In your view, how important are 'Islamic schools' for Muslims in the United Kingdom? 

‘Islamic schools’ are represented as madrasas, which are “schools offering Islamic religious instruction at any level” (Walbridge, 2004, p. 418), colleges (Women’s Muslim College, 2019; Ebrahim College, 2019) or independent private faith schools (Deenway Montessori School, 2019). They share one characteristic that binds them together: the institutions are religious and they cater for the spiritual and educational needs of the Muslim community. It is important for Muslims to express themselves in spaces that safeguard their faith, despite objections relating to the “indoctrinatory harm” (Merry, 2018, p. 162) of such schools argued by “many philosophers” (Ibid.). However, in a pluralist society such as Britain, the best approach would be for both Muslims and non-Muslims to collaborate with each other in ways that promote a better understanding of each other.

Education holds a significant position in the Islamic tradition, and its lofty rank is affirmed in the Qur’an, hadith and scholarly literature. The Islamic tradition is based on texts, which means that education is “a central pillar of the religion” (Berkey, 2004, p. 202). The emphasis placed on learning is found in verses of the Qur’an such as: “My Lord! Increase me in knowledge” (Qur’an, 20:114). Indeed, the first verse revealed of the Quran, “Read” (Qur’an, 96:1), draws attention to its importance. The hadith literature further elaborates with narrations such as: “Seeking knowledge is a duty upon every Muslim” (Ibn Majah, 1, 224).

Studying Islam from a faith-based approach is in contrast to learning at universities, which is “about Islam (Islamic Studies)” (Cheruvallil-Contractor and Scott-Baumann, 2015, p. 1). The two forms of Islamic education in Britain take place at Islamic religious schools and at universities (Ibid.). However, the academic study of Islam and Muslims at universities may pose challenges for faith-oriented Muslims. The anthropological approach of the fieldwork study of Muslims may cause disastrous complications in the understanding of Islam. The result of interpreting Islam based on the actions of its adherents may lead to misconceptions, as Muslims are susceptible to disparate practices in the same way as adherents of other religious traditions. Furthermore, Orientalist literature of the 18th and 19th centuries (Thomas, 2014), replete with biases and misrepresentations (Said, 1997, p. xxvi), lacks credibility because its “function was not so much to represent Islam in itself” (Said, 2003, p. 60). For such reasons, many universities are not equipped to fulfil the Muslim religious requirement of a faith-based approach.

Criticisms against religious schools abound from those who fail to understand the need for religious spaces. Michael S. Merry argues that religious schools are “presumed guilty of indoctrination” (Merry, 2018, p. 164) when they “opt for coercive forms of faith inculcation with no regard for argument or evidence” (Ibid.), and is convinced “that to harm is morally wrong” (Ibid., p. 163).

Elaborating further, Michael Hand remarks:

To indoctrinate people is to interfere with their minds in the most serious way possible. It is to prevent them from thinking rationally in some area of their lives. This is the very antithesis of what education is about, and a flagrant abuse of the power wielded over young people by those who teach them (Hand, 2004, p. 352).

While it is clear that, in certain aspects, Western approaches to education differ to Islamic approaches, it is also evident that Merry, Hand and “many philosophers” (Merry, 2018, p. 162) express a limited understanding of Islamic education and faith. Ignorance of evidence does not imply that evidence does not exist. Science is continuously making discoveries and it is presumptuous to assume that we know it all. An example that illustrates this point is the practice of fasting the month of Ramadan. Fasting, one of the five pillars of Islam, is a religious practice Muslims are obliged to perform (an-Nawawi, 1998, p. 28). The Islamic tradition is replete with literature that discussed the benefits of fasting centuries ago. Scholars such as Al-Ghazali (1995) wrote extensively on the subject. 

Research conducted by leading scientists on the effects of fasting have revealed fascinating findings. Studies show that “fasting for at least two days regenerates immune systems damaged by ageing or cancer treatment” (The Press Association, 2014). Professor Valter Longo commented: “We could not predict that prolonged fasting would have such a remarkable effect in promoting stem cell-based regeneration” (Ibid.). Therefore, faith in fasting benefits Muslims irrespective of whether they know the scientific evidence. Research that positively confirms Muslims’ faith, such as that of the benefits of fasting, would be useful to include in the curriculum of Islamic schools. 

Furthermore, to allege that teaching religion is an “abuse of the power wielded over young people” (Hand, 2004, p. 352) is unfair. The assumption is that the alleged indoctrination inhibits them from “thinking rationally” (Ibid.). However, the Qu’ran encourages reflection and the use of intellect: “Lo! In the creation of the heavens and the earth and (in) the difference of night and day are tokens (of His Sovereignty) for men of understanding” (Qu’ran, 3:190). Moreover, one of the many disciplines of Islam is logic (mantiq), and it is used extensively in proving the existence of God. Scholars of theology (kalam) paid particular attention to arguments for God’s existence (Winter, 2008, p. 197). Besides this, other disciplines employ methodological frameworks; for example, analogical reasoning (qiyas) and intellectual struggle (ijtijad) in Islamic law (Esposito, 2005, p. 82). Islamic knowledge is not irrationally conjured up in a vacuum without a foundation or intellectual endeavour. 

Addressing the argument that Islamic schools impact negatively on cohesion, Sarah Tenters and Chris Gaine argue instead that it is “social inequalities and injustices that worsen social cohesion” (Tenters and Gaine, 2012, p. 14). Moreover, they “suggest further that this is exacerbated by a growing Islamophobia, itself partly fed by fears about ‘separatism’” (Ibid.).

[bookmark: _GoBack]Islamic schools are the lifeline of Muslims and a means to spiritually fulfilling lives. As a result of State intervention and media interest, “Islamic education and schooling have become politicized in a way that the educational choices of other faith communities in Britain have not” (Gilliat-Ray, 2010, pp. 131-132). It is imperative that Muslims engage in society and deal with the challenges of living in modern Britain. By collaboration with people of other faiths and good will, Muslims can hope that this engagement overwhelms the influence of those who object to their schools.
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