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Different Approaches to Academic Study of Islam & Muslims in Universities



Introduction
According to a recent report published by Lipka and Hacket (2017) of the Pew Research Center Islam will become the world’s largest religion by the second half of this century. In the UK, according to the NatCen’s British Social Attitudes Survey, as reported by Sinhai (2015), Islam is the fastest growing religion. Also in the UK, as reported in The Spectator (2016), those proclaiming to be Christian has fallen below of those claiming to have no religion for the first time. This is partly due to the continual onslaught of liberal thinkers placing science and rationalism as being the primal form of knowledge. On the contrary Islam is a religion that is continually attracting new adherents. Putting aside those who are born within a Muslim family or those Muslims who have migrated to the UK there are also significant number of converts. Moosavi (2012), reporting in the Huffington Post, says that hundreds of Britain’s are converting to Islam every month. Although Moosavi gives two basic reasons for this conversion but he also accepts that the underlying reasons are not so well understood, alluding to that more research is needed. Moosavi highlights another important implication for the growing Muslim population; their provisions and the way they can be an integral part of the nation. He predicts that the Muslim population may double by the next census, and could make up to 10% of the population. This population increase in the UK, as well as in other European countries, is being assessed in some detail, Hacket (2015). 


As Muslims have become an integral part of the British Society the provisions for this group, their identity, and their social impact in the wider context, is beginning to be realised as something which cannot be ignored. This requires careful assessment and a re-thinking of the contemporary understanding of Islam, and as Lewi (2008) puts it (as reported by Panjwani (2013), it is ‘Islam in the West’ and not ‘Islam and the West’ is the approach that needs to be adopted. One area which is being scrutinised is the academic study of Islam, both in the normative and contemporary context. This articles gives a brief overview of the different approaches to the academic study of Islam in these two contexts.

Early Academic Study of Islam
The academic study of Islam and its history in Europe dates back to the late 16th century, Hourani (1989). The teaching of Arabic was introduced at the College de France in Paris in 1587 and then followed by at the University of Leiden in the Netherlands in 1613, Hourani (1989). Similarly, Cambridge and Oxford Universities introduced the very first chairs in the study of Arabic sources and manuscripts in 1632 and 1634, respectively, HEFCE (2008) & Hourani (1989).

In the UK the study of Islam in the early part of the nineteenth century began mainly to address the governing of Muslims in the newly colonised countries. Also, at the height of the British Empire, which included many Muslim countries, there was a need in the UK for the training of individuals for public or private business services in those countries. The British Government therefore commissioned a number of reports, the first of which was the Reay Report of 1909, and this assessed the state of the Oriental studies in London, HEFCE Report (2008). The results of this report led to the establishment of the School of Oriental Studies (SOS) in 1916, and which later became, the School of African and Oriental Studies (SOAS) in 1938, Makooi (1994). Other reports also followed in subsequent years looking at the provision of Middle Eastern Studies in the UK. These include the Scarborough Report (1947), Hayter Report (1961), and the Parker Report (1986). Other reports published in the UK after the Parker Report looking at the various issues facing Islamic Studies in the UK are provided by the following; Nanji (1997), BRISMES (2003), Bunt (2002 & 2005), Fattah et al. (2006), Gleeve (2007), Suleiman & Shihadeh (2007) and Ehteshami (2008). More recent reports compiled for the British Government include the study of the needs and investment needed for Islamic Studies in British universities by Siddiqui (2007) and the study of it is approaches compiled by the HEFCE Report (2008). 

There were also other issues arising in the colonised countries that led academics to expand Islamic studies from its Philological context to include ethnography and law. It was this scientific approach that provided the foundation to expand Islamic studies. The direct result of this approach in the Netherlands Lieden University, was the creation of the Encyclopaedia of Islam, published by Brill in Leiden, Buskens (2016).

Academic Study of Islam
The study of Islam in the UK can be grouped into two categories depending on the style of education and also for which group it is aimed for. The traditional based studies, generally for Muslims wanting a devotional type of learning, are delivered by Mosque’s, Madrassa’s and  Islamic Colleges. These type of institutions are particularly suited for students wanting a traditional learning related to Fiqh and other Islamic sciences. The Madrassa’s, in particular, have an educational environment purely based on reverence of the traditional style of learning. In most cases it fails to deal with the real contemporary issues of society or provide an atmosphere for critical thinking, appraisal and scepticism. More recent colleges such as The Markfield Institute (Leicester), Cambridge Muslim College (Cambridge), Islamic College (London), Al-Maktoum College (Scotland) and the Ebrahim College (London) not only deliver traditional style of learning but have also aligned themselves with a more secular style of study which also includes conducting research or dealing with contemporary issues as well as on various aspects of Islamic principles in a modern context. 

Traditionally, the Islamic studies syllabuses at Universities have developed from Orientalism, based on philology and classical texts, particularly of the Middle East; Arabic, Persian and Turkish languages. These syllabuses also include texts from the Quran and Hadith’s as well. Outside of these models academics have also expanded Islamic Studies to include subject matters based on sociology, politics and anthropology. With the recent political events throughout the Middle East the study of Islamic Politics is gaining particular interest by academics. According to Ramadan (University of Birmingham Conference 2005) the study of Islam in the political science context, however, can be subject to influence by media and political interests which can undermine the scientific approach to the study of Islam. He also highlights the role which Muslim scholars, who are generally excluded from mainstream academia, can play in adapting their methods to integrate their environment to address subject matters using the methodological principles used in academia. 

With recent and continued terrorist events, both in the UK and worldwide, the study of political Islam has taken a surge, in part by government interests and funding. This is a relatively new field of study, as reported by Sheikh (2012), who provided a comprehensive survey of the teaching and the syllabuses of this subject in British universities. He examined the syllabuses with respect to how they navigated some of the intellectual challenges. He concludes in his report that there is no strategic institutional commitment to the teaching of this subject area amongst the few universities who do provide the teaching of this subject. 

One of the other emerging areas of the study of Islam and Muslims is the use of the Internet an area which Bunt (University of Birmingham Conference 2005) presented at the conference and which he cites as having few guidelines on its use and approaches. The internet has had a profound effect on how Muslims and non-Muslims view Islam. In particular, with the ease at which information can be attained, it has shaped the Muslim views and practices in ways never seen before. This is a subject area that has been and is being explored by Bunt (2009).

Another area of Islamic Studies is the emergence of the interdisciplinary study of Islam and Muslims in Britain. The University of Cardiff provides a degree programme in Islam in Britain which focuses on the issues facing Muslims in Britain ranging from Islamic practices to history of Islam and cultural diversity. 




Conclusion
The universities approach to Islamic studies are generally on a much wider perspective than the normative doctrinal and Islamic Law based studies which are found in the traditional Madrassa’s and  Islamic Colleges. Universities consider Islam more than just a religion, and by having an interdisciplinary and thematic focus, they are able to provide a much wider and analytical rigor on specific themes that have relevance to social issues. There is also a growing interest to re-align the Madrassa based education so that students are able to achieve the necessary level needed to further their studies at university level. From the evidence available in the literature survey this is to extent already happening.
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