Graham Lowe	TRDL7- Essay 4	25/01/19
Discuss the different approaches towards the academic study, in universities, of Islam and Muslims.  Draw upon critical perspectives to inform your answer.


This essay will examine the ways in which Islam and Muslims can be studied academically, in universities. The essay will show some of the ways in which both the religion and its adherents are viewed through the academic frameworks of interfaith dialogue, the proposal to introduce a method of Islamic inclusivity within religious studies and through the field of anthropology. The ways in which these perspectives portray its subject will then be critically examined to assess the usefulness and weaknesses of these different approaches. All three approaches have a theological perspective.
In “Muslims’ participation in interfaith dialogue: challenges and prospects”, Zia-ul-Haq posited that the Abrahamic religions share religious beliefs that are common to each of them and opined that both are similar in terms of their ethical values[footnoteRef:1]. Zia-ul-Hag cited previous scholars as also supporting this position and his paper used the interpretation of Islamic teachings as bestowing authority for such an approach. He cited Professor Ismail Raji al-Faruqi[footnoteRef:2] who asserted that dialogue was part of the non-spiritual human consciousness and a category of ethical sense that should not be cynical. In a similar vein to Zia ul-Hag, Tayseir Mandour wrote that the ‘cornerstone of global peace and justice’ was the ‘peaceful coexistence between believers of different faiths’[footnoteRef:3]. [1:  Zia-ul-Haq, M 2014, ‘Muslims’ participation in interfaith dialogue: challenges and prospects’, Journal of Ecumenical Studies, vol. 49, no. 4, p. 624]  [2:  Raji al-Faruqi in Zia ul-Hag, p. 616]  [3:  Mandour, T 2010, ‘Islam and Religious Freedom: Role of Interfaith Dialogue in Promoting Global Peace’, Brigham Young University Law Review, vol. 2010, no. 3, p. 886] 

Zia ul-Hag also drew heavily on a variety of religious scripture, supported by theologians, to give weight to the importance of interfaith dialogue. This is an approach that espoused a common ground amongst the world’s major religions and is arguably one that looks for reasons to engender peaceful relationships. However, to the agnostic or atheist, this approach may appear to hold no validity as it is underpinned by common theological values, which they could argue, are not required for peaceful coexistence of any people. It is quite possible to imagine a position in which peaceful adherents of all religions occupy a religious space of plurality against non-believers who do not recognise any theocratic legitimacy. This approach then, may offer the student of theology valuable sources of information that support a plurality of peaceful coexistence. A student of religious studies may applaud such an ethical and moral peace-sharing, but other may remain unwavering in their pursuit of their own explanations. 
In quoting Raimon Panikkar, Zia ul-Hag observed that external dialogue was possible once an acceptance of the need for an internal dialogue was established[footnoteRef:4]. However, he also asserted that the communication of truths was reliant upon a belief in them[footnoteRef:5]. Such a statement may be interpreted by some as a requirement of a religious belief to be established prior to a peaceful dialogue both internally and externally, a position that is contentious. [4:  Zia ul-Hag, p.642]  [5:  Ibid, p. 642] 

Thomas Hoffmann’s article that examined how he perceived the introduction of a deeper Islamic theology through ‘theological engineering’ in Denmark. Hoffmann’s extolment of equality within the university education of Islamic theology, he observed, was not without issue; theology being the appropriation by a Christian-cum-Occidentalism society. He criticised the notion that Islam or its followers should be seen in purely theocratic terms and asserted that the roots of Islam are not the central field of enquiry, but rather it is the study of legal studies, ‘fiqh’. Consequentially, historical approaches to religious studies and the term religious have been debated and are extant[footnoteRef:6]. Hoffman’s article places recognition of fundamental differences in the broadest terms between how religion and culture is viewed from inside and outside of Islam. While he expressed the public’s desire for an educational style that forged a manageable form of Islam within society through an inclusive approach to the study of a broad Abrahamic style of religious studies, he recognised that the rationale of theological engineering was a strategy designed counter perceived socio-cultural issues and influencing Islam within the western context[footnoteRef:7]. [6:  Hoffmann, T 2016, ‘Islamic theology and theological engineering in the Nordic setting’, Studia Theologica, vol. 70, no. 2, pp. 145]  [7:  Ibid, pp.148-9] 

Hoffmann’s article showed an approach within religious studies that would be more inclusive of Islam and cognisant of Islamic-Christian relationships, almost exclusively driven by a growing Nordic Islamic community. Hoffman recognised the core differences in the cultural understandings of religion and subsequently was enabled to reflect those differences within a progressive, multi-faith society.  Contrary to Zia ul-Hag, Raimon Panikkar and others cited within their work, Hoffman’s article suggested an inclusive approach that encouraged both Muslims and non-Muslims alike to study a bottom-up Islamic religious theology that moved away from a rather twee acceptance of a similarity-based study of religion that recognised theological similarity. However, engineering of this type could arguably be viewed as theologically misrepresentative and an act of state-pluralisation of religion for the sake of community cohesion.
An anthropological approach is employed by some academics to the study of Islam and Muslims, but such a field of enquiry is difficult to define. An academic author or reader may wish to ascertain whether the subject matter refers to an anthropology of Islam or an anthropology of Muslims and how these may differ to Islam within the filed of religious anthropology or the anthropology of religions? Equally, one should enquire whether the academic fields of sociology or history intrinsic to anthropological enquiry?[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Bosca, L.C., (2016) ‘Islam as an object of study of Anthropology’, Incongruencies and Difficulties, Cogito, 8(4), pp 47-48] 

Bosca cited John Bowen as critiquing a ‘shallow characterisation of Islamic societies’ in which Islam was portrayed as a backward culture placing itself as both superior and independent of others, defined in Islamic scriptures [footnoteRef:9]. The negative portrayal of Islam and Muslims through terrorist acts and for those that propound a peaceful ideology, Islamic scriptures are used as supporting but conflicting evidence. A new anthropology should therefore examine individual Muslims ability understand and follow Islamic sources to better understand themselves within submission, transformation and adaptation in the world[footnoteRef:10]. In other words, it is the study of a Muslim’s place through their interactions within a normal social setting that would include religious, social and political institutions, while incorporating ‘the practices or significances of a global Islamic tradition’[footnoteRef:11]. [9:  Ibid, p.48]  [10:  Ibid, p.48]  [11:  Ibid, p.49] 

Bosca asserted that the anthropology of Islam must include both cultural and social anthropology together with the wider anthropology of religion. Conducting anthropological enquiry in this manner should be undertaken that is inclusive of the Muslim voice, particular to their religious and cultural tradition, accepting the variety within Islam. She also proposed that the significance of western anthropological traditions that frame this field of enquiry, for example, the social constructs of identity, society, culture and traditions[footnoteRef:12]. [12:  Ibid, p.60] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]This essay has briefly examined the use of theological similarities, academic engineering within university education and anthropological interpretations of a Muslim’s role to demonstrate how Islam and Muslims could be studied. The anthropological debate cannot escape theology as it forms part of a Muslim’s perspective in daily life. However, it is arguably clear that the approaches discussed appear to have a major theme in common; that there is a lack of clarity in how Islam, Muslims and their study fit within a western setting. Commonality of religion was the approach taken in the narrow example of interfaith dialogue, but this was underpinned by a theocratical position that will have its opponents. Engineering a theological form of study that espouses inclusivity is welcome but again this will have its cynics and will not be popular with conservative adherents of any religion. Bosca asserted anthropological study of Islam and Muslims required modernising and placing within non-traditional frameworks, but whichever approach is used, it must accept differences, diversity and critique but reject a position where one religion morally presides over another.
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