[bookmark: _Hlk30204602][bookmark: _Hlk30208998]Essay Title: Discuss the different approaches towards the academic study, in universities, of Islam and Muslims.  Draw upon critical perspectives to inform your answer.
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“It is imperative that we strengthen and deepen our understanding of Islam and critically examine our misunderstandings, stereotypes, and prejudices. Learning about the religion of Islam is essential as we prepare our students to be citizens in a tolerant, democratic American society; to work and live in a rapidly changing and shrinking global society; and to be better able to confront significant challenges in their lives by engaging in critical thinking.” Jack Meacham (2015)[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Meacham, Jack. "Islam Is Essential for General Education." The Journal of General Education 64, no. 1 (2015): 56-64. Accessed January 14, 2020. doi:10.5325/jgeneeduc.64.1.0056] 


When talking about the approach of universities to teaching about Islam and Muslims, one must appreciate that the syllabi created by educational institutes, to impart the knowledge of various disciplines, are intrinsically affected by the geo-political events that unfold in the world at a given point in time. This essay attempts to deliberate on the geo-political events that helped to shape the way Western Universities have approached the study of Islam from the 18th century onwards.
If we foray far back in European history, to the age of European conquests, we find that Islam and Muslims were studied within the framework of Oriental studies, which took root in Germany. It is interesting to note that the advance in Oriental studies coincides with the period of advanced European expansion, most notably the British and the French, from the early 17th century to the early 18th century. After Napoleon invaded Egypt in 1798 for example, the documents his scholars brought back to France became a treasure trove for scholars of Oriental studies.[footnoteRef:3] As European forces conquered the lands of the Near East, namely West Asia, Turkey and Egypt, Orientalism approached Islam and Muslims as the ‘other’, from the perspective of the enlightened, civilized west looking upon the uncivilized east. For these great conquerers, knowledge of subject races, or Orientals, made them easy to manage, and the increase in this knowledge meant an increase in power. The mindset seems to have been that if, through knowing and therefore subjugating, the colonized territories were kept in check, the sun would never set on the English Empire. In his seminal work, Orientalism, Edward Said argues that the study of the Orient was confined to a framework built by the dominating West; the Oriental was depicted not only as something one studies, but also something that one disciplines[footnoteRef:4]. This is portrayed succinctly in Said’s quoting of Arthur James Balfour, British Prime Minister from 1902 to 1905; famously known for the Balfour Declaration of 1917: [3:  Heschel, Susannah. "German Jewish Scholarship on Islam as a Tool for De-Orientalizing Judaism." New German Critique, no. 117 (2012): 91-107. Accessed January 17, 2020. www.jstor.org/stable/23357066.
]  [4:  Said, Edward W., (1995), Orientalism: Western Concepts of the Orient, New Delhi: Penguin Books India] 

But it is essential, that each special issue [in dealing with the “Egyptians, or Shilluks, or Zulus”] should be decided mainly with reference to what, by the light of Western knowledge and experience tempered by local consideration, we conscientiously think is best for the subject race[…][footnoteRef:5] [5:  Ibid.
] 

As an ode to the lasting impact of the early Europeans’ approach toward Orientalism, even after the invasion of the Ottoman Empire and the subsequent receding of Occidental powers in the Middle East, the narrative of how the West approached the study of Islam and the Middle East remained relatively unchanged. According to Said, in the 19th and 20th centuries, assumptions were still in place that the Orient -and everything in it - needed ‘corrective’ study. 
The conquest of the Near East (modern day Western Asia, Turkey and Egypt) also brought with it an interest in the Arabic language. Although a number of Arabic works including religious writing were translated into Latin in the 13th century, this did not lead to the creation of institutions where Arabic was taught. More than 4 centuries later, in the 17th and 18th centuries, leading Arabists such as Golius and Rieske taught at Leiden University. The 19th century saw the founding of the first specialized journal of Oriental literature, Fundgruben des Orients, by Joseph von Hammer-Purgstall. Decades later, Hammer-Purgstall’s student, Friedrich Ruckert attempted to translate the Qur’an not only as to transmit its meanings, but also the rhetorical form of the text.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Fischer, Klaus (Bonn) and Fischer, Wolfdietrich (Erlangen RWG), “Arabic Studies”, in: Brill’s New Pauly, Antiquity volumes edited by: Hubert Cancik and , Helmuth Schneider, English Edition by: Christine F. Salazar, Classical Tradition volumes edited by: Manfred Landfester, English Edition by: Francis G. Gentry. Consulted online on 14 January 2020 <http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1574-9347_bnp_e1302310>First published online: 2006. First print edition:9789004122598, 20110510] 

Although today the relationship between Jews and Muslims is contentious, the study of the Qurʾān by European Jews from the 1830s to the 1930s, contributed to the field of Islamic studies. Islam was applauded by Jewish historians for the tolerance afforded to Jews in Muslim Spain, and for allowing Jews and Judaism to flourish in its domain. Jewish scholarship explored themes such as Islamic theological principles, medieval Muslims’ advancement in science and philosophy, and a Jewish “golden age” under Muslim rule in medieval Spain. This was propped against the backdrop of atrocities towards Jews in medieval Christian Europe. However, once the Nazis came to power in 1933 and Jews lost their academic positions, Islamic studies in Germany were all but decimated. [footnoteRef:7] [7:  Heschel, Susannah. "German Jewish Scholarship on Islam as a Tool for De-Orientalizing Judaism." New German Critique, no. 117 (2012): 91-107. Accessed January 17, 2020. www.jstor.org/stable/23357066.
] 

In the context of modern times, if we look at the effects of geo-political events on teaching and researching Islam and Muslims, we will find that the creation of the Israeli state in 1948, the Iranian revolution and the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979, the attacks on Twin Towers in New York on 9/11, and the subsequent U.S Iraq war were some of the major events that helped shape how universities teach Islam, or about Islam, today. While I shall revisit these events a little later, I must also address the socio-economical factor that contributed to the study of Islam in this era. As trade between the Gulf and the West grew, and the West realized the treasure trove of oil that awaited exploitation, learning about Islam and Muslims took a less scholarly turn. Now, the eye was on gaining knowledge of a region that promised great job opportunities, where a certificate in Islamic studies would greatly increase the likelihood of securing a job in the region, or at least give one an edge over other aspirants who were not thus informed. Coming back to my point on geo-politics, the Iranian revolution introduced the West to the might of Muslim nations, and Europe and North America would now see them as a small if insignificant threat to themselves. This gave birth to the socio-political nature of the study of Islam. While the anthropology of Islam has an early history in the colonial era, the systematic anthropological study of Islam dates back to the mid-20th century. Middle Eastern studies in the U.S. in the first decades of this century looked upon Islam as a pre-modern phenomenon which was to recede in importance as the region entered history.[footnoteRef:8] Even through the 1940s and 50s, the focus, by French and British anthropologists, was more on the study of societies whose members were Muslim, rather than on Islam. The Iranian Revolution in the 70s, which saw the overthrow of the last monarch of Islam and the replacement of his government by an Islamic republic made some scholars re-evaluate this position.By the 1990s, American anthropologists became more concerned with the cultural patterning of Islam. Some anthropologists pursued a new avenue of research; their emphasis was on the textual interpretations of the main texts of Islam, namely the Qurʾān and the Hadīth, and the way the Muslim ummah adapted these into their daily lives.[footnoteRef:9] By the dawn of the 21st century, social scientists had a different concern; that the term Islamic Studies focused more on Muslims’ religious identities rather than the themes of Muslim societies and civilizations.[footnoteRef:10] [8:  Kurzman, Charles, and Carl W. Ernst. "Islamic Studies in U.S. Universities." Review of Middle East Studies 46, no. 1 (2012): 24-46. Accessed January 14, 2020. www.jstor.org/stable/41762480.]  [9:  Bowen, John R., “Anthropology of Islam”, in: Encyclopaedia of Islam, THREE, Edited by: Kate Fleet, Gudrun Krämer, Denis Matringe, John Nawas, Everett Rowson. Consulted online on 14 January 2020 <http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_ei3_COM_24929>First published online: 2016. First print edition: 9789004305762, 2016, 2016-3]  [10:  Kurzman and Ernst (2012)] 

However, no geo-political event in and since the 20th century has caused as colossal a change in the way Islam is taught in universities as the attacks on the Twin Towers on that dreaded day in September. Firstly, as an immediate reaction to the atrocities committed by a terror outfit in the name of Islam, mass media was inundated with hundreds of people who had something to say or teach about what they now saw Islam and Muslims as. As is the case with anything that is unfamiliar, lack of authentic information on one side and the sensationalism of what was being fed to the public on the other helped to greatly propagate the idea of Islam as a religion of violence. 
On the other hand, the academic study of Islam became the most sought-after areas of expertise in North America.[footnoteRef:11] Multiple disciplines conducted varied discussion on Islam and Muslims in their discourse: Media and popular culture, which were often the only point of reference and source of knowledge for the West about Islam and Muslims, became a subject of analysis. Feminism and gender studies discussed the roles of the Muslim woman, and the rights accorded to her by Islam. Ethnography and anthropology focused on small scale Islamic societies and worked to debunk some stereotypes and correct some idealised pictures gleaned from classical texts. In the late 20th century, the ideologies of Salafism, Wahhabism, and with them Jihadist movements became the subject of academic inquiry.[footnoteRef:12] A visible indicator of mushrooming scholarly interest in Islamic studies was also the increase in doctoral dissertations produced on Islam and Muslims and the increase in the percentage of articles on this subject in the flagship journals of various academic disciplines.[footnoteRef:13] According to the survey conducted by Kruzman and Ernst (2012) these disciplines included Anthropology, History, Geography, Economics, Political Science, Sociology, Religion and even Psychology. [11:  Hughes, Aaron W. "The Study of Islam Before and After September 11: A Provocation." Method & Theory in the Study of Religion 24, no. 4/5 (2012): 314-36. Accessed January 17, 2020. www.jstor.org/stable/23555834. p.314.]  [12:  Kurzman and Ernst (2012)]  [13:  Ibid
] 

Advocates of critical discourse stress the need to study Islam critically[footnoteRef:14]; to view it from a global perspective, combining humanities and the social sciences. As with other religious studies, it is a call to perceive Islam both appreciatively and critically by presenting methodological questions in subfields such as Islamic philosophy and hermeneutics. Additionally, it urges to examine thematic, often cross-cultural phenomena such as ritual and contemplation, and to present issues within a particular Islamic tradition. [footnoteRef:15] In the United States, the first professor of Islamic studies may have been Duncan Macdonald, who was appointed director of the “Mohammedan department” at the Kennedy School of Missions in 1911. Institutional arrangements for Islamic studies programs in the U.S. are varied: some are placed within a Middle East studies department, or a Middle East center, some are housed as components of a Religious studies program, while others appear in the college of arts and sciences. [footnoteRef:16] [14:  Berg, Herbert. "The Essence of Essentializing: A Critical Discourse on "Critical Discourse in the Study of Islam". Method & Theory in the Study of Religion 24, no. 4/5 (2012): 337-56. Accessed January 14, 2020. www.jstor.org/stable/23555835.]  [15:  Kassam, Zayn, “Religious Studies”, in: Encyclopedia of Women & Islamic Cultures, General Editor Suad Joseph. Consulted online on 17 January 2020 <http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1872-5309_ewic_COM_00018>First published online: 2014
]  [16: Kurzman and Ernst (2012).] 

I would like to include in my discussion an example of the current syllabus in teaching about Islam and Muslims in post-graduate courses in 3 premium institutions in Britain (Oxford University’s Department of Middle Eastern Studies), Holland (Leiden University’s Centre for the Study of Islam and Society), and the United States (Yale University’s Department of Religious Studies) to show the variety of approaches taken to teach about Islam and Muslims:
1. An MPhil course in Middle Eastern studies in Oxford includes subjects of a wide variety, namely:
· History of the Middle East, 1860-1970 
· Politics of the Middle East
· Social Anthropology of the Middle East 
· International Relations of the Middle East 
· Iranian History from the Constitutional to the Islamic Revolution, 1905-1979
· History and Politics of the Islamic Republic of Iran
· Politics of the Maghreb 
· The Maghreb since 1830 
· Main Themes in Israeli Politics and Society
· The Political Economy of the Middle East and North Africa
· Political Islam, Islamism, and Modern Islamic Movements
· Modern Turkish Literature: Texts and Contexts 
· The Arab-Israeli Conflict
· History from below in the Middle East and North Africa 
· Space and Gender in Middle Eastern Literatures: The Harem and the Body
· History and Politics of the Gulf 
· History of Qajar Iran
· Hebrew Literature[footnoteRef:17] [17:  https://www.ox.ac.uk/admissions/graduate/courses/mphil-modern-middle-eastern-studies?wssl=1] 



2. The Yale University PhD programme in Islamic Studies: 
“Students in Islamic Studies are expected to demonstrate competence in Islamic religious history (focusing on the development of Islamic civilization, law, society and institutions in the period from the origins of Islam to 1500 CE); Islamic religious thought (focusing on Islamic philosophy, theology, Sufism and Shi’ism); Islamic scripture and tradition (focusing on the composition, redaction and interpretation of Qur’an and Hadith); and modern and contemporary Islam (focusing on 16th to 21st century developments in the Arab Middle East, the Turco-Iranian world, South Asia, Southeast Asia, Africa and, most recently, Europe and America)”.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  https://religiousstudies.yale.edu/academics/fields-study/islamic-studies
] 


3. Leiden University Centre for the Study of Islam and Society Research programme 2019: 
· MENA Cultures and Global Aesthetics
· Islam in North Africa: A Critical Return to Youth
· Re-Presented Pasts: Uses and Re-Uses of the Past in Pre-Modern Islam
· Islam in Central Asia
· Islam in the West[footnoteRef:19] [19:  https://www.universiteitleiden.nl/en/humanities/centre-for-the-study-of-islam-and-society/research-programmes-2019] 


[bookmark: _Hlk30208346]Conclusion:
Western Universities have, across history, developed and refined their approaches towards the study of Islam and Muslims. And throughout history, geo-political events have contributed greatly to these developments. In recent times, the rise of Islamic consciousness and social activism has persuaded many Western scholars to move their focus from the study of Islamic traditions, customs and truth-claims to a study of Islamic political, moral and social order. Study of the sociological, economic and political realities of Muslim countries is now being given more importance than a discussion concerned with linguistic, cultural and religious concepts. As Europeans and North Americans experience the presence of Muslim guest workers, immigrants, refugees and converts in their neighborhoods and workplaces, interest in Islam is not confined to the hallowed hallways of higher education. In view of the contentious relations between East and West even today, the onus, more than ever, is on scholars in the West to impart their knowledge and with it the truth about Islam and Muslims, not only within academia, but also to the common man. Authentic news channels and educational programmes that portray an undistorted image of Islam, Muslims, the Arabs and the Middle East will work toward breaking many stereotypes, and with it, many a fence that was built by ignorance and its natural byproduct; hatred.  
(2255 words)
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