitrah) created by Allah. Neither
does Islam contradict any beneficial knowledge, know-how and technology
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in different fields nor differ from the desirable way of life in the past, present
or future. Lessons in Santichon Islamic School hence discourage separating
religious subjects from general ones; rather, they encourage all to apply Islamic
doctrines in their life while imbibing morals along with knowledge. Santichon
Islamic School thus aims to become an Islamic Integrated Science School;
however, due to practical implementation difficulties, this remains an ideal
rather than a reality.
That said, the school has attempted to integrate religious and general subjects
as much as possible. Manas Boonchom, the Director of Santichon Islamic School
said this:
When the school was founded, we incorporated religious curriculum from
the southern region with the core subjects of the Ministry of Education; there
were 21 subjects, 9 hours per day, 6 days per week. This resulted in students’
fatigue and a heavy teaching load for teachers. The stress affected the efficiency
of instruction and the quality of students’ retention of knowledge. Therefore,
we had to reduce the study load to 5 days, like the schools of Thai Buddhists, by
reducing the number of subjects, but not educational content. The target thus is
to train students of quality.8

The methods used by Santichon Islamic School to overcome such difficulties are
discussed in the following sections.

Insertion of religious subjects into the core curriculum
The Basic Education Curriculum B.E. 2551 (2008) is the core curriculum
used in Santichon Islamic School; Islamic Education Curriculum includes
subjects such as social studies, religion and culture, and is itself a standalone
supplementary subject as well. Subjects such as Buddhist studies that focus
on Thai history and cultural diversity are incorporated in the curriculum in
order to enhance the holistic development of the students in terms of morality,
faith and knowledge. This is the part and parcel of the mission of Santichon
Islamic School, to develop discipline, morality and adherence to Islamic
ethics in their students. Students are expected to become outstanding citizens
who understand and exercise their rights and responsibilities in relation to
society.
Apart from acquiescing to the desires of the MoE, such integration of
Islamic subjects with secular ones also helps reduce the study load. In this
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Table 7.1 Core curriculum under basic education integrated with religious subjects
1. Core Curriculum
(Basic Education)

2. Supplementary Subjects 3. Activities
(Islamic Education
for Learner
Curriculum)
Development

1. Thai Language
2. Mathematics

1. Holy Qur’an
2. al-Hadith (Discourse of
Prophet)
3. al-Aqidah (Faith)

3. Science
4. Social Studies, Religions
and Cultures (Religious
Integration)
5. Health Education and
Physical Education
6. Arts
7. Occupation and
Technology
8. Foreign Language(s)

1. Guidance Activity
2. Public Service
Activity
3. Competency-based
Activity

4. al-Fiqh (Religious
Prescriptions)
5. Attariq (Religious
History)
6. al-Aqlaq (Islamic Ethics)
7. Arabic Language
8. Malay Language
Arabic Language
(Supplementary)

regard, one can say that most Thai students learn about Buddhism and ethics
in the Thai context while Muslim students study those subjects in the context
of Islamic culture. For greater understanding on how religious subjects are
integrated with the MoE’s core curriculum, explanations are provided in
Table 7.1.

Integration of religious contents with general subjects
In addition to the insertion of Islam as a subject into the core curriculum,
Santichon Islamic School has also incorporated religious content into general
subjects. For example, in mathematics lessons, students are taught the estimation
of distance, area and weight, as well as the explanation for the application of those
estimations. As such, it is possible to include Islamic content, such as Solaat’s
Time, planning for Ta-ibadah during the journey (Musafir), and an estimation
of the size of Creation (the Universe) to enhance students’ recognition and
understanding of the grandeur and power of the Creator.
In the teaching of science, for lessons on data retrieval and the explanation
of the structure of the atom and the nuclear symbol of elements, Bohr’s Cloud
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Theory and Allah’s creation of the Universe may be integrated. As stated in the
Qur’an, ‘Then He directed Himself to the heaven while it was smoke (41.11).’
Also, lessons on the atom may include its various usages in the Qur’an, for
example, Surah Al Zalzalah (7–8): ‘Then shall anyone who has done an atom’s
weight of good, shall see it! And anyone who has done an atom’s weight of evil,
shall see it.’ Likewise, for foreign languages, there are lessons on speaking and
narrative writing in English describing one’s self, daily routines, experiences and
surrounding environment. The brief biographies of Prophet Nabi Muhammad
and Sahabah as well as the daily Dua (supplication or invocation to God) in the
life of Prophet Nabi Muhammad (SAW) and the like may be incorporated.
However, Thai Muslim teachers may find it difficult to integrate religious
content with general subjects; although all teachers in Santichon Islamic School
are Muslims, not all of them are as well versed in Islamic teachings as they are
in their specialized subjects. To overcome this, Chanwuth Boonchom, the Vice
Director for Student Affairs Department, suggests that religious knowledge
that have connection with some general subjects may be taught by teachers
specializing in Islam. This may allow teachers to apply Islamic teachings during
the instruction of general subjects. Nonetheless, this is only an ad hoc solution.
A more sustainable approach would be to train teachers to possess expertise in
both Islam and their specialized subjects. Further teacher training in an Islamic
University would help achieve this end.

The integration of contents among religious
subjects themselves
The difficulty in integrating religious subjects with general subjects is a common
problem not only for Thailand but also for all communities where Muslims are the
minority; great effort is required to overcome this particular problem. However,
there is a simpler integration that can similarly reduce overlapping content
and study load integration within religious subjects themselves. Generally, the
Islam Education Curriculum consists of numerous subjects: Attariq (Religious
History), Aqlaq (Islamic Ethics), Tajwid al-Qur’an (Pronunciation), Tafsir
al-Qur’an (Explanation), al-Hadith (Discourse of Prophet), al-Fiqh (Religious
Prescriptions), al-Aqidah (Faith), Muhadasah (Arabic Conversation), Arabic
Grammar, and so on. It is impossible to teach all these subjects due to time
constraints, especially when teachers also have to cover the compulsory general
subjects in the MoE’s core curriculum.
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For Santichon Islamic School, religious subjects with similar content or
characteristics are combined into one subject, for example, the integration of
Tajwid al-Qur’an (Pronunciation) and Tafsir al-Qur’an (Explanation) into a
single subject Qur’an. Also al-Hadith (Discourse of Prophet) is incorporated
with Aqlaq (Islamic Ethics) and taught as one subject. The same goes for Arabic
Language, Arabic Grammar and Arabic Conversation – combined into one
subject. The specialized teachers use the modern devises for teaching these
subjects effectively. With respect to the traditional Arabic language class, teachers
have to translate sentences one at a time for students. This is very time consuming
and, sometimes, only two sentences are taught in the session. Consequently, the
translation of textbooks into Thai saves lesson time and might help to enhance
students’ interest in the subject.

Islamic teachings in out-of-class learning activities
Learning is not limited to classroom instruction, but may also be derived
from reading, observing and interpreting phenomena, incidents and all things
created by Allah beyond the classroom. Students require opportunities to learn
based on their individual interests and abilities. For Santichon Islamic School,
the integration of Islamic teachings in out-of-class learning activities occurs
through: (1) the arrangement of an Islam-integrated living library; (2) display
boards and banners presenting Islam-related knowledge; (3) the formation of a
community for disseminating knowledge on management and Islam-integrated
activities; (4) an Islam-integrated activity camp; (5) provision of Islam-integrated
activities by universities’ learning sties; (6) web-based learning sites on Islam;
(7) provision of Islam-integrated activities by knowledgeable local people in
the local learning sites; (8) student exchange programmes – students learn the
way of life and cultures in Malaysia and (9) job training programmes based on
students’ interest.
Furthermore, students in private Islamic schools come together more
often as compared to other schools, for instance, during morning assembly
to sing the national anthem, and recite the Salaat (Muslim obligatory prayer)
in the afternoon and evening before the end of school. As such, teachers
have an opportunity to address all the students at one go; teachers may
comment on news in the society in relation to Islamic doctrines. This direct
communication with the students aids in integrating Islamic instruction
with societal events.
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Instructional strategies
A problem often faced by private Islamic schools in Thailand concerns the
quality of instruction. For example, teachers may be teaching subjects outside
their field of expertise. They may also be poorly trained and lack the necessary
skills for classroom instruction. The lack of a systematic and thorough teacher
recruitment process may be a contributory factor. The fact that the recruitment
process is sometimes not transparent exacerbates this problem. Teachers who
lack quality and morality are poor role models for the students. Apart from
the poor recruitment system, the lack of a proper teacher development process
dampens teachers’ motivation to engage in self-development and knowledge
management due to the lack of opportunities to exchange and share knowledge
with other teachers.
According to Manas Boonchom, the teacher recruitment process in Santichon
Islamic School is rigorous and based on the National Teacher Recruitment
Criteria. Its teacher recruitment and development programme consists of three
processes.
1. Teacher Recruitment: Teachers (for religious and general subjects) need to
hold at least a bachelor’s degree. For general-subject teachers, they need to
teach subjects within their field of expertise and, specifically, at only one
given grade level. They are not allowed to teach beyond their appointed
grade level. In addition, they are required to have a Teaching License.
(For Islamic teachers, they need to further their education in the field
of teaching as a profession. At present, all Islamic teachers in Santichon
Islamic School have obtained their Teaching License. One can claim
that these Islamic teachers have an understanding of the psychology of
instruction and are able to use cutting-edge learning media and technology
for efficient instruction.) Furthermore, teachers have to undergo a teaching
evaluation, while being examined for their qualifications and interviewed
to assess their attitudes. After fulfilling these requirements, they have
to complete six-month probation under the close monitoring of the
Supervision Section.
2. Teacher Development: When a new teacher comes to work at the school, the
senior and experienced teachers will then be assigned as their ‘cooperating
teacher’ to provide support for the newcomer. Teachers are also encouraged
to conduct classroom action research, to produce and use learning media
and to arrange certain activities/projects. These may include the provision
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of learning material for all classes, training programmes on classroom
action research, seminars on curriculum implementation in school,
training programmes for teachers in Muslim schools, an annual seminar
for teachers, science teachers’ development programmes and training
for computer teachers. In addition, teachers are also assigned to attend
domestic/overseas seminars or field studies regarding the development of
instruction.
3. Creation of Employee Engagement: Santichon Islamic School emphasizes
the social security of all educational personnel and offers them attractive
fringe benefits. This is to allow the teachers and staff to live comfortably
while having a certain amount of savings. Also, the school promotes
activities that help strengthen unity among staff, for example, school’s sport
day, parties and annual trips. Similarly, activities for teamwork promotion
and the creation of a healthy work culture in different sections are also
promoted. This is to facilitate interaction among school staff and promote
flexibility of the administration system. Meanwhile, the school does not
put too much emphasis on rules and regulations to avoid creating a critical
and pressurizing environment. Also, the assignment of a suitable workload,
adequate staffing and the availability of modern educational equipment are
key concerns of Santichon Islamic School as well. With regard to the use
of learning media in teaching, satellite receivers are installed in Santichon
Islamic School in order to facilitate the teaching of Arabic, English and
other subjects. Muslim students have access to a laboratory equipped
with modern scientific equipment for their science classes. The school
also provides computers and relevant technological aids, particularly
high-speed and wireless internet, so students and teachers have access to
an extensive amount of information. Also, it is the policy of Santichon
Islamic School for the teachers to possess laptops and utilize them in their
teaching.
According to the Director of Santichon Islamic School, its instruction
focuses on the thinking and action processes in order to develop students’
strong faith in Islam while providing them an opportunity to learn general
subjects according to their individual interests or abilities. Students also have
opportunities to engage in self-learning, which may facilitate the discovery of
their abilities, skills and interests, while they develop in their morality, ethics
and discipline, and increase their faith in the nation, religion and monarch.
Students would also be able to apply a democratic ideology to their life in
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the community, and keep up-to-date with current affairs, given their ready
access to information technology. In particular, modern Muslim students
should be able to think creatively and advance their knowledge, for personal
development and the progress of society. This is encapsulated in the school’s
philosophy, ‘Imbuing Faith with Knowledge Development’. The curriculum is
geared towards universally applicable skills; hence, the school’s activities aim
at equipping the students to think, take action, deal with problems and use
cutting-edge technology to achieve better learning outcomes. The school’s
provision of adequate IT facilities such as computers and internet access helps
keep students informed despite rapid changes in society; students would
ideally be able to evaluate these changes and selectively implement them in
their daily life.

Collaboration with the community
Santichon Islamic School also aims to strengthen relations with the
community and collaborate with them. This is achieved by means of a
monthly bulletin (‘Islam Santichon Bulletin’), the school radio station, Islamic
festival celebrations, community cooperatives, iftar (meal eaten after sunset
during fasting) dinner hosting, organizing Tarawih (extra congregational
prayers at night in the Islamic month of Ramadan), the Ramadan Radio
Project, the Academic Services Project for Communities, Learning Network
of Schools Instructing Religious and General Subjects, and fostering bonds
through the school’s website (www.islamsantichon.ac.th). The school also
allows the community to borrow its equipment and use its premises for event
organization. All these projects are under the purview of the Community
Relations Workgroup; it ensures the smooth execution of these projects so as
to promote successful and progressive relations between the school and the
community.

Conclusion
One might claim that the core curriculum of Thailand’s MoE must necessarily
focus on secular knowledge. However, this happens at the expense of Islamic
subjects that Muslims deem essential. Private Islamic schools, where general
subjects are taught in tandem with religious ones, have emerged to fill this need.
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Nonetheless, these schools still encounter a range of problems. For example, as
religious figures, school leaders may lack the suitable skills and characteristics to
be effective educational administrators. Also, teachers are insufficiently trained
in pedagogical methods. The seamless integration of the general and religious
subjects is also problematic. In critical way, when both general and religious
subjects are taught in tandem then the school hours of Muslim students increase
and teachers also take on heavier teaching loads. This causes fatigue, which
decreases the effectiveness of teaching and the students’ rate of absorption. As
a result, the expected academic outcomes are not fulfilled, despite the increased
workload. Many graduates of private Islamic schools fail university entrance
exams, and the depth of their religious knowledge pales in comparison to
graduates of specialized religious schools.
For Santichon Islamic School, these problems have been solved through
participatory management, development of personnel’s morality, knowledge and
skills in pursuing teaching as a profession, a budgetary management style based
on transparency, fairness and efficiency, as well as work supervision through
target group meetings. Moreover, the curriculum integrating religious and
general subjects conforms to MoE’s core curriculum while meeting the Muslim
community’s religious needs. The knowledge of Islam and Islamic doctrines
are imparted in relation to the surrounding environment via the use of various
teaching techniques, modern learning media, and external and internal learning
sites. Also, the action learning approach is applied in order to help students
connect what they learn with their daily lives, thus facilitating the application
of knowledge. All these initiatives aim to meet three important objectives:
(1) students’ characters and life are aligned with Islamic doctrines; (2) students
successfully achieve the knowledge and skills as set out by the curriculum and
(3) students are able to further their tertiary education and enter the labour
market.
Nonetheless, to have an Islam-integrated instruction based on Santichon
Islam School’s experiences, numerous development processes are still
required. For example, it is necessary to prepare a conceptual paper related
to the implementation of the integrated Islamic education, to plan and
coordinate school activities which support the purported curriculum, to
plan activities and practices based on the curriculum, to develop assessment
and evaluation systems, and to prepare the textbooks required as reading
material for the Integrated Islamic Education curriculum. Thus, it is crucial
for all concerned parties, including the World Muslim Community, to work
collaboratively.
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One of the most significant problems for the development of curriculum
in Muslim-minority countries, in which religious and general subjects are
seamlessly integrated, is the lack of teachers equally skilled in both areas. For
Thailand, there are a large number of religious academics; however, they have
little understanding of scientific knowledge. Meanwhile, some Muslims who have
scientific knowledge are not as well versed in Islam. Hence, the establishment of
an Islamic university or the modification of existing universities to support or
facilitate the training of specialists in teaching the integrated curriculum may
be a long-term solution for this particular problem. Until Muslim countries
or the World Muslim Organization take these concrete steps towards the
implementation of Islam-integrated education, like that of Santichon Islamic
School, it will remain an ideal rather than a reality.

Notes
1 Santichon Islamic School, No. 398, Lad Phrao 112 Road, Wang Thong Lang
Subdistrict, Wang Thong Lang District, Bangkok.
2 There are two types of private Islamic schools: first, one where general subjects are
taught in conjunction with the religious ones under Section 15(1) of the Private
School Act B.E. 2525. It is supported by the government in terms of teachers,
buildings and materials. Second, there are private Islamic schools where only Islamic
education is provided under Section 15(2) of the Act. When necessary, they are
also allowed to teach general subjects in the same way as their counterparts under
Section 15(1).
3 Interview with Chanwuth Boonchom, Vice Director for Student Affairs Department,
Santichon Islamic School (8 March 2011).
4 Interview with Prasert Mussari, Executive Chairman of Santichon Islamic School
(8 March 2011).
5 Ibid.
6 For the central region, there are 7 provinces (12 districts): Nonthaburi Province
(Muang and Bang Bua Thong); Samut Prakarn Province (Bang Phlee, Bang Bor,
Phra Pradaeng and Bang Sao Thong), Chachoeng Sao (Bang Nam Priaw, Ban Pho);
Pathum Thani Province (Lam Lukka); Chon Buri Province (Bang Lamung); Rayong
Province (Muang) and Saraburi Province (Muang). For the southern part, there
are 6 provinces (7 districts): Narathiwas Province (Ra-ngaek and Su Ngai Kolok);
Yala Province (Raman); Songkhla (Ranod); Krabi Province (Khlong Thom); Phuket
Province (Katu) and Surathani Province (Chaiya).
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7 In the field of education, this integration refers to the incorporation of sciences with
other content or subjects with similar learning objectives. Relating subject content
with real-life problems or tasks enables students to apply what they learn to their
life; education thus becomes relevant to students’ needs and personalities.
8 Interview with Manas Boonchom, Director of Santichon Islamic School (10 March
2001).
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Reforming Madrasa Curriculum in an
Era of Globalization: The Singapore Case
Charlene Tan and Hairon Salleh

Introduction
As a multiethnic country, Singapore is comprised of Chinese (74.1%), Malays
(13.4%), Indians (9.2%) and other races (3.3%). It is also religiously diverse,
with the majority of the population being Buddhists (33.3%), followed by
Christians (18.3%), Muslims (14.7%), Taoists (10.9%), Hindus (5.1%) and
those who profess to have no religion (17%). Among the ethnic groups, the
Malays are the most homogenous with regards to religion, with 98.7 per cent
of Malays being Muslims. In recent years, some madrasas in Singapore have
introduced bold measures to reform their curricula based on an Islamic
discourse that is compatible with the realities that the Muslims are situated
in. The primary aim of the reforms is to prepare the madrasa students for the
challenges of globalization and integrate them as citizens of a modern and
plural society living under a secular state. This chapter presents the research
findings based on fieldwork conducted in a madrasa in Singapore from 2007 to
2011. This essay begins by discussing the Muslim responses to the phenomenon
of globalization, followed by an examination of key curricular reforms in a
madrasa in Singapore.

Globalization and the Muslim responses
How do Muslims respond to the phenomenon of globalization? Their actions
and reactions depend largely on how they understand the term ‘globalization’.
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There are at least two interpretations of globalization: ‘globalism’ or
‘modernization’. First, globalization may be viewed as ‘globalism’, a worldwide
reality of economic, communication and cultural flows. Such an interpretation
is widely accepted by Muslims since Islamic civilization itself is a global
phenomenon. As noted by Shboul (2004), the Islamic world history informs
us of ‘the early Arab Islamic empire across the three old continents, global
trade across the Indian Ocean and the Mediterranean worlds, Sufi orders and
their far-reaching networks, and Muslim globetrotters, such as the fourteenth
century Ibn Battuta’ (p. 45).
However, globalization may also be interpreted as ‘modernization’, a broad
concept that requires some unpacking. At a general level, modernization may
refer to the state of possessing an achievement motive, supporting economic
growth, scientific and technological advances, and increasing social mobility
and political participation. Again, such an interpretation, like ‘globalism’, is
uncontroversial and generally welcomed by Muslims. A number of Muslim
scholars have stated that modernization through social development,
achievement and progress is compatible with Islamic traditions (e.g. see Ahmad,
1980; Moten, 2005; Saeed, 1999). However, things become more complicated
when we link modernization to the acquisition of ‘modern’ knowledge. Here,
it is helpful to refer to the observation made by Muslim scholar Fazlur Rahman
(1982) on the two basic Muslim approaches to ‘modern’ knowledge, albeit with
variations in between:
(1) that the acquisition of modern knowledge be limited to the practical
technological sphere, since at the level of pure thought Muslims need not
need Western intellectual products – indeed, that these should be avoided,
since they might create doubt and disruption in the Muslim mind, for which
the traditional Islamic system of belief already provides satisfactory answers to
ultimate questions of world view; and (2) that Muslims without fear can and
ought to acquire not only Western technology but also its intellectualism, since
no type of knowledge can be harmful, and that in any case science and pure
thought were assiduously cultivated by Muslims in the early medieval centuries,
whence they were taken over by Europeans themselves. (pp. 46–7, as cited in
Tan, 2011b, p. 57)

Adopting the first option, some Muslims believe that non-Islamic cultural
knowledge, beliefs, values and practices, especially those originating from
Anglophone countries or the ‘West’, must be avoided and rejected at all costs.
Only then, they argue, could Muslims continue to preserve and protect their
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treasured Islamic traditions. As long as the adoption of practical technological
knowledge from the West is kept to its utilitarian purpose of equipping students
to meet the challenges of a knowledge-based economy, it is ‘safe’ for Muslims
to learn from the West. Otherwise, Muslims would be in danger of being
‘Westernized’, which is perceived to be un-Islamic and robbing the ummah
(Muslim community) of its religious and cultural heritage (Moten, 2005).
However, the downside of this option is that it tends to create and perpetuate
a state of ‘educational dualism’ that is a legacy of Western colonialism (see the
introductory chapter in this volume on the colonization of Muslim countries).
Educational dualism essentially refers to the concurrent existence of two
mutually exclusive systems: an Islamic educational system with little if any
general educational content and a secular educational system with little if any
Islamic content (Azra, Afrianty & Hefner, 2007). Even when an Islamic school
provides both religious and ‘secular’ subjects in its curriculum, the tendency is
to teach them as separate disciplines, with little attempt to connect and integrate
them (Tan, 2011a).
The other option, as noted by Rahman, is to accept not just Western
technology but also its intellectualism. However, the acceptance of this option
depends on whether ‘Western intellectualism’ is perceived by the Muslims
to be compatible with being ‘Islamic’. Some Muslims have charged that the
intellectual underpinnings of globalization (as well as modernization) is an
insidious and ‘un-Islamic’ manifestation of ‘Westernization’. For example, Abu
Ya‘rub al-Marzuqi describes globalization as ‘a European or Western malady’;
Muhammad ‘Abid al-Jabiri associates globalization with cultural hegemony; and
Muta‘ Safadi views globalization as ‘a single cultural project that controls the
whole world, stamping it with its own personality, within a global strategy whose
project of “totalitarian technology” devours spatial and historical distances as
well as national characteristics in order to establish “the New World Order”
in a grand global (kawniyyiah) drama’ (as cited in Shboul, 2004, pp. 53, 57).
Rejecting globalization as a ‘cultural invasion or assault’ (al-ghazw al-thaqafi),
Shboul (2004) argues as follows:
As globalization is seen as a strategy of hegemony, absorption, and the negation
of non-Western cultures, it is natural to associate it with a stark form of
cultural assault, indicated by a more emotive expression: ‘cultural infiltration or
penetration’ (al-ikhtiraq al-thaqafi). (p. 57)

If Western intellectualism is to be eschewed by Muslims, then a third option,
apart from Rahman’s above-mentioned two options, is to (re)construct an
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Islamic discourse that provides a religious basis and integrated framework for
Islamic education in an era of globalization. In other words, such a discourse
would enable and empower Muslims to accept and include elements of Western
knowledge, technology and intellectualism in their curriculum because these
intellectual products are premised on and harmonized within an Islamic
worldview. The construction of such an Islamic discourse, albeit in an incipient
form, is evident in madrasa education in Singapore.

Introduction to madrasa education in Singapore
Islam was spread to Southeast Asia around the fourteenth century by Arab and
Indian traders. Through the sultans’ conversion, a Muslim community was
formed in Singapore at the beginning of the nineteenth century (Tan, 2007). As
the indigenous people of Singapore, the Malays formed the majority before the
arrival of the British in the early nineteenth century. When Sir Stamford Raffles
arrived in Singapore in 1819, there were already about a hundred Malay fishing
folk and a small number of about 30 Chinese (Haikal & Yahaya, 1997). However,
with more and more Chinese migrating from China, the Chinese became the
majority by 1830, comprising 53 per cent of the population; by 1867, the Chinese
comprised 65 per cent of the population (Haikal & Yahaya, 1997). The Malays
remained as a minority population until the 1960s where they enjoyed majority
status for a brief period (1963–5) when Singapore merged with the Malay states
to form Malaya. Nonetheless, with the expulsion of Singapore from Malaya
on 9 August 1965, the Malays found themselves a minority community once
again. That said, it is important to point out that although Singapore’s Muslim
population is small in absolute terms, it is the largest Muslim minority in
Southeast Asia in terms of percentage (Funston, 2006).
The oldest madrasa in Singapore is believed to be Madrasa al-Sagoff
al-Arabiah, established in 1912 by Mr Syed Mohamed Alsagoff who was
a rich Arab businessman (Majlis Ugama Islam Singapura [MUIS], 2009;
Tan & Abbas, 2012). The number of madrasas grew steadily from the
twentieth century to around 69 madrasas in the 1950s and 1960s. However,
with Singapore’s independence in 1965 and the emergence of state schools
(known as ‘national schools’ in Singapore) for all Singaporeans, the number
of madrasas diminished from the 1970s. By the 1980s, there were only six fulltime madrasas – a number that remains to this day.
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There are at present about 4,000 students studying in the 6 full-time
madrasas. Each madrasa has its own Management Committee (MMC) that is
registered under the Education Act. The Ministry of Education (MoE) appoints
the members of the MMC and the appointments are renewed every two years.
MoE would consult the Islamic Religious Council of Singapore (MUIS) before
confirming the committee members. MUIS, the highest bureaucracy in charge
of Muslim matters in Singapore, is a statutory body that advises the President
of Singapore on all matters relating to Islam in the country. It aims to promote
religious, social, educational, economic and cultural activities for Muslims in
accordance with the principles and traditions of Islam as enshrined in the Holy
Qur’an and sunnah. Among its principal functions are the administration of
pilgrimage affairs and halal certification, the construction and administration
of mosques, and the administration of Islamic education and religious schools.
MMC members are sometimes affiliated to the founders of the madrasa or
volunteers from members of the public (Abdullah, 2007). On 1 March 1990, the
Singapore Parliament enforced Sections 87 and 88 of the Administration of the
Muslim Law Act that gave MUIS widespread control over the madrasa system.
Concurrently, the madrasa also falls within the Education Act of the MoE, where
they are classified as private schools.
The madrasas in Singapore generally aim to produce religious leaders for
the community, as well as Muslim professionals who are grounded in the
Islamic faith and knowledge. In terms of curricula and syllabi, each madrasa
designs and decides on its own aims and objectives. Both religious subjects
such as Islamic Education and Arabic language, and non-religious subjects
such as English and Mathematics are taught in the madrasas. Religious
subjects offered by the madrasas include: Tawhid (monotheism), Fiqh
(jurisprudence), Tafsir (Qur’anic exegesis), Hadith (prophetic sayings), Sirah
(biographical life of the Prophet) and the teaching of Arabic as the language
of the Qur’an. They also offer academic subjects such as English, Malay,
Mathematics, Science, Geography and History. Each madrasa allocates a
different amount of curriculum time for secular subjects, ranging from 30 to
60 per cent (Tan, 2007). It was only in 1993 that all six madrasas agreed upon
a common syllabus and textbooks for the primary level, prepared by MUIS.
They also agreed to have a common examination for religious subjects at
the end of ten years of education, Peperiksaan Sijil Thanawi Empat (PSTE)
[Examination Certificate for Secondary 4], administered by MUIS (Abdullah,
2007).
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Besides the examinations set by the madrasas, some madrasa students also sit
for the Cambridge Board General Certificate of Education (GCE) examinations
for secondary and preuniversity students (Noor Aisha, 2006). Full-time students
at the madrasas usually apply for admission to overseas Islamic universities,
although a small number who obtain good academic grades at the GCE ‘A’ Level
examinations choose to enrol at secular universities in Singapore. Since 2008,
all madrasa students need to sit for the Primary School Leaving Examination
(PSLE) at the end of their primary school education. Although there are six
madrasas in total, only four madrasas offer primary education. This is because
two of the madrasas (Madrasa al-Junied al-Islamiah and Madrasa al-Arabiah
al-Islamiah) decided to stop taking in Primary 1 pupils from 2009 and instead
focus on providing education for madrasa students at the secondary level and
beyond.
The reform of the madrasa curriculum in Singapore took place against a
backdrop of a secular and modern government as well as the introduction of
the Compulsory Education Act in 2003. The Singapore government adopts a
secular and modern worldview in its policies and practices (Tan & Abbas,
2012). A state assumes a secular character if its ideology, individual laws and
policies are formulated without regard to any religious creed (Chee, 2007).
The main aim of a secular state, such as Singapore, would be to avoid religionbased social conflict by running state affairs without appearing to privilege any
particular community. Being secular in nature, the government has left much of
the religious obligations to individuals in the respective religious groups. This
accommodative secularism of Singapore indicates that its political leaders are
keen to demonstrate neutrality and downplay differences among the various
religions. Accompanying the secular worldview is a ‘modern’ worldview. The
pragmatic government of Singapore has constantly conceded that people are
its only available resources. Therefore, it places high expectations and great
demands on its educational institutions, including madrasas, especially in recent
years. Public education in Singapore has become an extension of the industrial
era, with its aim to secure the economic prosperity of the nation. The purpose of
public education is to provide a qualified and flexible workforce that would excel
in the new globalized world.
The Compulsory Education Act in 2003 requires all children to complete
a mandatory six years of primary education in national secular schools that
are under the MoE (see MoE, 2008 for more details). All children will sit for
the PSLE at the end of six years. Parents who fail to enrol their children in
primary schools would be subjected to counselling, mediation, fines and, in
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extreme cases, a jail term. Madrasas are not national schools and Muslim
children attending madrasas can remain in the madrasa only if they meet the
minimum performance benchmarks set by MoE: the average PSLE aggregate
scores of Malay students in the two highest performing academic streams
in the six lowest-performing national schools. Madrasas that meet the PSLE
benchmark twice in a three-year period from 2008 can continue to take in
Primary 1 pupils (Tan, 2010; Zakir, 2007). For madrasas who fail to meet this
benchmark, their students will be posted to another madrasa where the students
meet the PSLE benchmark, or be transferred to a national school. Arguing that
the Muslim community in Singapore only needs a small number of religious
leaders and teachers each year, since 2003, the government also caps the total
enrolment of madrasas at 400 per year. Although the Compulsory Education
Act did not specifically target madrasa education, its implementation means
that madrasas now have to devote more curriculum time to academic subjects,
especially English, Mathematics and Science. By expecting madrasas to meet
the government-imposed academic benchmarks, the government hopes that
all madrasa students will complete their primary education and possess the
minimum academic standards to choose either the religious or secular path for
their secondary education.

A case study of curricular reforms in
a madrasa in Singapore
The conglomerate set of policy changes pertaining to Singapore madrasa
education has a significant impact on madrasas in Singapore. How each
of the six madrasas responds to these policy changes is therefore of great
interest to scholars, educators and policymakers. One madrasa has been
selected for our research project, as it is arguably the only madrasa that has
demonstrated the political will to systematically transform its curriculum
since 2002. Furthermore, it has the strong support and backing of MUIS. It
is therefore instructive to examine the reform efforts of the madrasa (from
here on, the term ‘the Madrasa’ will refer exclusively to the madrasa in the
case study).
The case study, which lasted from November 2007 to March 2011, employed
primarily qualitative data collection protocols, which included field notes;
content analyses of policy documents, reports and newspaper articles; and
individual and focused group interviews. Interviews were conducted with key
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community members of the Madrasa, including the chairman of the Madrasa,
an external curriculum consultant, 3 internal curriculum development officers,
1 Head of Department, 8 teachers, 24 parents of the graduating students and
50 Primary 6 graduating students. Two key research questions framed the case
study:
1. What are the key curricular changes implemented at the Madrasa?
2. What Islamic discourse underpins the philosophy of these changes?

Background of the madrasa
Founded in 1947, the Madrasa started by offering Basic Qur’an and Islamic
knowledge to the villagers, and had about 50 students. It came under the
administration of MUIS in 1990 and began offering academic subjects such as
English, Mathematics and Science at the primary and secondary levels in the
1990s. From an enrolment of about 400 students in the early 1990s, the number
increased to about 900 students in the late 1990s. A popular madrasa with the
Muslim community, it receives more applications than it has places. For example,
more than 100 students applied to the Madrasa but only about 70 students were
admitted to the Primary 1 level in 2006. It currently accepts students from ages
7 to 17 (Primary 1 to Secondary 5). Although the Madrasa is a coeducational
school, there are more girls (three-quarter) than boys (one-quarter), similar to
other coeducational madrasas in Singapore. The Madrasa is registered under
MoE as a private school and its management committee members are appointed
by MoE on a two-year term.

Key curricular changes
From 2002, the Madrasa – in consultation from MUIS and an external
curricular consultant, progressively introduced a number of key curricular
changes. First, the Madrasa adopted the MoE syllabi for the key academic
subjects, namely English, Mathematics and Science, in addition to its two
religious curricular components – Arabic and Tarbiyah (religious subjects).
This change was a direct response to the Compulsory Education Act that
requires all madrasas to meet the minimum PSLE performance benchmarks
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set by MoE. The adoption of the MoE’s syllabi had the general support of the
key stakeholders of the Madrasa, such as the internal and external curriculum
consultants, the chairman of the Madrasa, school teachers, parents and
students.
Second, English is chosen as the medium of instruction for all religious
subjects (Tarbiyah) from Primary 1 to 6, except for Arabic. This marks a
significant departure from past practices where Arabic was the medium of
instruction, except for English and Malay lessons. The rationale is to give primary
students a firm foundation in the English language for the PSLE, as it is one of
the three subjects examined and is also used in the science and mathematics
papers. Furthermore, the management of the Madrasa believes that a mastery of
the English language, which is the lingua franca in Singapore, would empower
graduates of the Madrasa to do well at the workplace.
Third, many resources were pumped into improving students’ academic
performance. The focus was on increasing instructional time for the three
key subjects – English, Mathematics and Science. The Madrasa increased
the curriculum time for academic subjects from the original 50 per cent
(approximately), to 60 per cent. Saturday classes were conducted to supplement
students’ learning. One month prior to the PSLE, students were required to
attend supplementary classes from 3 p.m. to 5 p.m. everyday. The teaching of
non-academic subjects was halted, availing more time for the teaching of these
key academic subjects. Students were acquainted with the PSLE exam format
through mock exams and tests.
Outside specialists were hired to improve the quality of teaching and
learning in key academic subjects such as Mathematics. The Madrasa also
received support from non-profit organizations and partners (e.g. local
schools and universities) to help teachers better prepare students for the
PSLE. Relevant school staff members approached parents of academically
weaker children to discuss ways to help their children. The Madrasa also put
in place a system of assessing students’ academic strengths and weaknesses,
monitoring them prior to the PSLE. The overall objective is to improve
students’ learning and academic outcomes in key subjects for students,
regardless of their academic ability.
The school management also saw the importance of providing conducive
organizational structures to support the endeavour to enhance the academic
performance of students. These included reducing the non-essential workload
of Primary 6 teachers and garnering the support of parents. Teachers were also
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given greater opportunities for professional development through formal and
informal courses and workshops, to improve their teaching of both academic
and non-academic subjects.
Fourth, several changes were made in the Tarbiyah curricular component,
including a greater emphasis on ethnic and religious harmony. Of special mention
is a new subject known as ‘Islamic Social Studies’ where students are introduced
to festivals celebrated by other ethnic and religious groups in Singapore. For
example, the Primary 2 students learn about Chinese New Year celebrated by
the Chinese and Diwali (known as Deepavali in Singapore) celebrated by the
Hindus (for details of Islamic Social Studies, see Tan & Mokhtar, 2010). Other
changes are the greater stress on the learning of English as the main medium
of instruction, and experiential learning through, for example, project work.
Significant effort, work and time were invested in developing these curricular
changes. The main purpose behind these changes was to help graduates of the
Madrasa integrate socially into Singapore’s mainstream, multiracial, multicultural
and multireligious society.
Fifth, student-centred pedagogies were infused into all subjects in the
curriculum, through games, singing, puzzles and project work. Information
and Communication Technology (ICT) was embraced, such as using interactive
whiteboards in teaching, to encourage students to be IT-savvy, exercise initiative
and shape their own learning.
On the whole, the Madrasa sought to provide a curriculum that meets both
the religious and secular education needs of parents and students, by balancing
and integrating both secular and religious knowledge/sciences.

An Islamic discourse that underpins
the curricular changes
Based on the analyses of interview data, the key stakeholders predominantly
share an Islamic discourse that underlies the key curricular changes mentioned
earlier. The values in the Islamic discourse – explicitly or implicitly articulated –
are coherently related to each other. Several of the predominant values are
highlighted as follows.
First, is the Islamic value of khalifah fil ard (vicegerent or leader on earth
with certain desirable attributes). The chairman’s vision for the Madrasa is for
it to become the first choice madrasa in the region. This is consistent with the
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Islamic value of kuntum khayra ummah (being the best community for the good
of mankind).
We strongly believe in that God created you to be the best – kuntum khayra
ummah. We use that to invoke this commitment that it is our responsibility to
be the best, as far as your capability, your competency, you are supposed to be
the best. (Chairman, the Madrasa)

It was these standards that motivated the chairman to lead the Madrasa in its
curricular changes, especially those that relate to the PSLE. Some of the parents
who were interviewed understood the notion of khalifah fil ard in terms of their
aspirations for their children to graduate to become future leaders in either the
religious or secular fields.
It made us realise even more that we need to develop our children to be better
citizens, and maybe better leaders for the community. I am very sure that the
madrasa students can be the leaders that we have been yearning for. (A parent)
But I think we do need leaders, be it a leader in particular fields. But I am very
sure that through this madrasa system, we would be able to have leaders. It may
not be asatizah (religious teachers), but a leader, but not just a leader within the
Malay Muslim community in Singapore, but globally as well. Because Singapore
is at the forefront of globalization, we are exposed to a lot good learning field for
us as well. (A parent)

Some of the parents interviewed also expressed their aspirations for their
children to have the spirit of excellence – in doing their best in whatever they do
in life. This is consistent with the Islamic value of kuntum khayra ummah.
Actually, our [parents] intention from the very beginning when we put them
[our children] in madrasa is because we want to provide them with the best biah
[environment] to develop as good Muslims. On top of that, we just want them
to always have that spirit of excellence because I think that is very important.
As a Muslim, we want to achieve the best that we can, in academic or Ukhrawi
subjects (subjects related to the Hereafter). (A parent)
We expect our children to be the best person that they can be, in whichever field
that they choose. (A parent)

The spirit of excellence is consistent with the Islamic value of insan al-kamil
(the ideal and perfect man).
The word that comes to my mind is the concept of insan al-kamil – the ideal
man, the perfect man. This concept is not new, it is inherent in Islam. It has
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always been there. For me, we always go back to ideal time for us, which is the
golden age of Islam . . . where you see Muslim thinkers that are well versed in
their religious sciences as well as in their normal sciences. (Internal Curriculum
Consultant)

The spirit of excellence in Islam is captured in the Madrasa’s vision – ‘Godconscious; People-centred; Excellence-driven’, and its accompanying Islamic
values of iman, ihsan and itqan (commitment to Allah, excellence and doing
well in whatever task a person tackles).
The Islamic value of kuntum khayra ummah is also closely related to the
Islamic value of ummah (Muslim bond). Both the external consultant and
chairman understood this value in relation to the importance of establishing
Muslim identity in the context of the current world.
When they come out, insha’Allah [if Allah wills], they [graduates of the
Madrasa] are intelligent human beings, they are practising Muslims and
they have a positive and strong self-identity, they are very dedicated citizens
of their country, but they also belong to the ummah, of the world to the
human society, they work for the benefit of their country, very devoted
citizens of their country, taking care of the environment and are very aware
of the issues which affect us and the whole of humanity. (External Curricular
Consultant)
We have a certain identity. This is the Madrasa, this is what we are all about.
If you want to be a member of the Madrasa or a staff, this is what we believe
in. . . . ‘First choice’ – what do we mean by it? How do we manifest first
choice? We make it very clear. . . . When we talk about being God-conscious,
Excellence-driven, People-centred [vision of the Madrasa] . . . (Chairman, the
Madrasa)

The notion of the Muslim community identity is also felt strongly in relation
to the Compulsory Education Act. The chairman, teachers, parents and
students were highly cognizant that the PSLE results of the Madrasa will
determine its survival. The students especially made known their aspiration to
get good grades for the PSLE so as to show their counterparts in the national
school system that madrasa students can also excel academically.
The Islamic values of kuntum khayra ummah and ummah provided the
impetus for the Director, teachers, parents and students to do their best to achieve
good results in the PSLE. For the Director, this means providing the necessary
direction and organizational support. For the teachers, this is translated into
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providing the necessary time commitment for instructional rigour. For the
parents, this entails providing appropriate home support. For the students, this
is interpreted as achieving good results in the PSLE.
The second set of values undergirded much of the efforts of the Madrasa
in balancing or integrating religious and secular knowledge and educational
outcomes. The stakeholders of the Madrasa placed importance on the Islamic
value of Muttaqi (being a good practising Muslim, whether in the secular or
religious field). Key stakeholders recognized the importance of holding on to,
and growing in, their Islamic faith, amid the current secular local and global
contexts.
It is to ensure that my children have a balanced education, Ukhrawi and secular
equal 50, 50. I myself am a product of a secular education, which focused more
on secular subjects and almost nothing on Ukhrawi [religious] aspects. I do not
have any intention for both of my kids to be religious teachers or ‘ulama [Muslim
scholar]. It is for them to receive education for this life and the Hereafter.
(A parent)
However, in today’s world, there are many challenges – with its information
technology, liberal lifestyle – and as a taxi driver, there are many [negative]
incidents that I have seen during my driving rounds. Therefore, we need to
provide the children with a balanced education to help them deal with these
challenges. (A parent)
However, in today’s era, the students are given the choice as to whether they
would like to pursue Ukhrawi or academic studies. So, there is this convenience
of studying academic studies and Ukhrawi studies at the same time in one place.
This would be easy for the children, as they would be exposed to the studying of
religion from a young age. (A parent)
That is what we want to see, that they are good practicing Muslims – a muttaqi.
So, they can specialise in their fields, but they will be knowledgeable, practising
Muslims. So, if they become a physician and if they perform a good surgery
and if it is successful, they would say Alhamdulillah [All praise is due to Allah],
it is possible only with the help of Allah. And if they become a scientist, and
whatever success that they achieve, they would say Alhamdulillah, and it is for
the benefit of humanity. (External curricular consultant)

The notion of an Islamic curriculum contextualized in a secular setting is very
much related to the value placed on relevance – being a good practising Muslim
who will benefit society and humanity.
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While parents and students saw the need to balance both religious and
secular learning in the Madrasa, the chairman, internal curricular consultant
and external curricular consultant aimed to go beyond balancing, to achieve
an integration of both religious and secular knowledge/sciences. In this regard,
they view all knowledge as Islamic. The ideal and challenge was to construct
a curriculum that simultaneously integrates both religious and secular
knowledge.
Seven years of our lives were spent on doing this project. [The organization’s]
dream is to pass this knowledge – which is special to [the organization] – the
integration of Islamic values to the other subjects, science and maths and viceversa – to take back how Islamic education used to be. Islamic knowledge should
never have been divided between the secular and the religious; that is when the
problem began. (External curricular consultant)

It is noteworthy that the chairman of the Madrasa did not see a distinction
between secular and religious knowledge. In his goal to change the Madrasa’s
organizational structure and culture, he embraced and employed a wide range
of systemic thinking and organizational effectiveness frameworks from the
secular world (e.g. Peter Senge’s learning organization, quality circles models,
performance appraisal system), but modifying and indigenizing them to fit the
context of the Madrasa.
However, the curricular changes that had taken place since 2002 were not
without problems. Some teachers who were interviewed generally viewed the
changes as being too rapid, too extensive and lacking stability, which would
potentially result in teacher burnout. Besides being involved in pedagogical
changes, they were also involved in a range of administrative duties necessary
to support these changes. The demanding workload placed on teachers greatly
reduced teachers’ time for reflection, which was essential in helping teachers
improve their classroom teaching and learning. The heavy workload also
undermined the practice of usrah (family) where teachers gather to discuss
about work and the underlying philosophies of their work. The demanding
workload also posed a threat to the sustainability of the programmes, especially
when demands consistently exceeded the available resources. With regard to
the professional development of the staff members, teachers’ responses were
mixed. Although they had greater resources and opportunities for professional
development, some of these courses or platforms were viewed as having little
relevance to their work.
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Conclusions
Notwithstanding the challenges of curricular reform, the partial findings of
the study illustrate how the Madrasa, although prompted to make changes
in response to the national agenda, had managed to negotiate its objective
situation by reforming its school curriculum in ways consistent with its Islamic
identity, aspirations and values. Part of its success is attributed to the ability of
the multilayered levels of leadership (MUIS, the Chairman, and the internal
and external curricular consultants), to match the goals of the Madrasa to
that of the secular nation-state. In doing so, it met the objectives of both the
religious and secular educational outcomes that are demanded by parents and
students. Describing the Madrasa as a ‘modern madrasa’, the Chairman stated
that its curriculum ‘takes cognisance [of] the current unique context of the
Muslims in Singapore as well as the challenges posed by 21st century, modern
and globalised city-state’ (as cited in Tan, 2009, p. 75). The other aspect of its
success is attributed to the coherent Islamic discourse shared by the stakeholders
of the Madrasa, which underpins the curricular changes. The synergy between
these shared Islamic values and the motivations and efforts of all stakeholders
of the Madrasa has a positive impact on the sustainability of future curricular
developments and innovations.
It is important to note that the openness of the Madrasa towards curricular
reforms is not new in the history of madrasa education in Singapore. Madrasa
al-Iqbal, established in 1907–8, was structured along the lines of a state
school in its organization, curriculum and pedagogy. For example, the school
introduced a modern system of examination; combined religious subjects such
as the study of the Qur’an, worship and rituals with ‘modern’ subjects such
as mathematics, English and town planning; and substituted the traditional
memorization method of study with student activities such as debates and
rhetoric (Syed & Dayang, 2005). However, the reformists’ madrasa was closed
down shortly, due partly to ‘rumblings of disapproval from the religious
traditionalists about its more “Westernised” education system’ (Chee, 2006,
p. 9). What was lacking then was a shared Islamic discourse that could unite
the Muslim community to believe that the modern knowledge and practices
are compatible with and firmly grounded in Islamic principles and values.
That is why the reforms undertaken by the madrasa in our case study are
so noteworthy – the changes are underpinned by an Islamic discourse that
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is conceptualized and articulated by Singaporean Muslims living in a modern
and global society under a secular state.
There are two key implications from the Singapore example for policymakers,
educators and practitioners who are involved in the reform of Islamic education.
First, the madrasa in our case study demonstrates the importance of reform
from within, where changes are initiated and carried out by the madrasa leaders
and teachers themselves. In other words, there must be a sense of ownership
and empowerment by the Muslim educators as change agents. At the same time,
there is a need for madrasas to obtain strong and ongoing support from their
stakeholders, including the state, parents, teachers, students and the general
Muslim community, for reforms to be effective and sustainable. Such an outcome
is of course not easily attained, and requires a long process of communication,
negotiation, contestation and compromise.
The second implication from the Singapore case study is that effective reform
in Islamic education needs to go beyond the operational aspects of madrasa
education to the creation and promotion of an Islamic discourse that undergirds
the reform. We have seen how the chairman of the madrasa in our case study
propagates an Islamic worldview that harmonizes modern learning (‘Western’
subjects such as English and ICT) with religious studies. Such a discourse
illustrates the third option (recall the earlier discussion of the two options
identified by Rahman) where Muslims can and ought to acquire Western
technology that is underpinned by Islamic, rather than Western, intellectualism.
Islamic intellectualism, as illustrated by the madrasa in our case study, is premised
on an appreciation of rationality and autonomy that are aligned with Islamic
principles (Tan, 2011). The Islamic scholar al-Attas (1999) maintains that Islam
defines a human being as a rational being with ‘the capacity for understanding
speech, and the power responsible for the formulation of meaning – which
involves judgement, discrimination, distinction and clarification, and which
has to do with the articulation of words or expressions in meaningful pattern’
(p. 15). The development of rationality in Muslims is of course not context-free
but based on an Islamic foundation. As recommended by the Muslim educators
at four world conferences on Islamic education from 1977 to 1982, Muslim
students should ‘think precisely and logically but let their thoughts be governed
by their spiritual realisation of truth as found in the Qur’an and the sunnah so
that their intelligence is guided in proper channels and does not stray’ (Erfan &
Valie, 1995, p. 35).
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Besides rationality, the value of autonomy is in tandem with the Islamic
belief that Muslims are to fulfil their role as khalifah fil ard (vicegerent or
leader on earth with certain desirable attributes). The Qur’an states that ‘It is
He Who has made you [His] agents, inheritors of the earth (khala’if); He has
raised you in ranks, some above others, that He may try you in the gifts He has
given you’ (as cited in al Najjar, 2000, p. 21). The very concept of khalifah fil
ard presupposes the exercise of one’s free will to execute God’s intent and rules
on earth. To achieve this goal of khalifah fil ard for madrasa students, reforms
in Islamic education need to be anchored in an Islamic discourse – created,
supported and sustained by the Muslim community – that provides a religious
basis and integrated framework for education.
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Transformative Islamic Education through a
Transformative Pedagogy in Malaysia
Rosnani Hashim

Background
Reform of Islamic education has been ongoing since the period of contact
with the West in the eighteenth century, when Muslims realized their physical,
material and economic weaknesses in comparison with the dominant
colonizers who subjugated them with their superior strategies and arms.
Notable education reformers during this period include Muhammad Abduh
in Egypt, Sayyid Ahmad Khan in India and Mahmud Yunus in Indonesia.
The educational reforms attempted by these scholars varied according to
their national context. In Egypt, Abduh sought to reform existing institutions,
specifically the curriculum of al-Azhar University; he wanted to introduce
modern science, rational inquiry and the thoughts of Muslim scholars who
brought new insights from inquiry into society, and did not merely rely on
religious texts and revelations such Ibn Khaldun’s masterpiece, Muqaddimah.
In India, Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan experimented with innovative ideas by
establishing a new educational institution – the Muslim Anglo-Oriental
College – that combined modern knowledge with Islamic sciences to enable the
Muslim Indians to compete with the Hindu Indians who were more favoured
by the British. Although his integration experiment failed, he was successful
in generating graduates who subsequently led independent Pakistan. In
Indonesia, Mahmud Yunus attempted to establish an integrated curriculum
and was successful in introducing Islamic religious instruction within the
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Dutch public schools in Sumatra. These attempts at reform continued even
after independence.
After independence, many Muslim countries began to chart their own
course. The 1977 First World Conference of Muslim Education in Makkah
alerted the Muslim world to the basic issues of the liberalizing secularization
within the inherited public education system on the one hand, and the
rigid and conservative traditional religious education on the other hand.
This rampant educational dualism hampered each country because of the
conflicting traditional and liberal views on the approaches to develop the
country held by the graduates of the two systems. Subsequent attempts were
made to reconcile the curriculum of public and religious education, especially
through the formulation and implementation of an integrated curriculum. This
involved introducing ‘modern’ sciences into the religious school curriculum,
establishing integrated schools and an integrated curriculum, the Islamization
of contemporary knowledge and establishing Islamic schools and universities.
Although the challenge of educational dualism persists, its nature has changed
since the emergence of the internet; the reform of Islamic education Malaysia
is a case in point.
Malaysia is a multiracial country. The total population stood at 28.3 million
in 2010, of which 91.8 per cent are Malaysian citizens and 8.2 per cent are noncitizens. Malaysian citizens comprise the ethnic groups Bumiputera (67.4%),
Chinese (24.6%), Indians (7.3%) and Others (0.7%). Islam is the predominant
religion, held by 61.3 per cent of the population, while other religions embraced
are Buddhism (19.8%), Christianity (9.2%) and Hinduism (6.3%) (Department
of Statistics, 2010). Malaysia achieved her independence in 1957 and maintained
the British colonial legacy of a liberal and secular national education for her
multiracial, multifaith population. At the same time, Islamic religious education
was also provided, through Islamic religious schools (madrasa and pondok1)
established by private individuals and the community. It was only after
independence that the government systematically introduced Islamic education
into the national school system – from primary to secondary schools. However, the
approach was still secular and compartmentalized, to the extent that in the 1980s,
various Islamic schools were set up under private initiatives by certain Muslim
organizations and state governments. They experimented with the ‘integrated’
curriculum – some extending the school hours from half a day to a full day, to
ensure students will have both the ‘ulum naqliyyah or the revealed (traditional)
sciences, and the ‘ulum ‘aqliyyah or the acquired (modern) sciences. However,
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this change is structural and not epistemological. In other words, a school
might have an integrated curriculum that values and imparts both perennial
and acquired knowledge, yet might not be able to achieve complete integration
or an integrated character because knowledge is still compartmentalized. For
example, the way that natural science is taught negates the presence of the
transcendence, and vice versa. Thus, the integrated curriculum still does not
provide the proper Islamic worldview especially in regards to epistemology. To
combat this, efforts towards imbuing the epistemological perspective doubled;
the Islamic perspective of knowledge was advanced together with the notion of
the Islamic worldview.
Nonetheless, these efforts at the macrolevel will not succeed if we neglect the
microlevel. At the microlevel, there was a content review of the curriculum of
Islamic Studies (known as Islamic Education in Malaysia), which teaches the
fundamentals of the faith. In this context, al-Attas (1991), the world renowned
Muslim scholar from Malaysia, proposed the Arabic term ta’dib (education
of mind, body and spirit) instead of tarbiyah (education of body and mind)
to describe the ideal form of Islamic education; the former relates faith to
education while the latter does not. With mounting pressures from Muslim
organizations and professional education bodies to reform Islamic education,
due to the increasing disciplinary and moral problems at schools, the Integrated
Curriculum for Secondary Schools was formulated in 1989 after the formulation
of the National Philosophy of Education in 1987. This Integrated Curriculum
replaced secular values with Eastern universal moral values. The reforms in the
1980s met with obstacles, but it did accomplish certain things – the most basic
of which is the moulding of the attitude that Islam is a din, a way of life, and
there is no separation between the public and private domains. It also fostered
an understanding of the Islamic worldview. However, given that the world is
constantly changing, educational reform likewise has to be a continuous process,
providing new solutions to new challenges. With globalization, the Muslim
world is confronted with greater challenges when interacting with others
through travel, migration, the mass media, the internet, trading, foreign higher
education and various publications. There is a higher chance that one’s values
and opinions will clash with those of another. How does one resolve differences
in values and thoughts? How does one learn to respect differing views? What
role can Islamic Studies in school play?
In this chapter, I would like to examine this important but often neglected
aspect of the significance of Islamic Studies. Assuming that our efforts at
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‘integration’ of the religious and secular subjects succeed and educators
understand the importance of teaching acquired sciences with the Islamic
perspective, how should we then proceed? How significant is Islamic Studies
in helping students cope with contemporary challenges? This subject is singled
out because it is greatly emphasized in most Muslim schools and therefore
should have a great impact on Muslim students’ lives, preparing them for life’s
challenges, and enabling them to solve problems and make good judgements.
Unfortunately, this is not happening, not so much due to the curriculum content,
but due to the teachers and the pedagogy. Observations of Islamic Studies
classes reveal that the teachers employ a pedagogy that is informative rather
than transformative. When we contrast their pedagogy with that of the Prophet
(peace be upon him), we see that the latter’s pedagogy is critical and possesses
the spirit of individual transformation. It aims to transform society by means
of shura, that is, consultation within a community of learned companions, to
create a world where there is justice; human cooperation, with the rich helping
the poor, the able helping the weaker ones, the more knowledgeable guiding
the ignorant; and where the rights of women are preserved. He did not just
feed information to his companions for the sake of transmitting mere facts;
he distinguished between education for understanding ‘who is a Muslim’ and
‘what it is to be a Muslim’, where the former is informative and the latter is
transformative (Kazmi & Hashim, 2010). This chapter will examine the teaching
methods and curriculum of present-day Islamic Education (Islamic Studies or
Islamic religious knowledge) in Malaysian schools.

Islamic Studies curriculum
What is the content of Islamic Studies and how is it taught in schools?
What should its goals be? The goal of Islamic education, as deduced from
the Qur’an and the tradition, is to produce good people who will achieve
ultimate happiness in this world and the Hereafter. This ultimate happiness
will be attained when all people become true servants (‘abd) and vicegerents
(khalifah) of Allah. As true servants, it is necessary to perform acts of
worship (‘ibadah) in the broadest sense, to purify their souls and to perfect
their character for their own well-being. As His vicegerents, they are obliged
to preserve and safeguard the universe, which has been created for their
sustenance and, more importantly, to spread the message of Islam (peace)
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by working towards social justice – hablum min Allah (relationship with
Allah) and hablum min an-nas (relationship with men). To achieve this
task, man has been endowed with an intellect (‘aql), which distinguishes
him from the other creatures. God praises the Prophet Muhammad (pbuh)
as the Perfect Person (al-insan al-kamil) who has a great character (khul’q
al-‘adhim). The Hadith literature also states that he was the living Qur’an. In
one hadith, the Prophet (pbuh) emphasized that he came to perfect moral
character. Therefore, Islamic education ought to transform individuals to
have faith in God when they previously had none, or to increase their faith.
One would then possess a meaningful life of usefulness, where one benefits
other members of the society, other creatures, as well as themselves. These
aims are clearly stated in the Islamic Studies curriculum in many schools;
however, the problem lies in the achievement of these aims.
In fact, much of Islamic Studies education neglects the aforementioned
aims in favour of preparing students to take public examinations and to excel
in their knowledge of subjects. Teachers are less concerned with whether
students internalize the values imparted or whether they will change for the
better behaviourally, mentally, spiritually or morally. The Islamic sciences are
often taught in a way similar to all other subjects: the cognitive domain is
emphasized, and it does not matter whether the teachings convict students’
hearts. Clearly, the teachers’ method of teaching the subject does not facilitate
students’ internal transformation. If we regard the soul of Islamic Studies
education as the purification of the heart – the seat of good or evil – then
Islamic Studies education can be perceived as having lost its soul, having failed
to connect students with God. The five daily prayers are taught mechanically
as a ritual with little understanding or spiritual meaning. Similarly, recitation
of the Qur’an no longer convicts the heart and transforms the person. Islamic
Studies lessons have not enabled ‘knowledge’ to be translated into good
deeds; despite obeying God’s commands, people’s lives and characters have
not been transformed, their souls have not been purified and they lack the
fear of God as described in this Qur’anic verse: ‘To those whose hearts when
God is mentioned, are filled with fear’ (22.35). Islamic Studies appears to have
been more preoccupied with the secondary goals of education, mainly the
utilitarian goal of vocational efficiency and, recently, the commodification of
knowledge.
Since a major goal of Islamic Studies education is to raise individuals whose
lives embody the Qur’an, it goes without saying that they must know its content
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and love it. Unfortunately, in most cases, students only read textbooks written
in accord with the syllabus that contain certain Qur’anic excerpts. They never
possess or recite the Qur’an systematically, but learn to recite it from cover to
cover only after school, either at home through their parents or private tutors, or
in the tutor’s home. This after-school exercise only stresses its proper recitation
and rarely the content because many Muslims do not know Arabic. Therefore,
the Qur’an has never been the main textbook for Muslim students, even in the
Islamic Studies classroom. As a result, students neither understand nor embody
the Qur’anic assertion that ‘This is the Book, in it is guidance sure, without
doubt to those who are God fearing’ (2.2). Moreover, they cannot begin to love
the Qur’an because they do not know enough of it.
It is reasonable to expect that in order to understand the Qur’an, students
ought to know Arabic or have access to a translated version. The absence of
Arabic from the curriculum of Islamic religious science in the Muslim education
of non-Arabs is too glaring. It should not be considered as another foreign
language to be learned outside the curriculum, such as English or French, as
Arabic is part and parcel of Islamic science. Therefore, the Muslim curriculum
ought to include Arabic, just as logic is essential to philosophy, or experiments
are necessary in the study of natural science.
Being exposed to the Qur’an and Hadith (the Prophet’s traditions) texts
will enable students to understand the difference between the authentic texts
and scholarly interpretations. Otherwise, the problem of Muslims preferring
commentaries to the original text – to the Qur’an in particular – even when
resolving current problems, will remain. These shortcomings in the curriculum’s
content and implementation must be resolved.
It does not mean that by teaching the Qur’an and Hadith, it will limit students’
creativity. The Qur’an does ask its readers to observe, reflect and study the
human body, the universe beyond and God’s creation from the smallest atom to
the biggest star. It contains a wide range of subjects, such as history, psychology
and natural science.

Teaching methods
The teaching methods employed in teaching Islamic Education is still subjectcentred and traditional, with a tendency for moral prescription instead of moral
reflection, reasoning, feeling and action. This contradicts the method of the
Prophet (pbuh) who speaks less but does more. He taught more by example than

9781441101341_Cha09_Final_txt_print.indd 182

1/22/2014 1:10:21 PM

Transformative Islamic Education in Malaysia

183

by words. If we survey the Hadith, most narrate his actions or his responses to
situations. Very rarely does one see him giving sermons in the Hadith. The only
notable one is the Farewell Sermon, and that too was concise and succinct. The
problem with moral prescription is that it does not teach students to consider
contexts, thus they fail to judge unfamiliar situations correctly. They have not
been taught how to think according to religious principles, how to weigh, think
critically, and judge circumstances, social and moral issues, or dilemmas.
The traditional method of teaching neither fosters an inquiring mind nor
broadens it. The traditional method needs to be balanced with a student-centred
method, specifically one that enables students to derive meaning from what they
learn, fosters an inquiring and reflective mind, broadens their perspective and
develops their interpersonal, social and communication skills. After all, freedom
of inquiry was the trademark of the generation of Muslim scientists and scholars
from the ninth to the thirteenth centuries. In this sense, integrating scientific
knowledge with evidence of the Creator found in natural phenomena to illustrate
the Qur’anic verses, such as His hand in the human body, needs to be done. We
now have a great deal of scientific knowledge on the workings of the human
body, as illustrated in beautiful charts, diagrams and presentations in video or
CD-ROM formats, that could be used in the classrooms. However, most teachers
are not well versed in these sciences and thus cannot make use of such materials
effectively. History and archaeology could also be used to make teaching more
meaningful. For example, one could show video clips of Petra in Jordan when
teaching about the effect of Allah’s wrath on people who not only disobeyed Him
but worship other gods. Nonetheless, these are but stimulus materials; whether
they can foster an inquiring, critical and reflective mind depends on how the
teachers use these materials.
Second, the teaching of Islamic Studies has not fostered empathy in
students, nor motivated them to seek deeper knowledge on Islam as teachers
are preoccupied with examinations. Therefore, Islamic Studies teachers need
to understand their spiritual and moral role. In addition to teaching moral
reasoning, they must come up with methods that will create empathy in their
students, especially on ethical matters. They can distil maxims regarding moral
purity from the works of great Sufis, for example, al-Ghazzali, and adapt it to
students’ lives. There needs to be a balance between imparting ‘head knowledge’
and ‘heart knowledge’. It is true that many teachers are neither innovative nor
creative when it comes to devising effective teaching methods. However, the
need for change is greatest for Islamic Studies, which has the greatest influence
on Muslim minds. There are many ways of teaching the Qur’an, Tawhid (Unity
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of God), Hadith, Fiqh (jurisprudence) or Islamic history to make these subjects
more interesting and lively.
Occasionally, the teachers’ attitudes towards Islam may be problematic. For
example, instead of portraying Allah as most merciful, they portray him as
rigid and a harsh punisher. This is improper because the invocation Bismi Allah
al-Rahman al-Rahim (In the Name of Allah, the Most Compassionate, Most
Merciful) is found and recited at the beginning of each of the 114 chapters of
the Qur’an, with the exception of the ninth. It is even recited at the beginning
of any daily activity. Teachers’ misguided depictions of Allah will leave students
with the impression of a vengeful God, hindering them from developing a deep
love of God – the spirit of taqwa (God-consciousness) – from which obedience
stems. Could this be one of the reasons for the rise of rigid and stone-hearted
Muslim extremists? Although taqwa is spiritual and describes the individual’s
relationship to God, it is also related to our situatedness in society. It will be
pointless for an individual to claim to be taqwa and yet tolerate social injustices.
Taqwa should involve embracing the good and eschewing evil, with a spirit of
mercy and not revenge.
Teachers’ stereotypes of the West, especially among those who have never
been to the West and thus have not learned to appreciate its good values, is also
antithetical to Islam. These stereotypes are often false, and will breed in students
a strong hatred of the West and of non-believers. This contradicts the message of
chapter 109 of the Qur’an which teaches Muslims to respect each others’ beliefs
despite differences. Such stereotypes will also close off students’ minds to other
cultures. However, there is always a lot to learn and benefit from other cultures
or civilizations as highlighted in the Qur’an 49.13, which encourages Muslims to
get to know other people.

Transformation of the pedagogy
To substantiate the claims discussed, the observations of two Islamic Studies
classrooms2 in Malaysia conducted by myself and another researcher are
discussed.
The observations of the teaching and learning processes in two classrooms
were part of a study that employed the case study as a research method. Two
female Islamic Education teachers of a public boarding secondary school were
selected based on a voluntary basis. Teacher A had eight years of teaching
experience, while Teacher B was newly appointed. The teachers were also
interviewed after the observation. The first observation that involved Teacher A
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was done in a classroom of Secondary 2 (aged 14 years) on 26 August 2010 in a
40-minute lesson, when the teacher was teaching a topic called ‘Vision of ‘ibadah
(worship) as part of the larger topic of Ethics and Moral Conduct (Adab and
Akhlaq Islamiyyah). The second observation that involved Teacher B in another
classroom of Secondary 1 students (aged 13 years) was also conducted on 26
August 2010 in a 40-minute lesson on the ethics of seeking knowledge, as part of
the same larger topic of Ethics. The focus of the observations was on the content
and quality of the teacher–student discussion and the pedagogy employed by
the teachers in the classrooms. The observations and interviews were analysed
according to this focus.

Observation 1: Teacher A
Topic: Vision of ‘ibadah (worship)
The class had already begun when I (the observer) came in. I sat at the back
of the classroom. The class was having a presentation from a group of four
girls for the topic. I observed that while the group was presenting, the teacher
would interject after they finished explaining certain points. Here, the teacher
would ask questions to the whole class and select some students to answer the
questions. The teacher gave further examples in the forms of sirah [The Prophet
Muhammad’s life history], du’a (prayer), current issues and stories.
Students’ responses were not enthusiastic. They gave typical textbook answers,
as the questions posed did not require them to think critically. Most questions
were factual or only to confirm their understanding. The teacher’s interaction
with students was at a general level and there was little individual interaction.
The group that presented was allowed to pose questions to other students based
on their presentation, of which the answers could be obtained from the textbook.
Many students did not seem to give much attention to the presentation and to
the questions. None were enthusiastic enough to engage in further discussion of
the topic, which could have become very interesting if dealt in a more creative
way. In other words, there was no peer-to-peer interaction.
My personal view is, the lesson was rather uninteresting.

Observation 2: Teacher B
Topic: The ethics of seeking knowledge
When I (observer) came in, the class had already commenced with a group
presentation on the topic. While presenting, the teacher would interject with
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questions, but the answers were not given by the students but by the teacher
herself. On a scale of 1 to 10, I would rate students’ enthusiasm for the lesson at
4, and students’ response at 3.
A good thing about this lesson is that the teacher tried to keep the students
interested in the lesson by asking probing questions. Unfortunately, the students
were not able to come up with concrete answers. Critical thinking was virtually
absent. The teacher tried to ask for responses, but when no one volunteered, she
had to select specific students to answer. Students seemed to have no drive to
learn.
Before the end of the presentation, there was a discussion on ‘barakah’
(blessings). I could not help but interrupt the discussion by asking the presenter,
‘What is the real meaning of “barakah”? How do we define it?’ I observed that
the classroom suddenly came alive as if awakened from a long slumber. Students
started to talk among themselves, discussing the answer to that conceptual
question. They started to raise more questions by the end of the lesson. Although
the response from the presenter did not seem to satisfy the class, it was good
that students interacted with each other during the lesson. The teacher asked the
students to find out the answer to the question as homework, to be discussed at
the next class.
The observer’s personal observation from this lesson was that students can
actually think critically if the teacher utilizes the right approach. However, the
teacher might not have the proper training in encouraging critical thinking among
students. With the right pedagogical skills, a dull lesson can be transformed into
a lively discussion.
The observer concluded that despite using group presentations for
teaching, which supposedly is more student-centred, both teachers seemed
to dominate the discussion. Presenters merely shared information that could
be easily found in the textbook. Further explanation and questions came from
teachers, not students. There was no display of critical thought by students.
The teachers did ask questions based on the presentations, but these questions
required standard answers, and often, the teachers would provide the answers.
Second, there was a lack of peer interaction during the presentations. While
the presentations were in progress, other students in the classroom did not
seem to show much interest. Some were even doing their own work, which was
not related to the discussion at hand.
Third, since the study was conducted in a full boarding school where students
were selected from among high achievers, the students from both classes are
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intelligent; they do have the potential to perform better if the teachers manage
to provide the right stimulus for active learning, as in the case of the Secondary
1 class over the concept of barakah that livened the class discussion. Several
students came to see the observer in the staffroom to ask more questions. Such
a ‘simple’ question of a concept that most take for granted made the students
curious about its answer. Curiosity would eventually lead to an enthusiastic
search for answers. Such enthusiasm to learn actively should always be inculcated
in classrooms so that learning will become more meaningful for the students.
However, the observer found this to be lacking in the teachers.
The observer then interviewed the teachers. For the first question, ‘How do
the students respond to the method that you applied?’, the teachers claim that
the students responded well. For the second question, ‘How do you know that
the method that you use is effective in the lesson?’, a typical answer is: by the
ability of students to give correct answers to the questions, or by obtaining high
marks in examinations.
I had the opportunity to personally observe another experienced teacher of
Islamic Education teaching Secondary 3 students (aged 15 years) in a different
public school when I was supervising student teachers there on 5 August 2008.
She was teaching a 30-minute lesson on the topic ‘Preparation for the Day of
Akhirat (the Judgement Day) under the broad topic of ‘Aqidah (Belief)’.

Observation 3: Direct observation by author
Topic: Judgement Day
The teacher began the class by writing the topic of the lesson on the board, and
then pasted a large piece of paper with some ideas for the lesson written on it.
As an introduction, she asked students for the meaning of the Judgement Day.
Someone answered that it was the Day of Resurrection. With that response, she
directed the students’ attention to the main ideas she had written on the paper,
which were as follows:
1. Preparation for the Judgement Day:
‘ilm (knowledge),
akhlak (conduct),
jihad (utmost striving for the sake of God),
sadaqah (charity) and
man’s relation with Allah.
l

l

l

l

l
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2. ‘Amal salih (good deeds):
preparation, not a loss,
Allah’s reward and
Allah’s remembrance.
l

l

l

3. Factors for success in this world and the next:
This world – diligence, good moral conduct, helping one another;
The hereafter: fulfil duties, do the sunnat (encouraged actions), amr
ma’aruf (encourage good deeds and discourage evil ones).
l

l

She then proceeded to read each point on the paper. For each point, she stated
its meaning briefly (one short sentence) or asked a student to explain it in a few
words. Then she would explain it herself. Students just listened and answered
accordingly. As there were many points, she could not go into any detail for
each. There was minimal student–teacher interaction; the teacher did most of
the talking. No questions were posed by the students, if that is any indication of
interest in the topic.
At the end of the class, she evaluated the students’ understanding by asking
the same questions, that is, What is the Day of Judgement? How do you prepare
for it? Students just gave one-word answers.

Discussion
In this third class, I was the observer; I noticed that the teacher was only
interested in delivering the content according to the syllabus. There was no
meaningful discussion, no debates over any issue, no demands for evidence to
support claims made and no reasons or justifications given for any viewpoint.
The teacher was satisfied if there were one-word responses to her question; she
did not see a need to probe deeper to ascertain if the students were convicted
in their answers, or if they were merely giving textbook answers to please her.
Nowhere did she discuss the meaning of major concepts such as jihad (utmost
striving to achieve a good purpose) and akhlak (moral conduct). Furthermore,
a lesson on preparing for the Day of Judgement assumes that students believe
that such a day would come; this underlying assumption was not questioned.
The answers students gave were model textbook answers, ideal for doing well
in examinations but indicating a lack of inquiry or independent thought. The
teacher did not attempt to make the lesson applicable to students’ lives, neither
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provided analogies to aid in their understanding, for example, likening the Day
of Resurrection to the growth of a plant, as stated in the Qur’an, in which there
is no life on a barren soil in the beginning but God can easily cause a plant to
grow from a seed planted in it. Similarly, God can also resurrect man on the Day
of Judgement after his death.
Based on these observations, one cannot help but wonder if Islamic Studies
will ever achieve goals other than information transmission. Can it produce
Muslims who are critical, open-minded, aware of social issues and injustices,
able to deliberate intellectually, and willing to act against injustices, or will
they be mere parrots, regurgitating textbook facts? Can it produce Muslims
who really know how to ‘read’ the Qur’an, that is, understand and interpret the
Qur’an, love the Qur’an and act upon it? It is futile to think about integration
and Islamization if this cannot be accomplished. Even though Islamic Studies
existed before the formal madrasa was established, its current form falls way
short of the standards of education in the past. Before the establishment of the
madrasa in the eleventh century of the Muslim caliphate, teaching and learning
was more dynamic – with freedom of inquiry and thought, and active ijtihad
(independent legal reasoning), deep intellectual attempts in interpreting Islamic
sources of knowledge in an effort to solve societal problems. This was evident
from the existence of many schools of fiqh (jurisprudence), more activity in
all sciences – shar’iyyah (revealed) or aqliyyah (rational), more institutions of
learning and more patronage for learning from among the rich, wealthy and the
Caliph through debates or discourses in palaces (Makdisi, 1981). However, after
the institutionalization of the madrasa, teaching methods became more rigid,
and different schools of thought became ossified. Memorization replaced debates
or discussion, and students relied more on sharah [commentaries] and super
sharah [commentaries upon commentaries] instead of engaging in independent
interpretation of the Qur’an. Instead of education in a tradition, Islamic studies
employed traditional education. Muslim teachers or scholars have become
fearful to introduce any new methods of teaching, even disparaging these as
‘illegal’ innovations.
Similarly, no attempts were made to relate scientific phenomena to the
faith, even in all-Muslim schools such as the residential science schools or
the national religious secondary schools. However, the Qur’an repeatedly
states that natural phenomena reveal the signs of God and his laws, as seen
in scientific principles and laws. Thus, it is not just a problem of teaching
methods but also of content. Islamic Studies and knowledge should be linked
to scientific ideas, and vice versa.
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Reviving the ‘Hikmah’ pedagogy of philosophical inquiry
It is clear from the earlier discussion that we need to reflect on the teaching
methods employed in Islamic Studies lessons. We need to revive philosophical
inquiry, where students are encouraged to discover meanings instead of just
learning facts. They ought to be made aware of relevant issues through various
stimuli, such as stories, video clips, pictures and newspaper excerpts. Students
should be trained to ask relevant questions on the topics taught and attempt
to answer them on their own; they would be a community of sincere and
serious inquirers who deliberate over the matter, while the teacher facilitates,
as a wise and thoughtful coach. This brings us to the discussion of ‘hikmah’
or wisdom pedagogy – a pedagogy that attempts to accomplish the above.
With ‘hikmah’, students will critically question, discuss and debate about the
central concepts till they come to a satisfactory solution or conclusion. Even
if they fail to reach a consensus, they would still learn to respect differences
in opinions. In addition to that, the ‘hikmah’ pedagogy utilizes concepts from
the Qur’an; students will deliberate on the possible meaning of the texts to
make the Qur’anic verse come alive, and thus draw guiding principles from it.
I have used the term ‘hikmah’ to denote wisdom that ought to be the fruit of
the pedagogy of philosophical inquiry, and to give it an Islamic connotation,
especially since this philosophy is not practised in Islamic Studies lessons even
if the teacher claims to utilize student-centred approaches. This pedagogy also
facilitates conflict resolution, even more crucial now that we live in societies
with much diversity.
In this regard, the Centre for Philosophical Inquiry in Education (CPIE) in
the Institute of Education, International Islamic University Malaysia (IIUM)
has been spearheading and experimenting with the pedagogy that encourages
students to work as a community of inquirers. In this community, members
engage themselves in identifying a problem by raising questions related to
the text read, the video clip viewed or other stimulus materials. This is then
followed by a deep discussion among students and between students and the
teacher. The Centre for Philosophical Inquiry in Education (CPIE) initially
began as a school holiday programme for the children of the IIUM staff,
which was later extended to the public. Teacher training was then conducted.
The Centre has also produced teaching materials for primary schools, for
example, Thinking Stories for Muslim Children, which has four titles. Book One
narrates Mira’s experience of a visit to the zoo, where an elephant reminded
her of chapter 105 of the Qur’an (Surah al-Fil) and a snake reminded her
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of how Prophet Moses’ staff turned into a snake. This story highlights the
difference between truth and magic. Book Two relates Mira’s fascination
with the nature of names, which symbolize knowledge, to the Qur’an 2.31,
where God taught Prophet Adam the names of all things. Book Three narrates
Mira’s curiosity about God as evident from the questions she posed to her
mother who was smart enough to use analogies appropriate to her cognitive
developmental level. Finally, Book Four describes a community of inquirers
helping Mira determine the ‘rightness of her action of using the money her
father had given her to pay the school fees to help a poor family’. Here the
essence of chapter 107 of the Qur’an (Surah al-Ma’un) is highlighted; that is,
performing the five daily prayers is futile if they are not translated into good
deeds. Through these books, many concepts such as names, knowledge and
discerning between right and wrong can be discussed within the parameters
of the Islamic worldview.

Conclusion
I believe Muslim scholars and educationalists have reached a crossroads. They
have to decide between retaining the traditional ways but remaining stagnant;
or progressing by educating students in a tradition that retains all the perennial
values while employing new teaching methods, reclaiming the freedom of
inquiry and ijtihad they used to enjoy yet remaining true to the Qur’an and
sunnah of the Prophet (pbuh). Philosophical inquiry would then be a necessary
evil. Even Hamka, a renowned Malay Indonesian scholar, asserts that Muslims
have to utilize philosophy to provide an intellectual basis to students’ faith; this
does not contradict the spirit of the Qur’an and the Prophet himself, whom
they regard as a philosopher. Muslims ought to stop labelling one another as
Young Turk (Kaum Muda), Old Turk or apostate, unless they are absolutely
certain that the person possesses deviant or heretical beliefs. The history of the
Malay world describes a group (Hamka, Za’ba, Sh Tahir Jalaluddin, Sh Sayid
Ahmad al-Hadi, Kyai Ahmad Dahlan, Kyai Hasyim Asy’ari and Imam Zarkasyi)
with fresh new ideas that succeeded in reforming the Muslim community as
radicals or Kaum Muda (for details, see Hashim, 2010). Syed Ahmad Khan had
a similar experience (for more information, see Zobairi, 1971), and Muhammad
Abduh also had to fight adversaries to reform al-Azhar (see Kaloti, 1974; Shafie,
2004). Scholars have to be courageous before change can occur, even if it means
risking one’s life, as seen from the Prophet Muhammad. A transformative
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curriculum would provide stimulus and impetus for reform, as well as courage
and conviction to implement reform.
Consequently, this begs the question of whether the current teacher training
programme, that is, teachers’ basic undergraduate education, is adequate.
As teachers are the most important ingredient in education, a review of the
curriculum of teacher education programmes for the Muslim community is in
order. As for reforms to students’ curriculum, the introduction of philosophy
and natural science, especially the philosophy of knowledge, the scientific
method and theory of ethics, would provide students with a stronger basis and
conviction for their faith. Also, lessons would do well to include a scientific
study of selections from the Qur’an, with a focus on Islamic values and tadzkiyat
an-nafs [refinement of the soul].

Notes
1 Pondoks are traditional, religious schools; students lived in huts surrounding the
mosque, which also doubled as a school. Madrasas are physically similar to a
modern school and came in to existence after the First World War, much later than
the pondok.
2 I would like to thank Ms Adilah Juperi of the Institute of Education, International
Islamic University Malaysia for these insightful observations from her Master of
Education study.
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Citizenship Education: A Study of
Muslim Students in Ten Islamic and State
Secondary Schools in Britain
Christopher Bagley and Nader Al-Refai

Charity is incumbent upon every human limb every day upon which the sun
rises. To bring about reconciliation between two contestants is charity. Helping
a person to mount his animal or to load his baggage onto it is charity. A good
word is charity. To move obstacles in the street is charity. Smiling upon the face
of your brother is charity.
The Hadith of the Prophet Muhammad (Sardar, 2012, p. 40)

Introduction
The nature of citizenship in the democratic political communities of the
future suggests a world where citizens (including migrant communities)
enjoy multiple identities, and communities accept some of the general
values of the state while preserving their own identity. Each person in any
state may have to learn to become a ‘cosmopolitan citizen’ who is capable
of mediating between rootedness, national traditions and alternative forms
of identity (Held & McGrew, 1999). For Muslim youth who have settled in
Europe, the challenges to their traditional religious identity are strong. They
seek empowerment, but at the same time wish to retain a traditional set of
Muslim values (Malik, 2006).
There are a number of important factors central to the presence of Muslims
in Britain, within the context of Muslim social and political mobilization, and
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subsequent state responses (Anwar & Bakhsh, 2003). Over the past decade,
there has been an increasing debate on a number of issues concerning Muslims
in Britain and the national schooling system. Today, Muslims, after Anglicans
and Catholics, are the third largest practising religious group in Britain. Many
Muslims who grow up in Britain have to face the prospect of defining their identity
in peaceable, productive and law-abiding ways in a society that is increasingly
Islamophobic (Sheridan, 2006). This question of identity particularly affects
second- and third-generation immigrant Muslims, who have to balance their
religious upbringing and traditions with the demands of the culture surrounding
them.
On the one hand, the fact that the rate of religious observance has been
relatively low among young British Muslims means that for many, integration into
their host countries has actually meant an uncomfortable kind of assimilation.
On the other hand, the renewed commitment for religious observance among
Muslims in Britain has, with the aid of their parents and community leaders, led
to the creation of a number of independent Islamic schools.
Educational and social institutions have a role in developing communities
in terms of both cultural belonging and citizenship. There is a growing energy
and commitment among Muslim schools and other Muslim associations to
ensure that a cosmopolitan view is taught to pupils, which is seen as a necessary
stage in the acquisition of legitimate rights, and in the formation of duties
and obligations within a cooperative social contract with the wider society
(Waller & Yilmaz, 2011).
There is a population of more than 500,000 Muslim pupils in Britain of
compulsory school age (5–16), and that figure is likely to increase substantially
each decade (Office for National Statistics, 2012; Peach, 2006). The large majority
of these children of Muslim parents are enrolled in state schools, including many
nominally designed as ‘Church of England’ schools. These schools have been
challenged to find a form of religious and citizenship education that meets the
needs of all pupils in an increasingly complex, multicultural society that Britain
has become.
In the early 1990s it was estimated that there were about 60 state and
Anglican schools with a Muslim intake of between 90 and 100 per cent, and
over 200 with over 75 per cent (Parker-Jenkins, 1995). There are now also a
significant number of Muslim independent schools, founded by individuals
and groups, which aim to incorporate Islamic ideals into the education system
to fulfil the religious and cultural requirements of their children (ParkerJenkins, Hartas & Irving, 2005).
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Development of the national curriculum and CE
The government’s Advisory Group on Citizenship that reported in 1998
(Osler & Starkey, 2001) proposed a national programme of Citizenship
Education (CE) for English schools in its final report – ‘The Crick Report’
(Qualification and Curriculum Authority [QCA], 1998; see also Crick, 2000a,
2000b) that offered an outline programme of study and preliminary guidance
(QCA, 2000). This new curriculum has three main strands: social and moral
responsibility whereby children learn from the very beginning self-confidence,
and socially and morally responsible behaviour inside and outside the school,
both towards those in authority and towards each other (this is an essential
precondition for citizenship); community involvement through which pupils
learn about and become helpfully involved in the life and concerns of their
communities, including learning through community involvement and
service to the community; and political literacy through which pupils learn
how to make themselves effective in public life through knowledge, skills and
values (QCA, 2000).
The QCA published guidance for schools on the Citizenship curriculum.
In 2002, the QCA launched guidelines for teachers to demonstrate how
schools might value diversity and challenge racism within the framework of
the National Curriculum (Osler & Vincent, 2002). CE as a new subject was
introduced for the reasons outlined in the Crick Report, and as a declared
attempt to deal with what was perceived as institutional racism, which became
a serious concern of government and public sector workers after publication
of the Stephen Lawrence Inquiry Report and other research on the survival
of racist attitudes in Britain (Lawton, Cairns & Gardner, 2000). CE is seen
as a means of strengthening democracy and challenging racism as an antidemocratic force. Successive governments have seen CE as a key means
through which equality initiatives might be developed through the curriculum.
The available curriculum materials on CE do address, to some extent, issues
of ethnic inequality (Adjegbo, Kiwani & Sharma, 2007). Citizenship implies a
sense of belonging, and that sense of belonging requires a sense of security and
genuine inclusion. This sense of belonging cannot be taught to newcomers, nor
can it be realized through a ceremony of belonging; it needs to be experienced
(Keating, Kerr, Benton, Mundy & Lopes, 2010; Osler & Vincent, 2002).
As Parker-Jenkins et al. (2005) observe, the CE framework offers faith-based
schools the opportunity to explore wider social issues and encourages pupils to
perceive themselves not merely as members of their own religious community
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but also as citizens of the world, aware of the wider issues and challenges of
global interdependence and responsibility.

Delivering CE
In Key Stages 3 and 4 (middle and final stages of secondary schooling), CE aims to
make pupils have a clear understanding of their roles, rights and responsibilities
in relation to their local, national and international communities. The three
teaching strands are as follows: knowledge and understanding about becoming
an informed citizen; developing skills of enquiry and communication; and
developing skills of participation and responsible action. For pupils between the
ages of 11 and 14, the curriculum covers three areas: political literacy, social and
moral responsibility, and community involvement. Pupils learn about legal and
human rights and responsibilities; key aspects of parliamentary government,
elections and voting; local and central government; the diversity of national,
regional, religious and ethnic identities in the United Kingdom; the need for
mutual respect and understanding; the significance of the media; and the
characteristics and implications of the world as a global community, including
the role of the European Union, the Commonwealth and the United Nations.
Citizenship teaching should assist pupils to discover the things they need to
know and comprehend so as to play an effective role in the community at the
local, national and international levels.

Religion and school: The whole-school approach
According to the QCA, teaching citizenship in schools should be a wholeschool approach. This is relevant to the management and organization of
the school as well as to all aspects of the school curriculum. There are some
acknowledged links between CE and Religious Education (RE). For instance, RE
also promotes the values and attitudes required for citizenship in a democratic
society. RE additionally provides opportunities for ‘spiritual development; moral
development; social development and cultural development’ (QCA, 2000, p. 49).
The main topics covered in the General Certificate of Secondary Education
(GCSE) in Islamic Studies taught within the RE curriculum are as follows:
Believing in Allah (God); Matters of Life and Death; Marriage and the Family;
Social Harmony; Religion and the Media; Wealth and Poverty; Religion as
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Expressed in Art, Music or Literature; Beliefs and Values; Community and
Tradition; Worship and Celebration; Living the Muslim Life; the Mosque; and
Sufism (Department for Education and Skills [DfES], 2005). From the QCA
perspective, RE can contribute to CE by (1) providing opportunities for pupils
to see how individual, group and political choices, policies and actions, for
example, human rights, are inextricably linked with and influenced by religious
and moral beliefs, practices and values; (2) providing opportunities for pupils to
understand and deal with local, national, European and global issues through
knowledge and understanding of their religious dimensions and contexts; (3)
enabling pupils to understand and exercise the meaning of personal, social
and moral responsibility; (4) enabling pupils to see how human beings across
the world treat each other and their environments and why they treat them as
they do; (5) enabling pupils to develop active citizenship by involvement with
voluntary religious and charitable activities (DfES, 2004).
There is no other subject in the school curriculum that offers such an
opportunity for reflection on such depth of content. It is suggested therefore
that RE should have that opportunity to provide pupils with vital knowledge
in understanding and contributing in a major way in developing value-based,
positive attitudes, and reflections on the diverse and plural country that Britain
has become.

The scope of CE
In 2006, the Office for Standards in Education, Children’s Services and Skills
(OFSTED) published a major review of the teaching of CE in secondary schools.
This report was based on inspection of a large number of schools and observed
that despite ‘significant progress’, there was not yet a strong consensus about the
aims of CE, or about how to incorporate it into the curriculum. ‘In a quarter
of schools surveyed, provision is still inadequate reflecting weak leadership
and lack of specialised teaching’ (OFSTED, 2006, p. 104). However, in another
quarter of schools, it was judged that satisfactory progress in the understanding,
organization and delivery of CE had been made. Probably, the report infers,
these ‘failing’ schools were those experiencing stress for a variety of reasons
(OFSTED, 2006).
The OFSTED report found that schools had responded to the goals of CE
in very different ways. ‘Some, a minority, have embraced it with enthusiasm
and have worked hard to establish it as part of their curriculum. Others, also
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a minority, have done very little’ (OFSTED, 2006, p. 139). The inspection
report found contrasting methods of delivering CE, though most offered
it as part of Personal Health and Social Education (PSHE) classes. Many
teachers were unclear about the standards by which CE should be assessed,
and written work in CE was poorer than that produced by the same pupils in
other subjects. Standards were best when CE was included in GCSE subject
teaching. However, in 2006, only 53,600 pupils were entered for GCSE
examinations in Citizenship. The OFSTED report found that many teachers
had not been adequately prepared for instructing their students in CE, and
recommended that teachers should be seconded to the growing number of
short courses in CE instruction. OFSTED also suggested that schools should
use the recommended reference manual on CE by Huddleston and Kerr
(2006).

Background and objectives of the present research
The key aim is to investigate differences between Muslim and state schools,
contrasting ways of delivering CE in Muslim schools and in state schools, and
examining the role of Muslim schools in preparing pupils for a role in British
society by focusing on both Islamic education and education in being a good
citizen.
The study also explores ways of delivering CE in Muslim schools in terms
of the National Curriculum guidelines, the differences in teaching citizenship
between Muslim and state schools, the attitude of pupils in Muslim schools
towards the teaching of citizenship, the attitude of educational professionals,
parents and community leaders towards the teaching of citizenship; examining
the role of Muslim schools in preparing pupils for a role in British society;
investigating the relationship between Islam and citizenship; and demonstrating
the possible contribution of Islamic Studies to the teaching of citizenship. An
account of the resulting research and discussion of the issues and problems
involved can be found in al-Refai and Bagley (2008).1
The ten schools studied are located in cities in the North West of
England that have been major centres of Muslim settlement. Interviews
and questionnaires were completed with 375 respondents (336 pupils and
29 teachers) in the areas of curriculum, pedagogy, assessment and teacher
training. The professional informants in this research included teachers of
Citizenship and other subjects; headteachers in Muslim and state schools;
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Islamic Studies teachers in Muslim schools; and Muslim community leaders
and opinion formers.
The final sample chosen for intensive study includes five Muslim secondary
schools, and five state schools that were confident and active in their delivery
of CE. Three of the Muslim schools are girls’ schools and two are for boys.
These are schools that very likely felt confident or satisfied with how they were
delivering CE, and thus the researchers were unlikely to have accessed the
25 per cent of schools whom OFSTED (2006) judged to be failing in their
delivery of CE. The principal researcher, unlike the OFSTED inspectors, had
no right of access to a random sample of schools.
Pupils in the schools had the right to decline the completion of the
questionnaire or the interview, since this often took time from other activities.
The final samples are then likely to be biased in favour of the more confident
schools, and the pupils who found CE particularly interesting or important.2
The state secondary schools and the Anglican faith school were selected because
(1) the headteachers were enthusiastic about their CE programmes which they
felt to be successful, (2) these schools had a significant number of Muslim pupils
and (3) they were usually situated within the catchment areas of the Muslim
secondary schools.
The present study is not merely a sample of pupils, but is also a case
study of Muslim schools, which were studied because of their willingness
to participate, and their geographical location in northern England. The
final selection of Muslim schools for study is biased in that it reflects our
perception of what is ‘best practice’, where CE was delivered in contrasted
and enthusiastic ways. In policy terms, we are seeking to describe what
appear to be models of best practice, in which religious principles inform
CE, and vice versa.

Research findings: The citizenship curriculum
We will not report the full findings of this study here, but will focus on a number
of interesting aspects of the research.
From the perspective of many pupils, good behaviour is the main quality
that differentiates between a good and bad citizen. Pupils highlighted a set
of manners and morals that a good citizen should possess and another set of
negative attributes that describe a bad citizen. For example, a bad citizen is
one who is ‘uncooperative, dysfunctional, dishonest, impolite, and rude. He
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is also not altruistic by nature, breaks the law, and most likely causes others
harm.’ According to one Muslim pupil, a good citizen is one who is ‘caring,
responsible, confident, law-abiding, kind, and generous’, and a bad citizen is
one who is ‘uncaring, not law-abiding, selfish, and chaotic’. Another Muslim
interviewee stated that a good citizen is ‘helpful, can be trusted, thinks before
he/she reacts’, and a bad citizen is a ‘trouble maker, criminal, alcoholic, and has
bad behaviour’.
The opinions of many pupils indicate that a good citizen must be kind to
everyone in society (both Muslims and non-Muslims), be it at school, at home
or on the street. Being kind is important as it reflects the ideas and thoughts one
has. Muslim pupils mentioned that the good citizen is generally well mannered;
such behaviour indicates that one possesses a set of values that enables one
to relate well to others. A good citizen displays respect, not only for himself,
but also for others, such as family and friends. Some pupils noted that a good
citizen must respect one’s parents and maintain amicable relations with them. A
good citizen would also enjoy the trust of his/her family, friends and colleagues.
Another Muslim pupil observed:
A good citizen is one who is himself a better person, and utilizes his personal
qualities to help others and make the environment better for others. A bad citizen
is one who neither cares for himself nor the environment, a person who not only
does wrong but also encourages others to do wrong. I would also consider a
person bad if they do good, but do not encourage others to do good.

Many pupils mentioned that one should also be generous in giving one’s money
and resources such as time, in order to aid other individuals and organizations.
One has to care for those living under the same roof, such as siblings, parents
and elderly family members such as grandparents. On the meaning of a ‘bad
citizen’, a student noted:
A bad citizen is someone who is arrogant, proud, bad mannered, a hazard or
menace to society, full of selfishness, and who will not abide by any laws or
morals.

Many pupils in both types of school view a ‘bad citizen’ as one who has no
regard for the people or the environment around him. He or she is selfish, and
ensures that no one can benefit from them, either within the home or in the
larger environment. According to pupils, bad citizens (including some Muslims)
are those who commit crimes and harm others. They may additionally find
themselves involved in drugs and addicted to alcohol. They are those who steal,
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bully fellow pupils, backbite, lie, cheat, fight with others and those who are
arrogant, disruptive and generally bad role models.
Pupils identified adherence to law and order (including, for most Muslim
pupils – aspects of Shari‘a law as practised in Britain (Deen, 2012)) as the second
most important measure of a good or bad citizen. Knowing one’s rights and
fulfilling one’s responsibilities is part of being a good citizen, according to pupils
from both Muslim and state schools. Pupils believe that the good citizen is one
who obeys the laws and rules of the land. One of the interviewed state school
pupils noted that ‘good citizens abide by the law; they try not to hurt anybody’s
physical or mental state.’ Pupils in Muslim and state schools were of the opinion
that a good citizen is one who helps other people in the community where he
or she lives. Pupils generally added that helping society and the community in
general is a positive characteristic of a good citizen. One of the Muslim pupils
observed:
A good citizen is someone who helps their community, people, and the
environment. He is someone who socializes with others and befriends others.
A bad citizen would be someone who is reserved and doesn’t take part in
community activities.

According to pupils’ views, each individual citizen should be actively involved
in the community in terms of helping it to excel. A good citizen should be one
who is loyal to their nation, willing to contribute to society, respectful to others,
helpful, and one who abides by the law and works hard in society.
Furthermore, a good citizen participates in ongoing activities in a positive
manner. One state school pupil observed that:
Good citizens respect other people in the community and get involved in the
community, such as through charity work. They help each other and are not
prejudiced or racist. A bad citizen is someone who discriminates against people
based on their skin colour or religion.

Living in a multiethnic, multifaith society requires a high degree of
tolerance on the part of the individual, at the personal as well as at the
group level. A number of pupils from Muslim and state schools consider a
good citizen to be one who is tolerant when dealing with anyone in society.
Being tolerant, from the point of view of pupils, requires respect for fellow
citizens of divergent cultures, ethnic backgrounds and religions. One of the
Muslim pupils stated that the good citizen is the one who ‘respects other
people in the community, helps others, does not show prejudice and is not
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racist to others, despite the often negative attitudes shown towards Islam
by non-Muslims’.
In the views of both Muslim and non-Muslim pupils, a tolerant citizen is
one who treats everyone in society equally and is against discrimination and
racism. An interviewed pupil stated that a good citizen should ‘accept all races,
treat each other as equal, fight against racism, help others who are in trouble,
and try his best to protect the environment’. Pupils have cited racism and
discrimination as the most unacceptable behaviour within society. Another
said, ‘a good citizen helps to raise money for charity and respects people and
their ethnic origin’.
Pupils were also able to identify a bad citizen in terms of his lack of tolerance.
Many pupils said that a bad citizen is one who is a racist and discriminates
between people. He is one who does not respect other citizens especially those
from different religions and cultures, and might even go out of his way to make
their life difficult for no apparent reason.
Findings indicated that 78 per cent of pupils in Muslim schools observed
that studying Islam was similar to studying citizenship, while about half of the
pupils in state schools had the same view on the relation between RE and CE.
(The important distinction between ‘Islamic Studies’ and ‘Islamic Education’
is highlighted in another study on six Muslim secondary schools in Britain
(al-Refai & Bagley, 2013).)

Conclusion: The ten schools study
The findings of this study of ten ‘best practice’ secondary schools (see al-Refai
& Bagley, 2008 for a more detailed discussion of the results) suggest that pupils
(both Muslim and non-Muslim) from both types of schools, Muslim and
Non-Muslim, are aware of their rights and responsibilities in relation to the
society they live in. Many desire to improve society when they become adults,
through various means. The responses of the young people, both Muslim and
non-Muslim, are for the most part, refreshing in their enthusiasm.3
The majority of Muslim pupils considered CE as interesting and important,
as it helped them understand society and the role they play in it. Many pupils
thought that CE helped them to relate harmoniously with the wider community,
taught them good values, and how to discern between right and wrong. It had
persuaded them to respect not only their fellow classmates, but others in society
as well. CE was seen by many pupils as an aid for self-development – for Muslim
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pupils in particular it was a way of acquiring a meaningful social identity in a
complex and sometimes hostile culture.
Muslim pupils also said that their citizenship classes helped them
understand their rights and responsibilities in society, and enhanced their
understanding of the moral teachings of Islam. In other words, citizenship
lessons helped students to ‘see the big picture’. In this ‘big picture’, many of the
young Muslims in this study considered themselves as good Muslims striving
also to be good citizens.
Most Muslim and non-Muslim interviewees shared similar views about
what constitutes a ‘good’ and ‘bad’ citizen. A good citizen is seen as someone
who is kind, helpful and altruistic, not only in the school or local community,
but in the larger society as well. He is someone who obeys and respects the
law; is tolerant; is a productive member of the community; and someone who
cares for the environment. One may ask: are these the responses of idealistic
youth that would have emerged even without CE; or has CE given pupils a
frame of reference with which to elaborate on this idealistic view of ‘a good
citizen’?
It is apparent that a large part of the sample in both Muslim and state schools,
including pupils, teachers, and religious and community leaders believe that
teaching citizenship in schools is important to pupils’ education. Most of the
pupils in the sample believed that studying citizenship helped them to become
aware of their role in society, and gave them knowledge on how to become good
citizens. Citizenship lessons seem to be enjoyable for the majority of pupils,
although these views may be biased both towards ‘best practice’ schools and to
the most enthusiastic students who agreed to take part in the research.
Muslim pupils do appear to have a preference for instruction on citizenship to
be conducted by a teacher who holds to Islamic values. In Muslim schools, pupils
are subject to religious influence in terms of prosocial behaviours and positive
attitudes towards others, whatever their ethnicity or faith. These schools appear
to be rather successful in building their pupils’ value systems. Islamic Studies
and lessons in the Qur’an are often used to support the teaching of citizenship,
and this too appears to be quite successful (al-Refai & Bagley, 2013). Muslim
schools do appear to have the potential for the development and evolution of
a new form of Muslim-inflected national identity within Britain through CE,
given the difficulties encountered in the delivery of CE in schools of all types as
described in the OFSTED (2006) review.
While full-time Muslim secondary schools are valiantly trying to incorporate
CE within their curricula in various ways, they still face a number of problems.
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First, the large amount of work required to look after not only the National
Curriculum (NC) subjects, but also RE, and the integration of citizens into
wider society of pupils, is a major challenge. Second, financial problems reduce
the ability of these schools to implement their plans, and can restrict them
from the use of new and effective resources. The reason for this is that most of
these schools are dependent on pupils’ fees and contributed donations from the
community. Currently, very few Muslim secondary schools in Britain are given
education grants, compared with several thousand Anglican, Catholic and other
religious schools in Britain.
When the findings of the present study are compared with that of OFSTED
(2006), it appears that we have enlisted into the research confident and
cooperative schools that are particularly likely to have been successful in their
CE. The findings of the present study should be read in conjunction with the
OFSTED report and the government-sponsored longitudinal study (Keating
et al., 2010) to gain a more complete picture of the challenges that face the
further development of CE in Muslim schools.
What is the future for CE in an era of political change in Britain, with a new
coalition government since 2010? The Prime Minister’s programme for ‘The Big
Society’ (Cameron, 2010) proposed an expansion of CE for 16-year-olds, with
an increased emphasis on local participation, including voluntary work in local,
civic organizations and agencies. This is an initiative that minorities (including
Muslims) can endorse. As Modood (2011) commented, ‘The expansion of faith
schools and indeed “the big society” concept in general – insofar as it hands
over resources and decision-making to neighbourhoods, communities, and
charities and organised religion – should see the development, not the decline,
of ethno-religious communitarianism.’

Notes
1 A number of studies, parallel to our work, are worthy of mention. First, there are
the important social policy analyses of Tinker (2006, 2009) that have shown that
the development of schools by the Muslim community is an activity that promotes
social cohesion; Tinker’s work provides an important counter to the often illinformed critics of the setting up of schools for Muslim pupils. Second, government
reviews of CE have resulted in a key review of CE provision in ethnically diverse
schools (Adjegbo et al., 2007). This work shows that CE materials need further
development in order to address ethnic diversity in British schools. The authors
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of this report indicate that by 2018, 15 per cent of the British workforce will be
Muslim, and will have children who will be attending British schools. This implies
an imperative need both to develop the CE curriculum in order to accommodate
the needs and aspirations of ethnic and religious minorities, as well as to expand
support for the Muslim community’s efforts to obtain funding for Voluntary Aided
schools (Parker-Jenkins, 2002). Third, Keating et al.’s (2010) major report on a
longitudinal study of citizenship teaching in a representative sample of 43,410
students and 3,212 teachers in 690 schools, studied 12 of these schools in detail
every 2 years over an 8-year-period and identified a group of ‘good practice’ schools
which seem similar to those in our own 10-school sample of ‘best practice’ schools
(5 Muslim and 5 state schools, as described). Findings were generally similar to
our own: carefully planned and designed CE programmes, with dedicated teachers
and with GCSE examination entry in CE, tended to produce enthusiastic and
knowledgeable young people, with positive ideals about democratic participation
and relationships with a variety of groups.
2 It is interesting in this context to note that 88 per cent of pupils in Muslim schools
agreed to complete a questionnaire or interview, compared with less than 60 per cent
of those in state schools, and one faith school (Anglican, which resembled state
schools in terms of ethos and curriculum).
3 We have recently completed further research (which included two of the Muslim
schools from the earlier ten-schools study) in six Muslim schools in England,
studying the nature and content of their Religious Studies curriculum, since
these curricula have not been studied in detail before. These schools were of
three contrasting types: two voluntary-aided Muslim secondary schools, two
independent Muslim schools and two Muslim boarding schools. While each type
of school had some unique approaches to the delivery of Islamic Education in
the context of teaching religious studies, there was general agreement across the
three types of school that RE did foster good citizenship, and RE and CE were
mutually reinforcing aspects of the curriculum (al-Refai & Bagley, 2013). This
‘mutual reinforcement’ was based on the combined interactions of teachers, parents
and peers that tended to mould Muslim youth into responsible young adults.
Nevertheless, our analysis did highlight two problems. First, ‘religious education’
as taught in both state and some Muslim secondary schools simply taught facts
about a particular religion, rather than helping students ‘live’ that religion through
a range of daily activities and rituals (thus, our study of CE measures ‘ideas’
rather than ‘actions’). Second, although the contrasted ‘Islamic Studies’ model did
influence school life throughout the teaching day (and the entire week, in the case
of boarding schools), in some cases the Islamic Studies curriculum did not give
students the fullest understanding of how they could be proud and responsible
minority citizens within a nation of political and cultural pluralism, which Britain
has increasingly become.
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Singing and Music: A Multifaceted and
Controversial Aspect of Islamic Religious
Education in Sweden
Jenny Berglund

Introduction
Sweden’s population is estimated at 9 million and the country is often
characterized as a welfare state. This means that the state to a large extent
supplies social services and benefits, which are mainly financed by taxes. This
has importance for our discussion about Islamic education in Sweden, since
schools, both public and the so-called independent schools1 are financed by
the state; universities are free of charge and religious organizations can obtain
financial support for some of their activities.2

Brief history of Islam in Sweden
The presence of Muslims in Sweden is relatively recent, with the Tartars being the
first to arrive at the end of the 1940s. The 1960s marked the beginning of Muslim
labour migration; however, when the need for labour decreased at the end of the
1970s, the immigration policy became more restrictive (Svanberg & Westerlund,
1999, pp. 13–15). Today’s Swedish Muslim population is comprised of individuals
from a wide variety of national, ethnic and religious origins, many of whom
arrived as refugees during the 1980s and 1990s, and many of whom were born in
Sweden (Larsson & Sander, 2007; Svanberg, 1999, p. 386). Moreover, despite the
fact that all Muslims share certain fundamental prescriptions and beliefs, Islam
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is articulated and practised in a diversity of ways within a diversity of Islamic
traditions – a diversity that becomes even more heterogeneous in combination
with various national, social and individual characteristics (Waardenburg, 2003,
pp. 308–10). When Muslims immigrate to Sweden, all these diversities are further
merged with the cultural, social and individual conditions that are characteristic
of modern Swedish society. All this makes it almost absurd to speak of Muslims
in archetypical terms.
At present, there are no reliable statistics regarding how many Muslims
currently reside in Sweden. However, with as many as 100 established
communities, Islam has clearly become this country’s largest non-Christian
religion. Available data indicates that the Swedish Muslim population stands at
about 400,000 (Larsson & Sander, 2007, p. 71; Otterbeck & Bevelander, 2006,
p. 16). Of these, approximately half are held to be secularized (Hjärpe, 2004,
p. 153), an estimated one-third are considered to be school age and younger,
and around 100,000 are said to belong to some kind of ‘registered’ Muslim
organization (Otterbeck & Bevelander, 2006, p. 15).

Religious Education
The Swedish school system has a long history of Christian education related to
the former Lutheran State Church. Although schooling was made compulsory
for all children in 1842, Sven Hartman notes that ‘Swedes [had been] a reading
people’ (p. 260) long before then – a result of the Ecclesiastical Act of 1686
that charged parents and masters with the domestic responsibility of teaching
their children and servants to read (Hartman, 2007, p. 260). Back then, the
most important school subject was religious instruction and this remained the
case until the introduction of a major curriculum adjustment in the year 1919,
the starting point of the secularization of Swedish schools. Thereafter, religious
instruction was reduced by 50 per cent, other subjects were introduced to
make up the difference, and ‘[f]ostering for national citizenship instead of the
Lutheran faith became the task of the school system’ (Hartman, 2007, p. 260).
In 1962, a school reform required the subject of Christianity to maintain a
‘neutral’ profile with respect to questions of faith (Skogar, 2000, p. 29) and, in
1969, the subject’s name was changed from Christianity to Religious Education
(RE), or Knowledge about religion, which is a closer translation of the Swedish
word religionskunskap. The change in the subject name indicates its transition
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from a confessional to a non-confessional school subject that prioritizes
teaching about religion – including different religions – from the perspective
of a study of religions. The following quote from the present syllabus explains
this perspective:
Teaching in religion should aim at helping the pupils to develop knowledge
of religions and other outlooks on life in their own society and in other parts
of the world. By means of teaching, pupils should become sensitive to how
people with different religious traditions live with and express their religion
and belief in different ways. Teaching should in a balanced way illuminate the
role that religions can play in society, both in the pursuit of peace and resolving
conflicts, in order to promote social cohesion and as a cause of segregation.
(Curriculum for the Compulsory School, Preschool Class and the LeisureTime Centre, 2011, p. 176)

Islamic education in Sweden
The term ‘Islamic education’ has been invested with a variety of usages and
meanings. According to Susan L. Douglass and Munir A. Shaikh it can mean:
education of Muslims in their Islamic faith; education for Muslims which
includes the religious and secular disciplines; education about Islam for
those who are not Muslim; and education in an Islamic spirit and tradition.
(2004, p. 7)

In this chapter, I choose to use the first of these understandings: ‘education of
Muslims in their Islamic faith’. However, since the term ‘Islamic education’ has
been applied to various types of Muslim education, I also use the term Islamic
religious education (IRE), where the addition of the word ‘religious’ makes the
term more precise and also connects it with the school subject RE, signalling
that IRE specifically concerns Islamic education in schools.
As a religious minority in Sweden, Muslims face many challenges
(Berglund, 2012). One such challenge is the question of Islamic education,
since ‘transmitting’ a religious tradition to the next generation is essential
for the survival of a religious minority.3 Some Muslim children attend
supplementary classes in the afternoons and on weekends to learn about their
religious tradition, while others are taught at home. Important questions in
this discussion are: where can Muslims get such education, who should have
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responsibility for this instruction and what interpretation of Islam should be
taught? A large part of Islamic education that is offered in Sweden, as with
other countries where Muslims are a minority, can be found in homes. Parents
and older relatives teach the younger generation about their religious tradition.
Such education is also provided in mosques and by Muslim organizations that
arrange for afternoon or weekend classes for Muslim children, teenagers and
adults.
In Sweden, state-approved Muslim organizations receive financial support
from the Swedish Commission for Government Support to Faith Communities
[Samarbetsnämnden för stöd till trossamfund or SST for short]. The condition for
the grants is that the religious organization should contribute ‘to maintaining
and strengthening the fundamental values upon which society is based, and is
stable and plays an active role in the community’ (Law on governmental support
to faith communities, 1999, § 3, in SST, 1999). The purpose of the support is
to ‘help create conditions in which religious communities can pursue active
and long-term activities of a religious nature in the form of services, pastoral
care, and religious instruction’ (SST, 1999, p. 932 § 2). From this it follows that
a number of Muslim organizations in Sweden are entitled to receive financial
support that they can use for Islamic education. Communities that do not get
this financial support are dependent on voluntary membership support and/or
support from organizations located in Muslim-majority countries (Larsson &
Sander, 2007, pp. 169–86).
Thus far, little research on Islamic education in afternoon and weekend
classes at mosques and Muslim organizations has been carried out. A
recent report on Qur’an classes in Muslim organizations shows that several
organizations have problems finding suitable teachers to conduct these
supplementary classes, and these classes are perceived as a social activity for
Muslim children who get a chance to meet Muslim friends from different
parts of town on weekends. It also showed that much time is spent on the
Arabic language, which of course is necessary for any one to read the Qur’an
(Risenfors, Gurdal & Sorbring, 2011).
Muslim schools also provide Islamic education. In 1992, Sweden modified
its educational policies to enable a range of private entities – including
religious denominations – to obtain state funding for so-called independent
schools. Approximately one year later, Sweden’s first Muslim school was
established in the southern city of Malmö, and today the number stands at
16. Among these, 9 have been classified as ‘Islamic’ by the Swedish National
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Agency for Education and 6 have been classified as ‘Swedish-Arabic’ or the
like. As a number of the schools that fall into the ‘Swedish-Arabic’ category
provide some sort of IRE – for example, lessons in the Qur’an – this study
considers them to be ‘Muslim’ as well. Such Muslim schools currently educate
between 20 and 250 pupils.
According to Swedish educational standards, the education offered by
independent schools (including those of a denominational character) must
embody the same basic aims as that offered by municipal schools, although
a denominational school may have its own ‘profile’,4 often consisting of a
particular school ethos as well as extracurricular subjects that are incorporated
into the weekly schedule. In Muslim schools, this amounts to the offering of
IRE 1–3 hours per week, which generally involves the study of the Qur’an,
the teaching of Islamic history, and the singing of Islam-related songs.5 While
the use of song and music appears to be a prominent feature of IRE, it is
not without controversy since teacher attitudes towards music-making vary
widely, ranging from the outright ban of all musical instruments apart from
the traditional hand drum to the enthusiastic employment of genres such as
hip-hop and pop.6
The ideal of singing with children in order to enhance their learning
experience has a long and venerable history within IRE, although Muslim
attitudes towards different types of music have altered over the years according
to the time, context and religious activity (Günther, 2007). Attitudinal variances
concerning singing, and music in general, are also observable in Sweden’s
various Muslim schools. A first step in making sense of these different attitudes
is to examine some of the ways that the term ‘music’ is used in Islam. The Arabic
word musiqi, for example, has been used to indicate the theory of music (Shiloah,
1997, pp. 143, 149; Waugh, 2005, pp. 123–5),7 whereas the modern term musiqa
(similar to ‘music’ in the ordinary sense) can be used when referring to Western
or worldly musical forms (Shehadi, 1995, pp. 7, 39–43).
The diversity of attitudes towards music in Islam is also related to the fact that
Islamic cultures transmit a somewhat unclear but strongly implied hierarchy
of ‘sound-art expressions’, ranging from forms (and occasions for sound-art
performance) that are considered highly acceptable, to those that are thought to
be inappropriate and of a controversial nature (al-Faruqi, 1985, p. 7).
To distinguish between and compare the various vocal expressions that are
generally perceived to be ‘musical’, this chapter employs Kenneth A. Gourlay’s
(1984) theoretical distinction between ‘music’ on the one hand and ‘non-music’
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on the other. According to Gourlay, the latter can be found in all cultures whereas
the former cannot. When thinking in terms of Muslim cultures, non-music
might include Qur’anic chants, poetry recitations, the call to prayers and other
types of sound expressions in religious rites. These forms of vocal expression
are permitted by all Islamic traditions since they are regarded as non-music.
The existence of Islamic non-music enables Muslims who are critical and
dismissive of music (musiqa) to nonetheless embrace singing (i.e. chanting)
that is connected to ritual performance (al-Faruqi, 1985, p. 8; Otterbeck, 2004,
p. 15).

Music and non-music in IRE
As noted above, song and music comprise a major portion of IRE. At the
concrete classroom level, the use of singing and music is normally connected
to (1) the enhancement of learning,8 (2) the celebration of holidays and
holiday-related religious narratives and (3) the attempt to make Islam
relevant to youth culture. However, attitudes regarding the appropriateness
(or inappropriateness) of a given musical genre can vary among schools
and teachers, with each attempting to justify held opinions by referring to a
preferred source of authority or legitimacy.
The amount of time spent on Islamic singing in Sweden’s Muslims schools
fluctuates between 1 hour in schools with 3 hours of IRE per week, and
20 minutes in those with only 1 hour, with genres varying between three types
of sound expression: nashid, madih and traditional Swedish children songs.
The term nashid is related to the word inshad, which refers to the sonorous
recitation of poetical works (Shiloah, 1995, p. 5). Today, it often refers to
the hymns and songs of children, as well as to more modern genres such as
halal-pop (Barendregt, 2008; Shiloah, 1991, p. 976). One IRE teacher defined
nashid as a sung poem whose lyrics deal with ‘God’s creations, holidays [and]
fellowship [as well as] gratitude towards God and many other things’; in other
words, the lyrics must represent topics viewed as ‘permissible’ in the eyes of
Islam (Interview, 7 December 2006). Those that classify their singing in terms of
madih (exultation), on the other hand, describe it not as music per se, but rather
as a type of poetry that is sung (or better, chanted) during rituals. Madih would
thus appear to fall within the framework of Gourlay’s non-music category (Mail
response, 17 December 2006).9
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While some schools tend to emphasize madih and others are more
inclined towards nashid, they all nonetheless hold many common opinions
about music and song. For example, all express appreciation for both
musical genres even though they differ in terms of classroom usage. Those
who emphasize madih consider it an important mode of Islamic worship
and thus necessary for IRE. On the other hand, those who emphasize nashid
do so because they view these songs not as imperative, but rather as being
significantly related to the teachings of Islam and thus complementary to
their religious instruction.
The remainder of this chapter discusses the schools’ various choices
concerning music (and non-music), and the impact of such choices on the
types of musical instruments and lyrics that are allowed in the classroom. These
choices will be discussed in relation to the various interpretations of Islam that
inform them as well as the various sources of authority or legitimacy that are
used to justify them. Three examples will be cited to highlight the manner in
which teacher attitudes about music, songs, instruments and lyrics manifest in
IRE lessons.

Instruments
Some of Sweden’s Muslim schools utilize a variety of musical instruments
in their IRE lessons – for example, guitars, pianos and keyboards, as well as
rhythmic instruments such as hand drums and tambourines. In these schools,
teachers (as well as headmasters) generally reason that if the established
sources do not clearly and unequivocally identify something as forbidden, it
should be allowed until proven religiously unacceptable. In keeping with this
view, they argue that since there are no negative references to music in the
Qur’an, and since the hadiths (reports on the sayings and deeds of the Prophet
Muhammad) are ambiguous and subject to conflicting interpretations, there is
no justification for prohibiting instrumental music, which should therefore be
allowed in IRE. They further note that since guitars did not exist in the early
days of Islam, there is no prohibition against them. When asked what scholarly
opinion their position relies upon, teachers in these schools often cite either
the contemporary scholar Yusuf al-Qaradawi or the Andalusian Islamic scholar
Ibn Hazm (994–1063). According to one teacher, Ibn Hazm did not forbid the
playing of musical instruments, and was ‘very positive towards music in various
ways [and] advocated its use in hospitals because of its beneficial effects upon
the sick’ (Interview, 7 December 2006).
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Among the schools that oppose the use of musical instruments, two arguments
are enlisted by the teachers to justify their point of view. The first concerns
the choice of idiom; it argues that because of its traditional role in Islamic
worship, priority must be granted to madih, which means that instrumental
accompaniment in IRE must be severely curtailed and kept to a bare minimum.
One teacher states:
There are discussions about which instruments should be used for madih. There
are ‘ulama that have accepted the use of other instruments [beyond the daff],
such as big drums and organs . . . I prefer only the daff [hand drum]. (Interview,
29 November 2006)

As this teacher sees it, the matter of whether or not new instruments should
be introduced as accompaniments to madih is something that could only
be decided by certain ‘ulama via the process of ijtihad (independent legal
judgement), and only under very specific circumstances. In other words, it is
not something that should be done casually or on a regular basis. She further
claims that while instruments other than the daf may be used to accompany
other forms of singing (e.g. when singing Swedish children’s songs), they should
not be used with madih ‘because they induce persons to forget dhikr’ (Islamic
devotional act) (Interview, 29 November 2006).
At another school, the playing of ‘worldly music’ and/or guitar-like instruments
is strictly forbidden at all student functions. The expressed concern was that such
music and instruments (as well as the environments in which they are played)
might lead to improper relations with the opposite sex, the consumption of
intoxicating beverages, and other such prohibited activities. Both the IRE teacher
and the headmaster at this school justified their decision by referring to Shayk
Abdulla al-Harariyy (1910–2008), an adherent of the Shafi School of law who
advocates the singing of madih (or panegyric poetry) but denounces the use of
worldly music (Interview, 29 November 2006).10 On the basis of al-Harariyy’s
scholarly arguments, stringed instruments and pianos were strictly and widely
forbidden – in each and every subject – since the initial years of the school’s
establishment. However, when the National Agency of Education’s inspectors
concluded that the school’s teaching of music had not lived up to the stated goals
of Sweden’s national syllabus and threatened to withdraw state funding, the
school responded by purchasing a piano and hiring a music teacher. Due to the
school’s decision to alter its policy towards the playing of instruments (and also
because it straightened out a discrepant financial situation), it was permitted
to receive state funding (Interview, 5 October 2003). Today, according to the
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headmaster, musical instruments are used to accompany ‘wordly music’ in the
teaching of music as well as language, but such instruments are still forbidden
within IRE (Interview, 13 October 2010).

Lyrics
The lyrics of a song are considered by teachers worldwide to be the most
crucial feature when deciding whether or not a song should be sung in a school
context – a conclusion largely shared by those who decide which songs to
include in IRE. In terms of this important consideration, variations between
Muslim schools and teachers appear to fall along lines similar to those found
in variations regarding the use of instruments – that is, they revolve around the
matter of genre.
Teachers who prefer madih and those who prefer nashid view their chosen
genre as containing lyrics beneficial for pupils; they would not promote these
genres otherwise. When it comes to the chanting of madih, the issue of lawfulness
or legitimacy does not arise as the lyrics are deeply tied to traditional Islamic
worship. At the same time, these lyrics are highly revered for their beauty,
complexity and completeness. In addition, for schools in which madih is the
sole singing genre, madih lyrics also tend to reflect the preferred interpretative
tradition of the school.
For schools whose sound-art expression includes not only madih, but nashid
and ‘worldly music’ as well, the ‘lawfulness’ of musical lyrics becomes a matter
of concern. In deliberating this issue, the teachers involved consider it important
that the lyrics revolve around themes such as the Prophet, nature, friendship and
faith. They also consider a song’s intention (niyya) to be a significant factor in the
assessment of its lawfulness; this analysis mirrors Islamic jurisprudence, which
examines a given actor’s intention when weighing the lawfulness of his or her
deeds (Roald, 2005, p. 109).
The following describes three cases that indicate the manner in which
discussions on instruments and lyrics manifest in the IRE classroom.

United Nations Day
As noted, it is not only madih and nashid that are sung within IRE, but also
songs from the traditional Swedish children’s repertoire. By way of example, four
of the nine schools that participated in this study acknowledge that during the
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celebration of United Nations (UN) Day, their pupils sing ‘Last Night I Had the
Strangest Dream’ – a song that has become a UN-Day standard in many Swedish
schools, and is thus connected to the Swedish school context. The following is an
account of a third-grade lesson, selected because it exemplifies the importance
of lyrics to this teacher:
Sana [the teacher] says, ‘Today is United Nations Day. Have you spoken about
it before?’
The pupils answer, ‘Yes’, and Sana continues, ‘Today we are going to learn a
song about peace.’ She then distributes copies of ‘Last Night I had the Strangest
Dream’ and explains to her pupils that the last four lines should be replaced as
follows: ‘go from pub to pub’ should be replaced with ‘hold each others’ hands’;
and ‘everybody toasted one another and danced and smiled’ should be replaced
with ‘and promised never to make war against each other again’.
Sana explains, ‘A pub is where you can drink alcohol and Raad has rewritten the
song. The song is from The Swedish Song Book for Children [Barnens Svenska
sångbok by Palm & Stenström, 1999]. Raad took it and replaced the last lines
with new ones that fit us Muslims. It is about peace, just like Islam. (Fieldnotes
from classroom observation, 24 October 2005)11

The fact that the teacher uses a ‘Muslim’ version of the song, in which some lyrics
have been replaced, can be understood in various ways. One way of looking at
it would be as a form of censorship that violates the integrity of the original
author12 and makes it appear as if the Swedish Song Book for Children needs to
be rewritten to fit the sensibilities of Muslims. This view is somewhat mitigated
by the fact that the copies Sana distributes clearly display the original lyrics and
that many pupils simply pen the new lyrics in, with some not even bothering to
do this. Some might also positively argue that the new lyrics are more in keeping
with the spirit of UN Day than the original ones since the image of holding
hands and promising peace is probably more symbolically meaningful than that
of going from pub to pub. Sana, of course, does not explain the new lyrics in
terms of UN Day; she explains them in terms of what is suitable for Muslims.
For their part, the pupils seem well aware that intoxicating drinks are prohibited,
since no one questions the decision to remove the word ‘pub’ (krog) or inquires
about the prohibition – which is never brought up at all. Note how the nature
of a place – in this case a pub – is also significant in determining the value of
the song.13 From this description it can be understood that a song’s lyrics are a
crucial factor in IRE decisions concerning music and singing. First, the teacher
selects a song because its lyrics are linked to the United Nations and then its
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final lines are replaced because the original contains lyrics that are unsuitable
for Muslims.

Celebrating mawlid
In schools that consider madih to be obligatory for IRE, the celebration of mawlid
(celebration of the Prophet Muhammad’s birthday) has great importance.14
Below is the translation of a madih lyric: a poem recited at the beginning of a
dramatic performance that depicts the birth of Muhammad:
[Please hear] about the birth of the Prophet Muhammad: Mustafa, the great
Ahmadi! My lords, praise him and be filled with joy. Peace be upon the emblem
of knowledge, the chosen one called Ahmad and Muhamad.
The beloved was born with rosy cheeks and a sparkling effulgence emanating
from his face. Jebril announced his beauty from above.
He, the most handsome, beautiful and kind. He who is worthy of the most
glorious description. He, Ahmad the loyal, with strong belief tied to his neck.
He, the one we long for; a jewel beyond compare. The angels in the sky declare:
‘No one rivals the beloved; no one took birth like him.’15

The teacher of this class uses the word mawlid to refer not only to the actual
holiday, but also to the above madih, which tells about the birth of the Prophet.16
She explains that the mawlid madih is suitable for recitation during various
celebrations, which is why she would like her pupils to learn it. She further
justifies the teaching of this madih by referring to her school’s local IRE syllabus,
which states that ‘[t]he children should learn by heart some of the texts from the
narrative of the Prophet Muhammad’ (Interview, 29 November 2006).17
The celebration of mawlid provides an opportunity for the pupils to perform
madih for their relatives, and many weeks are spent practising the songs and
Qur’anic recitations to be presented during the event. The pupils seem stimulated
by the fact that although the madih is ‘advanced’, they are considered old enough
to perform it.18 Another, and quite interesting, angle on mawlid in schools that
emphasize the madih genre concerns how the celebration of this holiday also
provides an opportunity for the school to actualize, enact or embody its particular
meaning of ‘authentic Islam’.19 In this sense, exposure to the celebration of mawlid
as well as the mawlid madih can be viewed as an attempt to steer students away
from groups that these schools consider ‘extremist’. Indeed, a teacher at one
such school notes that her primary aim as a religious instructor is to ‘sav[e]
children from extremist groups like the Wahhabiyya’ – a view suggesting her
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discontent with current circumstances in Sweden. She explains, ‘some groups
that have established themselves in Sweden try – and often manage – to speak
for all Muslims, even though most Muslims do not agree with them’ (Interview,
29 November 2006).20
The example of the Mawlid celebration indicates that lyrics are of importance
to schools that focus exclusively on madih, but in a way that differs from schools
that embrace various types of musical genres. In the latter case, the focus is on
the lawfulness or appropriateness of lyrics, whereas in the former case – in which
madih is already considered a lawful and essential part of Islamic worship – it
is on the lyrics’ potential significance to the establishment of Muslim identity/
legitimacy. One way of looking at this is as an expression of concern over the
fact that the kind of Islam that these schools adhere to does not have enough
of a voice in Swedish society. In this case, the teaching of the so-called right
faith through song can be seen as an effort to combat extremism and uphold
the aims and values of Sweden’s national curriculum, a point made by one of the
headmasters in my study (Interview, 29 November 2006).

Halal-pop
The term halal-pop refers to a more contemporary and ‘popular’ form of Westernstyle music, the lyrics of which contain Islamic themes or messages. This genre
includes such well-known artists as Sami Yusuf, 786 and Outlandish,21 all of
whom are popular with Muslim children and incorporated into the lessons of
certain IRE classes, including those taught in three of the schools that were part
of my study.
For teachers who favour this genre, halal-pop is seen as an idiom that helps
sustain Islam’s relevance to a contemporary youth culture, in which listening to
various forms of modern music – from pop to rock to hip-hop – is a popular daily
affair. While walking about the hallways and grounds of these schools during my
fieldwork, I often heard the children singing the songs of Muslim artists such as
Sami Yusuf, a British pop star of Azeri origin who sings rock ballads with pious
texts (Lindsay, 2006). I also observed IRE-music lessons in which Sami Yusuf ’s
music videos were shown.22
For the teachers who use Sami Yusuf ’s music and/or videos in IRE, his
good conduct and spiritually minded lyrics are of great importance. They
believe that the youthful contingent of the Muslim ummah (community)
needs role models like Yusuf to keep Islam a vital part of their lives. The thing
that differentiates Sami Yusuf from the more ‘worldly’ pop stars and makes
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him an appropriate role model for Muslim (and possibly other) children is
the values expressed in his lyrics. His lyrics are the main reason why teachers
include his songs and videos in their teaching. As one of the teachers puts
it, ‘music has a great effect on people and therefore the message is crucial’
(Interview, 7 December 2006).
From the perspective of the pupils, his pop-star looks and melodies are
likely part of the attraction as well. In our discussions about role models for the
young, a teacher noted that ‘the old bearded men of Islam do not attract young
people, despite the fact that they may have many good things to say’. That is
why this teacher is excited about new nashid artists like Sami Yusuf, with his
contemporary looks, lyrics and style.
The use of halal-pop and other contemporary genres in IRE, however, has
not been without controversy. In this regard, both pupils and parents have
raised objections, declaring this type of music to be haram (forbidden). The
teachers (and sometimes the headmasters themselves) have attempted to
address these concerns by pointing out that it is the message (or intention) of
the lyrics that is important, and have encouraged parents to listen to the song’s
words when evaluating such music.
During a discussion with one of the IRE teachers regarding the negative
reactions of parents to the use of popular music in her classroom, she noted
that she would justify her choices and assuage their doubts by directing them
to the lyrics, the intention of the artist and the fact that the Qur’an does not
explicitly prohibit the playing of the musical instruments that are used in her
classroom. These discussions mostly occurred during her first years of teaching;
these days, she notes, ‘parents hardly ever contact me [since] most of them are
aware of my education in Islamic sciences and my ability to substantiate what I
say’ (Interview, 6 October 2005).23
This teacher’s particular approach to the use of sound-art expressions in IRE
possesses several interesting features. Her decision to promote popular nashid
groups such as Native Deen and Sami Yusuf, despite the fact that it brings her
into conflict with those that consider such music haram, is grounded in her
awareness of scholarly interpretations that support her view. Her knowledge
of these is then used to address their arguments and allay their fears. She also
believes in the strong power of music, and desires to harness it for the benefit
of Islam.
As I understand her position, this teacher appears to consider Islam’s
traditional authority figures incapable of arousing the sustained interest of the
young. She thus finds it advantageous to employ the highly popular music of
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Sami Yusuf and Native Deen in her teaching. Such groups, it would seem, level
the playing field to some degree by allowing Islam to compete with the various
secular pop stars that attract a good number of Muslim youths. It is not that
she believes the message of halal-pop and/or positive hip-hop to be superior
to the message of other more traditional voices of Islam, but only that such
mediums appear to resonate more readily and agreeably with contemporary
Muslim youth.

Concluding discussion
In this chapter, I have shown that the use of song in IRE highlights the
differences that exist among Muslim schools in Sweden, not only in terms
of their attitudes towards music, but also with regard to their interpretations
of Islamic tradition and what to emphasize within the Swedish Muslim
community. Selections of content are accounted for by referring to Islamic law
and the opinions of past and present Islamic scholars. In this regard, all teachers
express a concern for keeping within the traditional laws and providing their
pupils with the ‘right interpretation’ of Islam. It should be noted, however, that
while the teachers often rely upon these scholars to justify their points of view,
ultimately, the ultimate choice of lesson content is their own; they determine
the musical genre(s) their pupils are exposed to and the particular Islamic
stance on ‘music’ that students receive.
The use of song and other genres of music as part of IRE could be
understood both in terms of continuity and change. To sing about prophets
and God’s creation has a long tradition, as mentioned earlier, being part of
Islamic upbringing and education. Today, all the Swedish IRE teachers that
were part of this study continue this tradition, and some even bring in popular
nashid groups to their classrooms. Bringing in these popular groups and their
halal-pop can also be considered a change, since popular music is considered
unlawful by many. This change is done by relocating popular music to the IRE
classroom and stressing lawful lyrics and how music can benefit the cause of
Islam. Those who argue that popular music is haram believe that both the
lyrics and the places where this music is played are considered unlawful. When
teachers choose music with lawful lyrics that is played in a lawful place, they
argue that the music is lawful. This educational choice has at times created
controversy and, for some teachers, might not be an easily defensible position.
However, if we consider that young people of today encounter popular music
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every day, not only in Sweden and Europe but also around the world, teachers
who bring in halal-pop into the IRE-classrooms are likely to attract the interest
of their students since popular music features greatly in their lives: on the
internet, television, mobile phones, computer games, and heard in shops, gyms,
at movies, not to mention their homes and that of their friends. Teachers who
do not consider popular music appropriate for IRE, even deeming it haram,
risk leaving their students in a dilemma; students might feel that their lives
would be considered problematic if popular music is a great part of it.

Notes
1 The word independent here refers to the fact that the schools are run privately, not
by the municipality or the state.
2 For a thorough discussion about the role of the welfare state in relation to Islam in
the Nordic countries, see Studies in Contemporary Islam (Mårtensson, in press).
3 See Berglund (2011) where the term ‘transmit’ is criticized for giving an inaccurate
view of religious teaching.
4 Municipal schools can also have their own profile: for example, football, arts or a
specific pedagogy. Thus far, however, not one municipal school has taken advantage
of this offer by establishing its own denominational profile.
5 The remainder of each school’s general schedule consists of the standard subjects
prescribed by the Swedish national syllabi.
6 The article is based on fieldwork in three of Sweden’s Muslim schools conducted
between 2005 and 2008; additional interviews in six such schools were conducted
up to 2010. In other words, this chapter utilizes the same data as my thesis (see
Berglund, 2010), but with the addition of several more recent interviews. Various
methods have been used – for example, observations, interviews and the study of
relevant teaching materials, such as the syllabi.
7 This is in contrast to the word ghina, which has been applied to secular singing.
A third word, sama, is used to indicate the act of listening to music and regularly
appears alongside/in contrast to ghina. In some Sufi writings, sama also includes
dance; dance is seen as ‘a means to spiritual union with the divine’ (Nelson, 2001,
p. 32).
8 The facilitative relationship between singing and learning is often acknowledged
by teachers, both in this study as well as in other studies. Various scholars have
also claimed that all children are naturally inclined towards music and song
in learning, and that singing in particular can have a positive impact on the
educational process. In addition, singing is said to have a structuring function for
children, something that is supposed to contribute to the process of socialization
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as well as to feelings of cultural belonging (see, for example, Bjørkvold, 2005;
Bowman, 2004).
Madih has been more formally defined as ‘panegyric poetry’ (Wickens, 1984). Its
status as a form of non-music has been confirmed by several scholars (Otterbeck,
2004, p. 15; compare with Gourlay, 1984). Madih consists of popular songs in
the Islamic world, in praise of the Prophet Muhammad and his family. Habib H.
Touma, notes that the madih songs bear witness to the ‘great love of the Prophet
and his family’; he also indicates that these songs have developed primarily within
Sufism, and have spread because of Sufism (Touma, 2003, p. 160).
Shaykh Abdulla al-Harariyy was a prominent figure in what is often referred
to as the al-Ahbash movement, the ideology of which has been described as
‘combining the theological legacy of the Ashariyya with some Sufi terminology’
(Kabha & Erlich, 2006, p. 524). To learn more about him, see, for example, Hamzeh
and Dekmejian (1996). This movement often depicts itself as representing the
‘orthodox’ centre of Sunni Islam and being in line with medieval thinkers such as
al-Ghazzali (presented below) (Kabha & Erlich, 2006). See Berglund (2008) for a
short introduction to the al-Ahbash in Swedish.
Sana and Raad are pseudonyms.
The author of the original lyrics is Cornelis Vreeswijk (d. 1987), a famous Swedish
singer and songwriter.
Compare this with Häger (2006) who discusses the importance of place (the
church) in determining whether a pop group is Christian or not.
For further discussion about the celebration of Mawlid see, for example, Schimmel
(1985). Sufis are known to have played a major role in the Mawlid’s development,
especially by contributing poems and songs in glorification of the Prophet
(Knappert, 1991).
This was translated by Hania Lind. The teacher explains that although this madih
is written in rather difficult Arabic and was not necessarily created to be sung by
children, she nonetheless teaches it to her pupils in Grades 3–6. When observing
the pupils rehearse this song for their performance, my impression is that they
are neither discouraged nor bored by the difficulty of the language, even though
several of them do not speak fluent Arabic. Instead, they seem to be challenged by
the fact that they will perform such difficult but significant words for their parents.
(Interview, 29 November 2006).
Schimmel distinguishes between mawlid, the celebration of the Prophet’s birthday,
and maulud, poetry written in honour of the Prophet’s birth and life (Schimmel,
1985, p. 144).
The local syllabus for IRE at this school has been written by the school board
several years before this teacher took this teaching position. See Berglund (2010)
for more about the syllabi.
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18 Bjørkvold notes, in this regard, that children often prefer more complicated texts
and melodies since they need to explore reality and develop their ‘song-language
competence’ (2005, p. 79).
19 It is widely known that not all Muslims celebrate mawlid, or even accept its
legitimacy, as it is often related to Sufism. Throughout the mawlid’s history,
several theologians (e.g. Ibn Taymiyya) have concluded that because it tends to
confer a divine status upon the Prophet and/or simply mimics Christmas, it is
bid‘a (illegitimate innovation) and therefore inappropriate (Larsson, 2003, p. 81;
Schimmel, 1985, p. 146). Nonetheless, mawlid has been sanctioned by a large
number of other theologians and remains an important holiday for Muslims. It is
understood to have strengthened Muslim identity relative to the Christian world
(Kaptein, 1993, pp. 81–3; Larsson, 2003, p. 81).
20 This teacher is not the only one to express such concerns; other teachers in the
schools share similar sentiments. However, it should be noted that when the term
Wahhabiyya is used, it refers not only to the followers of Ibn Wahhab, but also to
the followers of scholars such as Ibn Taymiyya and Sayyid Qutb. Today, Muslims
commonly apply the label Wahhabiyya to any group that expresses a desire to
‘purify’ Islam from certain Sufi-related practices.
21 For a more detailed description of these lessons, see Berglund (2010, ch. 5).
22 Sami Yusuf is a tall, 28-year-old man with a short, well-kept beard. An example
of the kind of music videos that are used in the classroom is his video to his son
al-Mu’allim. In the video, we see Sami acting as an affluent photographer living
in a fashionable villa with its own photo lab. On his way to a photoshoot, he is
seen kissing his grandmother goodbye, helping a blind man cross the street, and
stopping at the mosque to pray. Sami then sets out across the desert in a big jeep
with its top down, takes photos, and even undertakes a ‘risky’ climb to capture
special sunlight for his shoot. Once home, he develops the film in his lab and as
one picture emerges on the developing paper, the outline of a cube that resembles
the Kaba can be seen. The video shares similar production features as other music
videos seen on MTV Rocks or VH1 – for example, the modern villa, the expensive
car, the cutting-edge camera. All these indicate that Sami Yusuf is a ‘modern’ man,
as much of a celebrity as other more worldly singers. His video is distinguished
from theirs, however, because it incorporates several important Islamic themes:
respect for the elderly, kindness to the infirmed and prayer to God.
23 Note that the teacher credits her education in Islamic Science for enabling her to
counter negative parental opinions about popular music. This line of reasoning,
however, neglects to consider that many highly educated Muslim scholars have
drawn opposite conclusions about popular music, and are able to argue quite
effectively for their own interpretation of Islam that contradicts this teacher’s point
of view.
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Children’s Literature: Effective Means of
Islamic Education in Iran
Maryam Serajiantehrani

Introduction
Islamic education, much like other types of education in our modern world,
has undergone significant changes in the past few years. The growing interest
in internalizing Islamic principles has intermingled with the fast pace of life
and this has given birth to the emergence of various methods of inculcating
Islamic values. As external pressure, such as restrictions imposed on children
by educational authorities and institutions, have proved to deter children from
adhering to Islamic teachings, majority of scholars and educators are using
other methods to motivate children to follow Islamic teachings, one of which
is children’s literature. Before discussing the topic of children’s literature in
Iran, it is essential to have background information on Islamic education in the
country.

Background of Islamic education in Iran
That education is important in Iran is highlighted in the first five-year
development plan of the Islamic Republic that states: ‘In Islam, education is a
form of worship and the search for knowledge a jihad for Allah. Education is not
just a social necessity, but a holy duty’ (Islamic Republic of Iran, 1983, as cited in
Mehran, 1990, p. 57). By describing a school as karkhaneh-ye adam sazi (human
manufacturing factory) and the ‘centre for modelling human beings’, the Islamic
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Republic sees the primary aims of schooling to be character formation, political
socialization and ideological education of students (Mehran, 1990).
Iran is a society that is bound by both the forces of tradition and modernity.
As Mehran (2003) puts it:
The governance of religious laws and the reaffirmation of the Islamic identity
have led to a conscious revival of traditional beliefs and practices. By contrast, the
realization of the importance of industrialization, technological advancement,
and, more recently, political development has led to a drive to modernize.
(p. 272)

It follows that Islamic education in Iran contains both traditional and modern
elements where the inculcation of traditional Islamic teachings is achieved
through modern technology and learning environments. As Iran is an Islamic
country, many of the various children’s television programmes and early readers
provide children with initial exposure to core principles of Islam even before
they start formal education. The social and legal structure of the country also
provides secondary exposure for children to be familiar with some Islamic
values and teachings. Apart from the various avenues allowing children to be
familiarized with Islamic teachings, formal Islamic education is a compulsory
subject from the first year of primary school, called Qur’an; this subsequently
expands into two subjects, Qur’an and Religion, throughout primary and
secondary school, except for the last school year in which only Religion is
offered. In addition to this, some private schools, which are known as ‘Islamic
Schools’, add compulsory workshops and extracurricular activities to develop
various areas of Islamic education; such activities are optional for students at
public schools.

Literature available to children aged 7–11 in Iran
The first step to using children’s literature as an effective means of facilitating
Islamic education is to identify available sources existing in the country. In Iran,
there are various types of didactic sources available to children aged 7–11, of
which most can be classified as electronic literature (e-literature), books and
magazines. As Unsworth (2006) states:
[The] digital multimedia world of the world wide web (www) and CD-ROM
technology is enhancing and expanding the story worlds of literary narratives
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accessed primarily through the reading of books, as well as generating exciting
new forms of digital narrative such as hyperfiction and electronic narratives.
(p. xi)

Not only does e-literature include what is mentioned by Unsworth, but also
includes blogs which are quite popular, and can be considered a part of children’s
literature.
One of the pioneers of online ethical teaching is Tebyan, which has
developed a cyber world for children and young adults, offering various types
of learning through readings and games (Tebyan Cultural and Informative
Institute, n.d.). The website aims at internalizing Islamic doctrines, such as
the requirements of being a Muslim and the way to pray, through captivating
and challenging games, stories, and other online activities and features. The
site has a counter showing the number of visitors for each part of the website,
and the counter for the children’s section of the site records a high number
of hits.
Another popular electronic source is the children’s section of the Iranian
National Library website that provides children with literature on a wide range
of topics, such as science, ethics and theology (Iranian Children National
Library, n.d.). Although the site’s content is not limited to Islamic studies, it is
a valid and comprehensive source of books with themes connected to Islamic
principles, for instance, how and why to pray, and how and why to observe
hijab. Since the site publishes the names of active members with the number of
electronic books they have read, it encourages children to enter the competition
‘Let’s Read More to Be Published on the Site’. As most books available in this
digital library are written by Muslim Iranian writers, many of these books
include Islamic moral values or principles.
This website also has a section enabling child visitors to learn more about Iran
and its culture, civilization and religion. The Iranian Children National Library
is affiliated to the Iranian National Library, which is one of the largest libraries in
Middle East, and currently the largest library in Iran.
With the advancement of technology, more research centres attempt to
design online resources to teach Islamic ideology to children of early ages. Amin
Cultural and Educational Research Centre is a renowned organization founded
by Muslim scholars. They are each proficient in different areas such as Islamic
philosophy, Islamic morality and Qur’an studies and they operate under the
supervision of an academic board (Amin Cultural and Educational Research
Centre, n.d.).
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This centre has created a subdivision on its site, addressing children from
different cultural backgrounds, and providing stories, games, poems, descriptions
of rituals and special occasions of Islam, and messages from religious canons to
entertain its visitors while teaching them core principles of Islam, such as, how
to make ablution, and why, when and how to pray. The site also indicates which
biographies of prophets are ‘most visited’, to attract more visitors. The ‘Break’
section of the site also aims at attracting young visitors. The children who visit
the site are able to comment on the quality of the content of the site before they
leave.
Another website replete with its child-friendly content, including stories
from the Qur’an, poems teaching Islamic rituals and doctrines, and ‘a funfair’ is
Javaneha: Qur’an City (Jahad Daneshgahi & Qur’an City, n.d.). With its animation
and narrative features, the site is highly attractive to younger visitors.
In contrast, other institutions prefer a more direct approach focusing
mainly on the text of the holy Qur’an. An example is the website Child, Qur’an
(Zarein, n.d.).
These websites set passages of the Qur’an against attractive backgrounds,
and provide audio narration to guide their child visitors reading the text, thus
also helping them develop their reading skills. Depending on the nature of the
website, some feature links to Persian audio/script translations for children who
want to learn more.
These websites have given rise to a number of IT specialists designing software
that make the reading of the Qur’an fun for children, while simultaneously
encouraging other forms of learning such as Qur’anic vocabularies. For instance,
there is a software programme teaching about heaven and hell through a game
whose characters are sweet story-telling angels, who encourage the child player
to be their partner. With the advent of more interactive software programmes,
it is not difficult to find software that teaches the content and method of
prayers, and asks the child to recite them to ensure that the lines are learnt
and pronounced correctly. These entertaining programmes also come with fun
‘breaks’ – preprogrammed after a certain duration of play or manually set – to
sustain the engagement of child users and motivate them to continue learning
for longer hours. These programmes often feature bright and attractive colours,
not just to attract children, but also to create a deeper visual impact on them.
However, as much as these electronic materials are absorbing for children,
there exists another group of children who also desire to create such material.
Some use their experimental knowledge of computer and technology in creating
blogs. An example is a blog written by a 13-year-old Iranian girl who knows a
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part of Qur’an by heart and wishes to help her younger peers to learn some parts
of the book (Ahoo-ye-Mehraboon-e-Bahari, 2011, 9 February).
The blogger started this blog at the age of 11 and is still dedicated to updating
it. Having designed some digital paintings to accompany each verse, she has been
able to add visual effects to the verses to help her ‘younger’ peers learn them by
heart through visual images. The blog also features music with lyrics that contain
an ethical message that visitors can listen to while browsing. The blog also allows
children to leave comments and ask questions, which she subsequently replies
to; this has connected her to many children visiting her site.
Although e-literature has almost dominated the life of the younger
generation, books and magazines still function as basic sources of Islamic
teaching in Iran.
Generally, there are a few notable periodicals. Poopak, a monthly magazine
published by the Centre of Islamic Studies in Qom, is the only children’s magazine
primarily featuring Islamic teachings. The magazine presents different aspects of
the religion in the form of stories, riddles, crossword puzzles and poems, and
each considers a doctrine or lesson taken from the Qur’an or from the life of
the prophet or his disciples. These teachings are presented in a didactic manner,
and each story normally concludes with a clear moral lesson. Shahed Koodakan
(Children’s Shahed) is also a children’s monthly; however it differs from Poopak
in that it has a rather general theme, and Islamic morality is merely a part of the
journal’s focus. Similarly, Keihan Bacheha (Children’s Keihan) features general
content describing recent social-cultural changes, a few pages of puzzles and
paintings, and one or two sections on a moral or religious issue.
Although there are few religious magazines for children, there are more books
geared towards creating interest towards Islam and its related issues in primary
school children. Many of these titles come in a series of eight or fourteen books;
each book features the life of a prophet, Imam, or their disciples, from whose
lives children can infer acceptable norms of behaviour. For instance, the series of
Heavenly Flowers published by Jameat-al-Ghoran-Al-Karim, Qom, mainly focus
on the life of different prophets as well as their wives and families.
As fantasy literature is the trend in children’s literature, likewise, some
children’s books containing Islamic ethical teachings are moving in the same
direction. A good example is a set of five books teaching the main doctrines
of Islam. The first book of the series, The Land of Mysteries (Abbasi, 2007a)
focuses on Ahmad, a poor boy who wishes to have a computer. Unfortunately
his father cannot afford it, and Ahmad falls asleep dreaming about a computer.
In his dream, he is invited to follow an angel and is promised a computer upon
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doing so. The angel takes him to a beautiful land with five cities, each named
according to the Five Basic Rules of a true believer, such as Believing in One
God, and so on.
Then, he is asked to travel to every city and take a golden key from each
city, to get the computer he has always wanted to have. In every city, he meets
different people who guide him through the stages of his journey. Throughout
his journey, he is prompted with hints to help him remember the meaning and
the significance of each stage. Finally, right after he leaves the last city, The Other
World, he is awakened by his mother who calls him for school. At breakfast,
the father says that his manager is planning to invite the employees’ children
to a contest where the winner will be given a computer. In the competition,
the contestants are asked to name the Five Basic Rules. Ahmad names them
faster than the other children, and proceeds to tell everyone about his dream.
Everyone is speechless after hearing his story and he is given the computer. The
other two books are also based on the journeys that different protagonists take
to different lands, and describe their discoveries in each land (Abbasi, 2007b,
2007c). Overall, Ali Abbasi, the writer of these books has employed the genre
of fantasy fiction to draw children into a realm of fantasy where he can engage
them to better accept and retain Islamic teachings.
All in all, it is evident that there exists more electronic literature and books
than magazines that teach children the key principles and doctrines of their
religion.

What can be considered as ‘good’ children’s literature
Islamic children’s literature in Iran is part of a greater body of children’s
literature, and therefore must comply with the basic framework of ‘good
children’s literature’ to qualify as ‘effective’ and ‘productive’.
Despite several attempts in the area, children’s literature criticism and its
goal(s) have still remained undefined. As Lerer (2008) states, ‘ever since there
were children, there has been children’s literature’; however, defining a ‘touchstone
of quality’ to which children’s literature is compared has been a controversial
issue in the world for years (p. 1). The aim of children’s literature criticism, as
defined by Hunt (1991) is ‘a way of approaching children’s literature which helps
us to make informed choices from the principles, as it were’ (as cited in LesnikOberstein, 2004, p. 4). According to Lesnik-Oberstein (2004), Hunt believes that
children’s literature criticism provides the criteria to help us select appropriate

9781441101341_Cha12_Final_txt_print.indd 236

1/22/2014 1:09:53 PM

Children’s Literature: Islamic Education in Iran

237

literature that would benefit the child. In this regard, Gamble and Yates (2008)
consider ‘functionality, special use of language, lack of pragmatic function, and
the facility to arouse different levels of interpretation’ (p. 15) as primary qualities
children’s literature should possess. They believe a literary text is the offspring
of the author’s imagination in a poetic language, ‘making everyday words seem
fresh and original’ (p. 15).
Stephens (1992) claims ‘[that] the idea of the implied reader is an important
concept for children’s literature and he is critical of the text-oriented focus of
the work on reader response in children’s literature’ (as cited by Gamble & Yates,
2008, p. 17). In other words, Stephen believes that a writer employs variety of
narrative techniques so that the reader, or in the context of this paper, a child
who picks a book to read, is able to understand and enjoy the text. This is one
of most fundamental ideas underlying the choice of ‘the right book’ for a child.
Let us consider a seven-year-old who has never read or heard the story of Jesus’
first conversation with Saint Mary when he was a baby. If he is told an anecdote
with reference to this story, no matter how beautifully written the anecdote is,
the child will not be able to understand it since he does not possess the required
background knowledge to understand the story. Although intertextuality (i.e.
when texts make reference to other literature) can sometimes be a positive aspect
of a literary text, especially if the implied reader is an adult, it can be confusing
and frustrating when the reference is to an obscure or unfamiliar notion or
concept, which is more when children are the implied readers. However, careful
consideration on the part of the writer can help the reader benefit from the
entertaining aspect of intertextuality. That is to say, if the text which is written for
a certain age group, presupposing a certain cultural background and shared level
of world knowledge, makes references to familiar concepts, events, characters
and places, or if the unfamiliar notions are artistically described to the child
reader (as Ali Abbasi does in The Land of Mysteries), the reader can easily follow
the text and grasp the idea. This literary technique is effective in helping the
reader to internalize a certain principle or a set of doctrines or ideologies as
contained in the text. However, if the referencing is too obscure or not welldescribed, it would merely serve to frustrate the reader, who will not even be
able to understand the surface meaning of the text.
The language and the sentence structure used in a text can also contribute to
its level of comprehensibility. A story or software programme that targets primary
school readers needs to use words that closely match the language of children in
that age group. In the case of a software programme, an audio narration of the
story can enhance the impact of the text, provided it is expressively narrated.
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Gamble and Yates (2008) point out that ‘[b]ecause children’s literature is
primarily concerned with the interest of children, authors intentionally writing
for them will mostly focalize the narrative through the eyes of a child’ (p. 50).
The focalization of the narrative and its harmony with the language and sentence
structure used by children can make it more interesting for a child reader.
Examining the aforementioned e-literature, periodicals and books available to
children in Iran, most of them possess age-appropriate language and vocabulary.
This allows the child readers or software users to immerse themself in the
narrative, and retain what they read or have learnt.
Learning can also be reinforced if the choice of characters is appropriate for
the context of the story. Generally, characters in children’s literature include
fairies, angels, demons, villains and human beings. However, these characters
must correspond to the content of the work and the purpose it serves. In
addition, the language and the character type should be consistent and believable,
since children are quick to spot inconsistencies within the texts. If a text is
too fantastical and implausible, children might ‘distrust’ it and lose interest in
the text, deeming it either ‘too childish for me’ or ‘bad’. However, texts with a
consistent presentation of characters, content and message have been proven to
retain a loyal following of child readers, as they are able to win the ‘trust’, belief
and engagement of children. Such texts, in particular those with underlying
moral teachings, would then be effective in transmitting and reinforcing their
message to the children.
The next important factor to consider is that there are two main types of
child readers: those who prefer fantasy fiction and those who prefer to read
fiction that is less fantastical/ closer to reality. There are many websites, CDROMs, books and stories in magazines that teach Islamic principles by creating
a fictional world of mysteries, thus catering to the reading preferences of those
who prefer fantasy. This type of fiction may employ one or all three qualities
of fantasy fiction namely banality, hesitation and resistance to produce a more
substantial effect on their readers. For instance, Animals in Qur’an is a series
of books with an animal protagonist telling its story, familiarizing children
through defamiliarization (i.e. presenting familiar concepts in an unfamiliar,
and sometimes, surprising/shocking context (e.g. see Niazmand, 2006).
On the other hand, misconstruing ‘children’s literature’ as ‘fantasy fiction’,
or conflating the two, might result in a lack of Islamic children’s literature
catering to those less interested in fantasy fiction. Fortunately, there is a
sufficient variety of genres catering to both types of child readers for all three
types of children’s literature, some of which are designed to teach Islamic
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codes of behaviour, moral issues and the history of Islam in a more direct way.
For instance, websites which provide the text of Qur’an and its translations as
well as its interpretations and historical representations are more favoured by
children who do not like being involved in the world of fairies and dragons.
Either way, from the sources specifically mentioned in the present chapter and
many other sources that I selected to work on, there are varieties of examples
available for both types of children’s literature, showing that there are sufficient
books and electronic literature in Iran catering to children with different
reading preferences.
There are still many factors to be considered in the critique of children’s
literature. The points mentioned earlier cover the core issues in literary criticism.
However, these may vary slightly depending on the culture in which the materials
are produced.

Case study
To discover which type of literature/text is more popular among primary
school students in Iran, and presumably more effective regarding its influence
if used as a means of internalizing Islamic values and morals, 140 children
aged 7–11 living in Tehran during 2010–11 were asked some questions in the
form of friendly chats. They were asked to describe what they like reading
in their free time, with the assumption that the type of literature they name
would indicate the most popular and appropriate literary source, which should
be the focus of Islamic education investment.
Since the interviewees were rather young, I decided to conduct in-person
interviews – in the form of informal, friendly conversations – with them, rather
than make them fill in questionnaires or ask their parents to comment on their
children’s reading habits. These conversations were conducted at various places
where primary school students could be found, such as in the bus or on taxis.
Generally, I tried to ensure that the children were free from distractions from
peers, to ensure that the answers truly reflect the views of the child. In addition,
in order for the conversation to feel natural and not intimidating, I had to talk to
the children about several other subjects to build rapport with them and ensure
that they did not feel pressured into giving a ‘desirable’ response.
The data was collected in various ways. I had permission to audio-record
most of the interviews. However, depending on the environment in which
the interview was conducted, for some subjects I only had to remember the
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responses and to take notes afterwards, or take notes while talking to my
subjects.
Nearly 100 per cent of the total population polled, including those who stated
computer-related activities are their favourite, said that they like reading books.
However, many of them said that they do not read many books, since they do not
have a lot of free time after doing their homework. Others said that since they
were from ‘the generation of technology’, they preferred to read online books if
they were available. It should be noted that primary schools arrange for their
students to have an average of 2 hours a week to read their favourite story books
in the school’s library. Students studying at private schools stated that they are
a part of the Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS), which
requires them to read at least one story book every month and answer some
questions about it, including what they have learnt from the book; however,
public primary schools are not under this plan.
Overall, the surprising fact was that almost all the interviewees mentioned
that they enjoy reading story books to a great extent and would welcome
opportunities to share books with their friends, donate their books to their
school libraries so that their friends can read them too and borrow books
from school or community libraries to read at home. About 30 per cent of the
population, mostly aged 10–11, said that they are members of their local library
and enjoy going there to borrow books. A few parents added that their children
try to read their books very carefully to convince them that they are ready to
borrow more new books to read. About 70 per cent of the interviewees’ parents
were quite willing to spend generously on buying storybooks for their children.
Roughly 90 per cent of the children polled believed short stories with beautiful
illustrations are more interesting to read, while about 10 per cent mentioned that
illustrations do not matter to them. Almost everyone interviewed stated that
they liked reading different storybooks on a variety of subjects, including books
on Islamic teaching. For their favourite books, they prefer to have their personal
copies, rather than borrow them from libraries.
In addition, nearly all the 140 children polled greatly enjoy a monthly magazine
called Roshd-e-Koodak, which they have to subscribe to at the beginning of the
academic year; they read it as soon as they get it. Some of them said that they
are required to give a review of what they have read as well. About 80 per cent
of them also identified Keihan Bacheha, a weekly published for children, as their
favourite reading material.
About 70 per cent of the children surveyed stated that they like playing
online games. However, about 20 per cent of them mentioned low-speed

9781441101341_Cha12_Final_txt_print.indd 240

1/22/2014 1:09:54 PM

Children’s Literature: Islamic Education in Iran

241

internet as a problem, which makes them prefer games on CD-ROMs and
handheld video games. Among these games, boys mentioned that they liked
more interactive virtual worlds while girls were mostly interested in fairy
tales and dream-like contexts. About 10 per cent of the children in this group
claimed to have visited the online Iranian Children National Library and
to have read books online. Most of these children had heard about the site
from their friends during the International Book Fair in May 2010, when
the Iranian National Library invited its online child visitors to the physical
library to get them acquainted with library facilities and encourage them to
be more avid readers. About 35 per cent of the children in this group were
unhappy that their parents did not like them to ‘waste time’ on computer
games, urging them to go and do their homework instead; they believed
that their parents did not understand how much they can ‘learn’ through
computer games. However, some parents interjected during the conversation,
disagreeing with their children’s claim, and stating that they were aware
of possible positive aspects of the internet and computer games on their
children’s learning; however, they had to limit their children’s computer use
to ensure they completed their homework. Approximately 40 per cent of the
children polled mentioned that they like writing blogs and reading blogs
written by other children. Ten per cent of this group have parents or their
older siblings who are bloggers.

Conclusion
Overall, as the case study indicates, children’s literature, both electronic and
non-electronic, is quite popular with children in Iran. Educational authorities
can consider banking on the popularity of children’s literature to facilitate
Islamic education; it can potentially be an effective means to help children
internalize Islamic morals and codes of behaviour.
However, it is necessary that the literature produced should not feel
contrived, which would cause it to lose its attraction for children. Hence, careful
studies are needed so as to produce literature that keeps pace with modern
life to generate children’s interest in Islamic codes, so they will not perceive
that these teachings are archaic and irrelevant. It is recommended that teachers
select high-quality children’s literature based on the following guidelines:
choose books with clear, vigorous writing, compelling details, an interesting
format and appealing illustrations; check for currency and accuracy of facts
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in non-fiction books; and include a variety of genres-folktales, realistic fiction,
historical fiction, biography, poetry and non-fiction (Mitchell, 2003, as cited in
Green & Oldendorf, 2005, p. 216).
Furthermore, educational authorities can extend internet-at-school club
hours or read-in-library days to help children form deeper connections with
literature, instead of using literature as merely a tool for Islamic education.
In addition to familiarizing children with existing sources of literature in the
country, it is essential to have appropriate literature that fulfils the criteria
stipulated by literary critics.
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