Discuss the different approaches towards the academic study, in universities, of Islam and Muslims


In the 1630s, Chairs of Arabic were established at both Oxford and Cambridge Universities. These events marked an increased interest in the academic study of the Middle East that would develop into the Islamic Studies curricula of the present day. They also point to the fact that language, that is, Arabic, was the original basis for the growth of Middle Eastern research. In its trajectory as an area of academic interest since the 17th Century, the study of Islam has changed focus. I would like to look at five factors that effected these changes and had an impact on approaches to the study of Islam: classical and modern Arabic, Religious Studies in the public rather than private sphere, Orientalism and caution, terrorism and violence, and, finally, funding. In so doing I am looking predominantly at the academic study of Islam, rather than of Muslims: the shift in focus, from the teaching of Islam towards studies of local born or migrant Muslims in the West is more characteristic of Islamic Studies courses of the twenty-first century.

The establishment of Chairs for the teaching of classical Arabic was, originally, designed as a basis for understanding Hebrew and consequently part of bible exegesis. These departments also laid particular emphasis on Persian and Semitic languages, but with increasing interest in Islamic manuscripts and Indic tongues from the early 19th century, as a result of colonisation in South East Asia.  Ahmad[footnoteRef:1] wrote in 2001, that few universities now give importance to Arabic. However, there is an approach to Islamic Studies which champions the inclusion of Arabic as part of the syllabus[footnoteRef:2]. Siddiqui points to a need for traditionally (Arabic) trained Islamic scholars for specific parts of the syllabus, and suggests that intensive Arabic courses should be offered at universities. Ahmad has called it ‘the language of Islam’[footnoteRef:3]. Naturally, lack of Arabic knowledge will not prevent the student from understanding, practising or moving into the teaching of Islam; education by means of the local medium will be more easily understood. The idea remains, however, in some universities in non-Arab but Islamic countries, such as Malaysia and Pakistan, that Arabic language teaching should be an integral part of an Islamic Studies curriculum. [1:  Ahmad, I. ‘Teaching Islamic Studies in the Non-Arab World’, Journal of Minority Muslim Affairs’, 21/2/2001:273]  [2:  Siddiqui, A. ‘Islam at universities in England’, 2007:27: http://dera.ioe.ac.uk/6500/1/Updated%20Dr%20Siddiqui%20Report.pdf]  [3:  Ahmad, ibid: 274] 


Islamic Studies in Western universities is normally located in the department of Religious Studies. While seminaries and yeshivot have educated adults privately in the field of Theology, the first Religious Studies degree course was initiated at Lancaster University in 1967 under Ninian Smart. Wider access to education after the Second World War, and increasing immigration from Uganda and Pakistan in the 1960s, meant that the topic ‘religions’ and, specifically, Islam, entered the public space.  Thus the academic, rather than theological or ideological, study of religions was established. This process was echoed in the US, where Wilfred Cantwell Smith and Fazlur Rahman led Islamic Studies institutes at McGill and Chicago. In both the UK and the USA, Islamicists added to Religious Studies’ curricula, with courses on the political force of religion, and the importance of growing internationalism. With reference to the addition of Islamic Studies within departments of Religion, Hughes[footnoteRef:4] has pointed out the Islamicists’ ‘openness to rethinking fundamental assumptions about Islamic thought and practise’. Thus the approach became one of looking at how religion is constructed and practised, and how it finds its place in a community.  [4:  Hughes, A. ‘The study of Islam before and after September 11’, Method and Theory in the Study of Religion, Vol 24, issue 4-5, 2012: 331 http://booksandjournals.brillonline.com/content/journals/15700682/24/4-5] 


In 1978, Edward Said published his widely influential book “Orientalism’. His study of a falsified and romanticised Western image of the Middle East was instrumental in re-forming the approach to Islamic Studies. The word ’Orientalist’ as a description of the academic teaching of predominantly Middle Eastern religion and culture, became linked to colonialism, dominance and a deep distrust of the East as ‘The Other’. Appearing just four years after defeat in the Vietnam conflict, Said’s account of the rise of Orientalism caused Islamic Studies departments, especially in the US, to question whether they were degrading the very subject they specialised in. Not all Islamicists agreed with Said, but as a result of the book and the discussions following its publication, Islamic Studies curricula formed a more open approach, with increasing sensitivity to diversity, Eurocentrism, gender studies and the value of questioning stereotypes. One of the most positive results for the structuring of Islamic courses was the recognition of international policies, feminist theology, pluralism and the choice of identity which characterise postmodernism. An excellent example of this affecting Islamicists’ approach is seen in Charles Taylor’s book ‘The Politics of Recognition’[footnoteRef:5]. [5:  Taylor, C. ‘The Politics of Recognition’, Princeton University Press, 1994.] 


Said’s critique, however, also led to what Hughes[footnoteRef:6] has called ‘apologetical categories’ that are to a certain extent still part of some Islamic courses today. This can take the form of a cautious, defensive and postcolonial position, protecting the Islamicists’ object of analysis from analytical harm. The approach has been described as apolitical, as opposed to an Islamic Studies course which encompasses difficult questions such as jihadist violence. Hughes[footnoteRef:7] further stressed the fact that there cannot be some topics of an academic field which are off limits. In fact, the topic of violence has been pinpointed as an impetus for the growth in post orientalist Islamic Studies courses. Ernst and Martin[footnoteRef:8] write that before September 2001, the subject ‘could be found in barely one-tenth of the approximately 1,200 academic departments of Religious Studies in North America’. Extensive media coverage, albeit negative, still leads to publicity, and an increasing interest in modern, particularly lived, Islam. Violence has been denounced as the ‘hijacking of Islam’[footnoteRef:9], but there is no doubt that it has fomented interest in courses about the Qur’an, about Girard’s work on violence and religion[footnoteRef:10] and about Muslim world views.  [6:  Hughes, ibid: 328]  [7:  Hughes, ibid: 334]  [8:  Ernst, C. and R. Martin, ‘Rethinking Islamic Studies’, University of South Carolina, 2010:1]  [9:  Esposito, J. ‘Islam: the straight path’, OUP, 2005: 263]  [10:  Girard, R. ‘Violence and The Sacred’, Johns Hopkins Press, 1977] 


These courses will strengthen the position of Islamic Studies in academic circles, and will, too, offer job opportunities in social services, the Police force, politics, diplomacy and national defence. In fact, the importance of national defence for the US, as well as their business interests in the Middle East, has meant extra funding for Islamic Studies – especially those with a modern political approach. Funding in the UK has also facilitated courses and research in Islamic Studies at the universities where Arabic Chairs were first established – in Oxford through the funding of Yousef Jamal to the Oxford Centre of Islamic Studies, and in Cambridge for the Prince Alwaleed Bin Talal Centre of Islamic Studies. This Saudi funding is to promote the understanding of Islam and Muslims within society; it also promotes the ability of Islamic Studies to offer more, and more varied, courses on Islam, increasingly to students from outside the UK.

The importance of Islamic Studies has grown enormously in Western universities in the twenty-first century. The approaches to teaching are enriched by national interest in the beliefs and practices of increasing numbers of locally born or immigrant Muslims in these countries. Courses are no longer based purely on Middle Eastern languages, nor are they centred on the understanding of Islamic texts. As stand-alone courses, or as part of Religious Studies degrees, these are courses of open discussion of the various forms of Islam, encompassing politics, legal issues and the local population. Some universities, such as Birmingham or Leeds[footnoteRef:11], with large local Muslim populations, have engaged with local Muslim communities to mutually provide both academic support, and, most importantly, mutual understanding. [11:  Siddiqui, ibid: 31] 
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