Discuss the different approaches towards the academic study, in universities, of Islam and Muslims.  Draw upon critical perspectives to inform your answer.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Islamic studies as an academic subject in the West, and more particularly the UK, has been a topic of debate for decades. In general Western academia have failed to agree upon an understanding and deliver contextualized knowing of Islam and Muslims.[footnoteRef:1] Scholars of Islamic studies continue to debate on many issues associated with the higher education academic study of Islam, these issues include; Islamic studies as independent or interdisciplinary, Islamic knowledge covered:  classical text versus contemporary studies, the study of Islam from Western sources, looking in from the outside or from Muslim sources, studying Islam from within. I will be focusing on the above mentioned issues. [1:  Siddiqui 29] 

 	 One of the most heated debates relating to the definition of Islamic studies is the question of whether it is its own independent discipline or whether it’s interdisciplinary, this leads to the question of what should be covered in an Islamic studies course in university? Islamic studies is often said to center around the study of Quran, Sunnah and Arabic, and then tafsir, theology and Jurisprudence, and through studying these core areas, doors will be open for the students to independently study Islam thereafter.[footnoteRef:2] There are many arguments which are used to justify this narrower, text-approach to teaching Islamic studies. One argument used is that the topics that are related to Islam are so vast they simply cannot be included in the discipline of Islamic studies, reason being is that all of these 'offshoot' topics related to Islam such as sociology, anthropology and others will dilute the study of the core topics in Islam, namely the Quran and the Sunnah.[footnoteRef:3] Furthermore experts on Islamic studies will be forced to lecture on matters outside of their specialization, such as Islamic economy and medical issues in Islam, consequently, the quality of education will decrease.[footnoteRef:4] Moreover, the study of Islam has always been based on the core and essential texts which Islamic civilization was based on, and according to most Muslims, is the foundation of their religion, and therefore should be made the focus of the course.[footnoteRef:5]  [2:  Siddiqui 27]  [3:  Sulayman &Shihadeh, p. 312]  [4:  Sulayman &Shihadeh, p. 312]  [5:  Sulayman &Shihadeh, p. 311] 

 Some scholars claim that Islamic studies is normally taught in British universities through the study of Arabic and the Middle east, dealing with Islamic issues with far too much focus on historical perspectives, and a serious lack of study of British Muslim communities and Islam in the contemporary world. [footnoteRef:6] They argue that to understand the study of Islam, one must study all aspects of the religion, which claims to be a way of life, and therefore studying Muslim societies and the practical implementation of Islam as well as experiential understanding, all contributes to ones understanding of the religion.[footnoteRef:7]  Another claim is that if the narrower definition of the subject is implemented, students will graduate having not dealt with any practicality on Islamic issues and Muslim communities; they are not prepared to deal with any modern issues that arise in the Muslim communities as most if not their entire studies were based on critical analysis of Islamic sources.[footnoteRef:8]  [6:  Siddiqui, p. 28]  [7:  Siddiqui, p. 28-29]  [8:  Sulayman &Shihadeh, p. 312] 

Other scholars disagree and argue that there isn’t enough study on the core subjects of Islamic studies, and the majority focus is on the study of anthropology, sociological issues in Muslim communities and contemporary issues and consequently, the understanding of the fundamentals of the religion of Islam is not taught.
This problem lies in the imbalance, many of the Islamic studies curriculums in universities are on the one hand heavily focused on modern contemporary Islam issues with little focus on fundamental sources of Islam as well as the foundational beliefs of the religion. On the other hand, they are so heavily focused on the sources, with hardly any attention paid to the Islamic living experience or modern political and social issues that students end up detached between ancient Islamic texts and the Muslim reality.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Siddiqui, p. 29-30] 

Another major debate on the subject of Islamic studies, is the question of whether Islamic studies courses will study Islam from an outside perspective, 'outside in', or from an insider Muslim perspective, 'inside out'. The debate surrounds the angle with which Islam will be studied, this includes the sources on Islam available and the critical analysis of the history of Islam. University courses that study classical Islamic texts often use, study and analyses out of date, colonial, orientalist writings.[footnoteRef:10] Many studies are based on polemic, hostile writings on Islam, the inferiority of Islam and in the last few decades, propagated by Revisionist scholars as John Wansbrough, the historical-critical analysis of the origins of Islamic and the Quran, which puts into question the core essence of Islam.[footnoteRef:11] Norman Calder argues that Islam like any other field of history is not to be exempt from the academic critique and scrutiny of its sources and origins.[footnoteRef:12] Much of Islamic studies is taught this way as these views and discussions have been established and have dominated western perceptions and academic studies of Islam over generations.[footnoteRef:13] This is due to the subjective nature of the shifts in the study of Islam in the last century, reasons varying from colonial control, to retaining influence in the Middle East.[footnoteRef:14] [10:  Siddiqui, p. 20]  [11:  Islamic studies Oxford Islamic studies]  [12:  Calder, p. 546]  [13:  Islamic studies Oxford Islamic studies]  [14:  Siddiqui, p. 5 ] 

Opposing scholars argue regarding the critical analysis of the Prophet Muhammad’s existence and compilation of the Quran though Islam is open to critical analysis without hostility, the social science techniques aren’t suitable for Islamic studies, and not all methods of authenticating history are valid for all people of all times.[footnoteRef:15]  Furthermore the out of date and Middle East focused study of Islam, serves little purpose in teaching essential beliefs and practices of Islam and Muslims, particularly in the modern world. Scholars claim there should be more studies on Islam in other regions of the world, South East Asia, where the majority of British Muslims originate, and possibly even more urgent, British multi-cultural Muslim societies.[footnoteRef:16] The availability of an established body of knowledge and resources on Islamic studies are available in Muslim countries, some of which in the English language, explain classical studies as well as Islamic judgments and perspectives on modern contemporary issues, yet they aren’t utilized by Western universities. By studying Islam from this Muslim perspective, inside out, and not from a secular humanist perspective, students will have a better understanding of Islam, will learn the message and teachings of the Quran, and attain an understanding of the life of a Muslim. Murad explains that the only demand Muslims have regarding the study is that Islamic studies is taught ‘as it is’ and not how the instructor believes or wants it to be.[footnoteRef:17] In keeping with this, Rahman argues that the Quran and Sunnah should be taught as normative.[footnoteRef:18] Other scholars disagree and argue that in academic higher education, the aim isn’t to deliver a faith lesson, and therefore no subject is safe from critical, objective analysis including Islamic sources and history, therefore it will continue to be questioned and critiqued as long as that is the methodology of study in academia. [15:  Siddiqui, p. 23]  [16:  Siddiqui, p. 19]  [17:  Murad, p. 80]  [18:  Fazlur Rahman, p. 120] 

The knowledge and topics covered, as well as the sources used and the particular perspectives adopted aren’t the only debates concerning Islamic studies in higher education. Critical debates include the political context and influence on the deliverance of the course, the acceptance of Islamic studies methodologies, connection with Muslim communities, the study of Islam within other disciplines, as well as not presenting Islamic studies as a subject of its own, but including it in Middle East studies.[footnoteRef:19] Also debated is the role Islamic studies plays on the issue of radicalization, the question of who is qualified to teach and where funding should come from, as well as whether Islamic studies should be taught in Arabic or English. [19:  Sulayman &Shihadeh, p. 316-17] 

Overall, there are various debates concerning the approaches to the study Islamic studies in higher education and until now, no standardized curriculum or methodology has been designed or implemented and no definition nor scope agreed. Curriculums are generally lacking balance between contemporary focus with classical textual studies, as well as falling short of presenting Islam from its own perspective. Shifting from an orientalist tone to a Muslim, inner perspective of Islamic studies will undoubtedly offer students a better understanding of Islam as a way of life and worldview, Islamic thought, as well as a deeper appreciation of classical and contemporary issues. However there is some consensus that an aspect of analytical and critical study must exist in Islamic studies.





Bibliography

Martin, Richard C, Heather J. Empey, Mohammed Arkoun and Andrew Rippin. ‘Islamic Studies.’ In The Oxford Encyclopedia of the Islamic World. Available at: http://www.oxfordislamicstudies.com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/article/opr/t236/e0395 [Accessed: 24-Jan-2018]

Calder, N. ‘Review Approaches to Islam in Religious Studies by Richard C. Martin’, Bulletin of the University of Oriental and African Studies, Vol.50, No.3, 1987, pp. 545 -546

Suleiman, Y. & Shihadeh, A. ‘Islam on Campus: teaching Islamic Studies at higher Education Institutions in the UK. Report of a conference held at the University of Edinburgh’, Journal of Beliefs & Values, Vol.28, No.3, December 2007, pp. 309-329

Martin, R. C. ‘Approaches to Islam in Religious Studies’, (Oneworld Publications, 2001)
Mawdudi, S.A. ‘The Islamic Way of Life’ Ed, Ahmad, K. & Murad, K. (Leicester: The Islamic Foundation, 1986)
Siddiqui, A. ‘Islam at Universities in England: Report, Further and Higher Education’, Journal of Beliefs & Values, Vol.28 (3), 2007, pp. 331-341

