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

Universities employ different approaches towards the academic study of Islam and Muslims. This essay will draw upon critical perspectives and will suggest ways to enhance the understanding of Islam and Muslims, as “the goal of serious scholarship should be to improve understanding of self and other” (Varisco, 2007, p. 304). The point of understanding the ‘other’ is congruous with the verse of the Quran, “O mankind! Lo! We have created you male and female, and have made you nations and tribes that ye may know one another” (Qur’an 49:13). Some approaches yield true perceptions of Islam, while others yield distortions and may result in hostility towards Muslims, whether in the form of Islamophobia or in the enacting of unfavourable government policies.

It is important to note that “no consensus among scholars concerning the best way to study religion has developed” (Smart and Segal, 2018), and “one of the many reasons for this failure is that each discipline enlisted to study religion has its own distinctive methods and topics, and scholars often disagree about how to resolve the inevitable conflicts between these different intellectual perspectives” (Smart and Segal, 2018). Islamic Studies is no exception.

A number of conferences have sought to create awareness of the state of Islamic Studies at universities. The Islam on Campus (2006) conference brought together academics in the field of Islamic Studies to discuss “issues such as the definition of Islamic Studies” (Suleiman and Shihadeh, 2007, pp. 309-310). Although academic approaches in various university programmes may enrich with the perspectives they offer, such as the ‘Islamic Studies BA’ (University of Leeds, 2019), they are limited in advantage, particularly when each approach is compartmentalised from a holistic view or when sound interpretations of the Islamic tradition are compromised. 

Islam on Campus (2006) found that “there was a lingering perception that the study of Sufism (the mystical tradition in Islam) was not properly integrated into the field of Islamic Studies” (Suleiman and Shihadeh, 2007, p. 312). This is a critical issue, as Sufism is considered an integral part of the Islamic tradition. In a famous Hadith tradition, the three levels of the Islamic religion are expounded: Islam, Iman and Ihsan. Ihsan is identified as the spiritual dimension, “that you worship God as if you see Him” (an-Nawawi, 1998, p. 19). Despite the criticisms of bias levelled at faith-based insider perspectives (Hinnells, 2005, p. 245), they have the advantage of experiential knowledge that reinforces understandings of the Islamic faith (Iman) and spirituality (Ihsan). That fact that “‘Islamic Studies’ is taught within an academic environment which does not recognise the fusion that Islam holds between the spiritual and material” (Dien, 2007, p. 243) is of significant concern, as Islam cannot be separated from spirituality. 

Islamic art and architecture ignites positivity and harnesses spiritual elements by offering aesthetically pleasing perspectives of Islam. However, it is more useful once conjoined and studied with other approaches in Islamic Studies.

The anthropological approach of the sociological and ethnographic study of Muslims, though interesting, may pose catastrophic problems in the understanding of Islam. The consequences of judging Islam on its adherents may lead to misinterpretations, because not all who claim to be Muslims are in fact Muslims. Moreover, like any other adherents of other religious traditions, Muslims are prone to various degrees of practice. ISIS, a notorious group confirmed as extremists by hundreds of Muslim authorities (Open Letter to Al-Baghdadi, 2014), defend their horrific crimes with decontextualised and misinterpreted verses of the Quran and Hadith. The benefit of the anthropological approach, however, is that it gives a voice to Muslims and allows the moderate voice to emerge. In the anthropological study of Muslims, the study of classical Islamic texts cannot be dismissed. Islam on Campus (2006) supports that the “study of the classical religio-intellectual disciplines and traditions should remain at the core of Islamic Studies” (Suleiman and Shihadeh, 2007, p. 311).

The study of classical texts and traditions is very beneficial because it is “concerned with the elaboration and transmission of classical Muslim scholarship’s understanding of its faith” (SOAS, 2019). The study of classical texts is the foundation of Islamic scholarship; some programmes combine a number of academic perspectives, “such as theology, Arabic linguistic thought, jurisprudence and scriptural hermeneutics” (SOAS, 2019).

Nonetheless, even the study of classical texts may pose challenges. Muslim literary sources on which Western scholars have based their accounts include the Quran (Lewinstein, 2019). Complications arise in the mistranslations of Islamic texts. Shaykh Muhammad Al-Yaqoubi, a renowned Islamic scholar, makes the point that “translations are human attempts to render its meanings into other languages; therefore, they are not sacred and could be prone to error” (Al-Yaqoubi, 2018, p. 186). He argues that some of the mistranslated words are those of verse 60 of Surah 8, commonly translated as: “to strike terror into [the hearts of] the enemies” (Al-Yaqoubi, 2018, p. 186). He proves with reference to classical works that the best translation of the verse is “to thereby deter the enemy of Allah and your enemy (i.e. from attacking you).” Furthermore, he affirms that “the verse does not in any way order or sanction attacks against non-Muslims, not even enemies, let alone allies. It talks about preventive measures, not actions of terror” (Al-Yaqoubi, 2018, pp. 188-189).

Meanings and perceptions of Islam and Muslims are formed through means of translations. How can one accurately attempt to understand Islamic sources by relying on questionable translations? Wheeler commented on Islamic texts that “many useful original texts are untranslated and those that are translated are often out of print or the translation is poor” (Wheeler, 2019). Poor translation is excluded from the area of valid interpretation and critical analysis that the Islamic tradition has always accommodated. The issue regards factual errors and the subsequent misinterpretation of Islam. Far from building bridges with the West and promoting harmonious co-existence, misinterpreted meanings may give leverage to both proponents of The Clash of Civilizations (Huntington, 2002) and extremist Islamic groups to justify their acts of terrorism.

Further approaches include the theological, philosophical, historical and law, and are encompassed within the Western scholarly discipline of Orientalism of the 18th and 19th centuries (Thomas, 2014). These perspectives can be devastatingly harmful and perilous given that the Orientalist “function was not so much to represent Islam in itself” (Said, 2003, p. 60). The misrepresentations, biases and stereotypes found in Orientalist literature (Said, 1997, p.xxvi) undermine the authenticity of the literature to speak authoritatively on Islam. Furthermore, such literature is “marked by Christian precommitment” (Burke and Prochaska, 2008, p. 52). 

The various approaches to the academic study of Islam and Muslims may produce benefit, but they ultimately have limitations because they are akin to pieces of a jigsaw puzzle without representing all the pieces of the puzzle. Furthermore, the pieces that misinterpret Islam do not fit the puzzle. Because these approaches determine the discourse on Islam and Muslims, the need to understand Islam holistically with the main approaches of Islamic law (Islam), theology (Iman) and spirituality (Ihsan), together with correct interpretation, is of paramount importance. Unfortunately, as yet, “no proper serious consideration has been given to examining the paradigms and methodologies provided within Islam itself” (Khir, 2007, p. 257). Muslim scholars who base their understanding on sound sources of knowledge in the Islamic tradition are qualified to elucidate on the methodologies provided within Islam.
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