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Islamic Studies in the West and the possible approaches to the subject

According to Pater Connolly (2001), there is a rise in colleges and universities for courses on religion other than that of tradition Christian theology. Among the religions contributing to this rise is Islam and 9/11 is cited as one of the main reasons for the public interest in Islam, (HEFCE, 2008). It goes without saying that Islam and Islamic studies are intrinsically linked to one another: the first represents a “religion and an ideological system”, (Bazzano, 2015, p, 330), and second is the study Islamic religion its culture and civilisation. Islamic study as a discipline is a recent development in the West. Elliot Bazzano points out that, (2015) “although the debates over what constitute Islam as a religious and ideological system has existed for well over millennia, Islamic studies however is a recent development”, (p. 33). 

Islamic studies (dars al-Islamiyya) from an Insider’s perspective takes place traditionally, but not always in Islamic schools and religious seminaries. One of the most prestigious seminaries in the Sub-continent is the Darul uloom Deoband in India. It was founded in 1866 by Muhammad Qasim Nanautavi. It offers an eight year degree (alim) course in which the following areas are covered: Arabic Grammar, Syntax, Literature, Rhetoric, Fiqh, Principles of Fiqh, Logic, Scholastic Theology, Tasawwuf, Tafsir and Hadith, (www.darululoom-deoband.com/english/). Approaching Islam or any other religious tradition from an insider’s perspective guarantees epistemological certainty, in that the truth is not debatable, the holy text or the teachings of the founder of the religion is rarely debated or subjected to scrutiny. This approach to Islamic studies is theological in nature, according to Daniel G. König, it “is represented by the increasingly institutionalized inner-Muslim engagement with the religious system of Islam and the legal, political, economic, and social implications of its theological tenets,”, (p, 103).

European engagement with Islam
The study of Islam and Muslims in Europe has a long history and it can be traced back to the middle Ages. According to Martin, et al. (2019), “the study of Islam for missionary purposes began in the twelfth century during the time of Peter the Venerable (c.1094–1156), abbot of Cluny in France”. During this period the study of Islam was not something carried out for its own sake. Rather the earliest European engagement “was nurtured by the desire to understand the tenets of the Islamic faith with the aim of formulating counterarguments against Islam and to strengthen Christian identity vis-à-vis its rival Islam,” (Daniel G. Konig, 2016). This motivation produced work that did not engaging with primary texts of Islam or employ any methodology in its approach. The sources used to understand Islam was based on myths, fables and the Bible. “The European view of Islam throughout the Middle Ages was derived from biblical and theological constructs. Mythology, theology, and missionary evangelism provided the main modes of formulating what the church knew about Muslims as well as its reasons for developing an official discourse on Islam, (Martin, et al., 2019).

It was not until the 19th century that western scholars began to engage with the primary sources of Islam. However, much of the study during this period was carried out under the auspice of Orientalism, (Martin, et al., 2019). Richard King, (2005) defines Orientalism as “Western fascination with the East and the tendency to divide the world up into East and West, with east acting as a kind of mirror or foil by which Western culture defines itself”, (p, 276).  The study of Islam and Muslims through the lenses of Orientalism has received considerable criticism from some academics who consider European engagement with Islam was to facilitate and further colonial ambitions of Britain and France, (Martin, 2001). Even today many argue that the academic discourse on Islam remains Eurocentric and rarely studied for an in-depth understanding of its content. Oliver Schrobordt argues that: 

Studying Islam in Western academia has always had a political dimension. In more recent times, Islamic Studies has either been compartmentalised into Middle Eastern Studies, which does not recognise the global dimension of Islam, or, social scientific methods have been adopted which contain the potential pitfall of lacking either historical depth or the scholarly study of the relevant religious texts. Since 9/11, research agendas have channelled public funding into research on radicalisation and integration, rather than the study of the religion itself.

Oliver Schrobordt has touched on some important points that academics need to move away from if they are to understand Islam and Muslims in any meaningful way.  In order to work towards a working definition of Islamic studies we must de-compartmentalise Islamic studies from the clutches of politics, geography and the Eurocentric lenses through which Islam and Muslims are viewed. 

The important element in this discussion in my opinion is diversity of the Muslim population and they way it has shaped culture of Muslims around the world. Muslims are far from the monolithic religious group often identified in the media and even in the works of some academics, (Esposito, 2010). They are not confined to the Middle East or subscribe to a single cultural expression of Islam. The only thing that binds them together is their acceptance of the Qur’an and adherence to its injunctions. Even the injunctions found in the primary texts of Islam are not always agreed upon by the global Muslim community. Muslims subscribe to multiple interpretations and express their faith and practices in variety of different ways. This multiplicity of interpretations has given different and diverse Islamic expressions leading some scholars to speak of Islams as opposed to Islam, (Esposito, 2010). 

The amorphous nature of Islamic studies is reflected in university departments across the English speaking world where different departments offer graduate and postgraduate degree programmes related to Islam and Muslims. Islamic studies touch on number fields and have set aims and objectives; however, without a method of its own, it tends apply methods from similar disciplines, (Gurdun Kramer). Islamic studies cannot be confined to religious studies or use a single method of approach but it must be included in different departments and an integrated approach must be adopted using methods and perspectives from humanities and social sciences. Moreover in the context of Muslim living in Britain Peter Sanders from Cardiff University argues that “understanding the religious diversity within Muslim communities in Britain today requires an interdisciplinary appreciation of the intersection of history, politics and religious thought”, (Sanders). 

In conclusion, the terms Islam and Muslim are board and diverse therefore any attempt to understand Islam and Muslims must take into account this diversity. Islam and Muslim are no longer confined to a single geographical location with a single theological or cultural expression. They are a diverse group with internal divisions and champion multitude of interpretations and expressions with a rich history and a civilisation. John Esposito, (2010), illustrates the diverse nature of Muslims and Islam in the following way, “the images of Islam and Muslims are multiple and diverse: religiously, culturally, economically, and politically. Muslims are the majority in some fifty-seven countries, and they represent many nationalities, languages, ethnic and tribal groups and customs”, (Esposito, p, 11). If academics are to understand this global religious tradition of 1.6 billion people Islamic studies must deploy a multi disciplinary approach. It is also imperative that western academics take into account interpretations coming out of Muslim scholars of past and present. “If Islamic studies scholars wish to understand Muslims holistically, they must therefore pay attention to Muslims’ interpretations of texts, artistic expressions, local customs, and all other behaviours and outlooks that influence they way practitioners relate to their multivalent religious traditions”, (Bazzano, 2015, p, 29). 
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