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

The study of Islam and Muslims within higher education, often termed ‘Islamic Studies’, has received greater attention in recent years.[footnoteRef:1] Driven by the increase of Muslim populations in Western countries and as a way of focusing responses to the phenomenon of radical Islam, a real need exists to examine approaches to Islamic Studies both to maintain its academic rigour and to respond to complex present day issues.[footnoteRef:2] This paper shall examine several approaches to its teaching within the UK and Malaysian context. The UK since it is a ‘benchmark’ for the academic study of Islam. Malaysia since it represents a majority Muslim country making significant strides in Islamic education.[footnoteRef:3]  [1:  “‘Islamic Studies’ is taken to include the study of Islam and Muslim societies in a variety of disciplines and departments, including named Islamic Studies programmes as well as Religious Studies, History, languages and literature, Politics, Anthropology and Sociology, and interdisciplinary area studies programmes in Middle East or South Asian Studies.” (Higher England, "International Approaches To Islamic Studies In Higher Education – Higher Education Funding Council Of England", Hefce.Ac.Uk, 2018, 6. http://www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/rereports/year/2008/islamicstudiesinheint)]  [2:  Muhamad Faisal Ashaari et al., "An Assessment Of Teaching And Learning Methodology In Islamic Studies", Procedia - Social And Behavioral Sciences 59 (2012): 618-626, doi:10.1016/j.sbspro.2012.09.322.]  [3:  Higher England, "International Approaches To Islamic Studies In Higher Education – Higher Education Funding Council Of England", Hefce.Ac.Uk, 2018, 6. http://www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/rereports/year/2008/islamicstudiesinheintl/.] 

Academic / Vocational Approach	
Islamic studies in the UK tends to be divided between a modernist academic approach and those concerned with training imams. Most state universities simply do not have imam training on their agenda. Within the British context the majority of degree level courses are underpinned and still influenced by Orientalist approaches, often seen as a hostile approach by some Muslims.[footnoteRef:4] Edward Said felt that Islam is often taught with ‘prejudice’ and ‘political interests’ by the western academy, meaning the only reasonable option for training Muslims is private schools.[footnoteRef:5] UK Universities, like SOAS, are however more influenced by ‘text based’ approaches than those of social science.[footnoteRef:6][footnoteRef:7] Some ‘degree validation’ of Muslim colleges has been taken on by British universities. This approach seems more popular than trying to ‘graft on’ imam training to courses offered by mainstream universities.[footnoteRef:8] One problem raised with private colleges is that the lecturers are not always equipped to teach Islamic studies; lacking grounding in religious studies theory and terminology.[footnoteRef:9] Finally, there is concern within private Muslim colleges that modernist approaches are too critical of the founding texts of Islam, and that exposure to such teaching may be too challenging or upsetting for Muslims students.[footnoteRef:10] However the islamicist Daniel Brown, points to a problem with this approach. All academic fields of study must consider ‘the most significant ideas’ being addressed within them. He argues that Islamic Studies cannot be the exception to this academic rule, or it will be considered to lack academic rigour. To do so would be like teaching Christian Theology without referring to source or form criticism.[footnoteRef:11] [4:  Ibid, 65]  [5:  Mohammed Khaleel, "A Muslim Approach To Western Studies Of Islam", The International Institute Of Islamic Thought (2009), 1. http://www.iiit.org/uploads/4/9/9/6/49960591/a_muslim_approach_to_western_studies_of_islam.pdf.]  [6:  Higher England, "International Approaches To Islamic Studies”, 66.]  [7:  Ibid, 11]  [8:  Ibid, 68]  [9:  Mohammed Khaleel, "A Muslim Approach To Western Studies Of Islam", 6.]  [10:  Ibid, 14-15.]  [11:  Daniel W Brown, A New Introduction To Islam, 3rd ed. (Oxford: Wiley Blackwell, 2017), xv.] 

In contrast with the UK most Islamic Studies courses in Malaysia are vocational.[footnoteRef:12] The typical pathway has been to train imams in madrasas alongside work experience in mosques. A proportion will then complete their studies overseas, normally in the Middle East.[footnoteRef:13] The Kolej Islam Antarabangsa Sultan Ismail Petra (KIAS) is making attempts to reverse this trend by offering courses to complete imam training in Malaysia. Keeping this in house may prevent Middle Eastern dominance or a move away from a conservative Deobandi influence popular with others who travel oversea for training.[footnoteRef:14] State run, and private universities now offer imam training and students can even undergo training in schools or colleges. Some observers have noted a lack of textual critique within imam training. However, an increase in modules with sociological emphases have proved popular, particularly with women.[footnoteRef:15] 

Linguistic Approach [12:  Higher England, "International Approaches To Islamic Studies”, 55.]  [13:  Ibid, 53.]  [14:  Tamara Sonn and Akbar S Ahmed, The SAGE Handbook Of Islamic Studies, 1st ed. (Sage Publications, 2009), 107.]  [15:  Higher England, "International Approaches To Islamic Studies”, 54.] 

Arabic is central to the faith of Islam but it’s role and purpose within Islamic Studies varies.[footnoteRef:16] Language learning in the UK is not always an essential part of Islamic Studies/Religious studies departments.[footnoteRef:17] In pre-92 universities influenced by Orientalism, such as SOAS and Oxford, the focus is largely on Arabic learning, the Middle East and study of the classical texts.[footnoteRef:18]  Where an applicant lacks the appropriate language skills the secondary degree options refer only to the study of Islam from a social sciences/cultural perspective, avoiding a focus on the classical texts. Fortunately, alternative approaches have been developed. Some, like the University of Wales, allow for the study of such texts even without Arabic being a pre-requisite, but allow for modules from sociological, political and anthropological studies, in place of the time normally set aside for learning Arabic. The former model creates a type of elitism. Indeed, it has been observed that some lecturers are employed because they come from an Arab background, fulfil the demand of linguistic competence, but know little about the learning methodology needed for an entire Islamic Studies curriculum.[footnoteRef:19] A charge that seems particularly valid given most British Muslims have a heritage from the Indian sub-continent and do not speak Arabic. Arguably, the second model creates a student with a broader understanding of Islam within the modern context.  [16:  Imtiaz Ahmad, "Teaching Islamic Studies In The Non-Arab World: With Or Without Arabic?", Journal Of Muslim Minority Affairs 21, no. 2 (2001): 273-285, doi:10.1080/1360200120092851.]  [17:  Higher England, "International Approaches To Islamic Studies”, 65.]  [18:  Ibid, 11.]  [19:  Mohammed Khaleel, "A Muslim Approach To Western Studies Of Islam”, 2.] 

When it comes to the training of imams many argue for the indispensable place of Arabic[footnoteRef:20], both in the UK and Malaysia. In Malaysia the majority of private universities are concerned with imam training, validating Islamic Studies courses through partners in the Middle East, with Arabic training reflecting that of al-Azhar in Egypt.[footnoteRef:21] A new approach at the International Islamic University of Malaysia (IIUM) employs English as the language of instruction alongside other local languages. The course has been incredibly successful and validates the idea that the Arab world is ‘no longer the centre of the Muslim world.’[footnoteRef:22] [20:  Imtiaz Ahmad, "Teaching Islamic Studies In The Non-Arab World: With Or Without Arabic?"]  [21:  Higher England, "International Approaches To Islamic Studies”, 54-55.]  [22:  Ibid 57,58.] 


Multidisciplinary Approach
Our previous approaches assume Islamic Studies as a named degree. In the UK the actual approach is often multidisciplinary. Research shows some 1,101 of Islamic Studies related modules are taught across 110 institutions.[footnoteRef:23] Only a small percentage of these modules contribute towards an award in Islamic Studies. Rather it is often taught within modules or courses where Islamic Studies is ‘not the primary focus’.[footnoteRef:24] Though its acceptance within other taught subjects should be considered an important stepping stone in its recognition, the need to provide nuanced responses to modern day complexities seems less likely with this approach. Moreover, it appears to undermine the desire of many Islamicists for recognition of Islamic Studies as ‘a strong, independent subject.[footnoteRef:25] [23:  L Bernasek, G Bunt. Islamic Studies provision in the UK. Bristol, GB (2010): Higher Education Funding Council for England, 3.]  [24:  L Bernasek, G Bunt. Islamic Studies provision in the UK, 14.]  [25:  Higher England, "International Approaches To Islamic Studies”, 14.] 

In Malaysia a journey in the opposite direction is being tried. At the IIUM modules that were the preserve of Islamic Studies courses are now finding themselves taught in subject areas including sociology, philosophy, economics and education. This merging of the classical and the modern is seen as key for helping ‘nation building’, providing an Islamic, yet modern perspective.[footnoteRef:26] [26:  Muhamad Faisal Ashaari et al., "An Assessment Of Teaching And Learning Methodology In Islamic Studies", Procedia - Social And Behavioral Sciences 59 (2012): 618-626, doi:10.1016/j.sbspro.2012.09.322.] 



Conclusion
It is not possible or indeed useful to be able to bring Islamic Studies within a single approach.[footnoteRef:27] The dichotomy between vocational training and the more ‘hands off’ approach of the academy needs to be bridged in the UK context, though not at the expensive of ignoring new ideas about its founding texts. The majority of training institutions allow for Islamic studies graduates to be trained in their local language.[footnoteRef:28] Though this represents a struggle within Islamic learning, overall it should be considered a healthy development in both contexts, representing a move away from elitism and Arab dominance. The move to a more multidisciplinary approach in Malaysia should help that country respond to complex modern-day issues, though in the UK this risks Islamic Studies establishing itself as an independent subject in a broader range of universities.  [27:  Imtiaz Ahmad, "Teaching Islamic Studies In The Non-Arab World: With Or Without Arabic?", Journal Of Muslim Minority Affairs 21, no. 2 (2001): 273-285, doi:10.1080/1360200120092851.]  [28:  Ibid, p.283] 
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