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Abstract 
  
In the contemporary period, the persistence of the dual system of state and madrasa education in 
many Muslim countries has raised for policymakers the dilemma of what form Islam ought to 
assume as a pedagogic category in these contexts. At one extreme, in the syllabi of traditionalist 
madrasas, we find Islam being deployed as an overarching epistemological framework within 
which all other forms of knowledge are subsumed. At the other end, predominantly in state and 
private schools, Islam is presented as one discipline among a range of others. Between these two 
extremes lie other modes that approach Islam from interdisciplinary or ancillary perspectives. 
This paper proposes to examine, using constructs from the sociology of the curriculum, the 
political and epistemological implications of the integrative and disciplinary modes of pedagogic 
Islam pertaining to contrasting Muslim contexts where tensions between these two forms of 
education have given rise to polarised discourses on the curriculum in the post-colonial period. 
The enquiry will attempt to draw inferences from this analysis on the relationship between the 
political project of the modern Muslim nation-state, discursive posturings by competing interests, 
and epistemological forms of Islam as school knowledge, leading to considerations of curricular 
reform that can assign a progressive role to Islam in the education of young Muslims. 
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Introduction 
 
In recent years, Islam as school knowledge has been increasingly perceived as a problematic 
category in education, in both Muslim and non-Muslim contexts.[1] Terrorist incidents globally 
have provoked searching questions on the ends and substance of Muslim education, 
foregrounding the role of Islam in shaping Muslim attitudes towards the “other”. Although the 
espousal of militant extremism has been viewed as limited to a small minority of madrasas in 
“remote outposts”, the threat of it spreading to other areas has prompted Muslim politicians to 
give serious consideration to the implications arising from the specific modes of Islam being 
promulgated in their national contexts. 
 
While the debate on Islam in Muslim education is complex, to say the least, and shaped by 
multiple forces, two viewpoints in particular have served to crystallise prescriptive discourses on 
this issue. On the one hand, neo-revivalists and Islamists [2] have demanded the imposition of 
Islam as an overarching epistemological framework in the school curriculum that incorporates 
and regulates all other forms of knowledge (Ashraf, 1985; Husain & Ashraf, 1979). From an 
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oppositional standpoint, modernists and secularists argue for its scope of influence to be 
regulated, preferring to see it contained as a bounded subject alongside other disciplines. [3] 
 
This polarising conflict frames in stark terms the question of the approach to Islam in the 
education of Muslims: ought it to be the sole reference point that defines the entirety of what 
constitutes education for a Muslim, or ought it to be one court of appeal among others in 
educational decision making? This crucial dilemma has been addressed in diverse ways in 
Muslim contexts, depending on factors such as the status accorded to Islam in national policies, 
the nature and degree of political activism exercised by Muslim movements, and historical and 
socio-cultural forces that have shaped the particular complexion of educational institutions in 
given settings (Daun & Walford, 2004; Rahman, 1982; Roald, 1994).  
 
Given the range of responses, many of them arising from contemporary social exigencies and 
political pressures, much confusion persists over the approach to be adopted towards Islam in the 
curriculum. Neither the containment nor the expansion of Islam in Muslim education by 
policymakers has been free of ramifications, exposing an aporia to which there appears to be no 
easy resolution. The edifying vision of Islam, if curtailed in educational terms, risks being 
deprived of its spiritual and moral bearing that has served as an orienting inspiration for Muslim 
societies for centuries; given free rein institutionally, it is open to being misappropriated by 
extremist elements to pursue their own ideological ends. 
 
It has been all too tempting in the present circumstances for educators to lean one way or the 
other in a bid to resolve the crisis, without adequate reflection on the implications arising from 
each choice. What has long been required, although this proposal may appear impractical under 
current conditions, are fresh appraisals and reflexive critiques directed at the tangled mass of 
theories, policies, and practices that abound today so as to arrive at reasoned and justifiable 
courses of action to be adopted in Muslim education. Recognising the complexities involved, this 
form of analysis is inevitably a long-term endeavour that warrants iterative research, deliberation, 
and debate. One pressing issue which calls for considered attention, and which provides the 
impetus for this study, is the make-up of the curriculum in Muslim countries. [4] 
 
In the context of the enquiry undertaken here, the curriculum is understood as an epistemological 
field demarcated and structured for pedagogical purposes and given functional expression by 
educational institutions and practitioners. More broadly, it can be viewed as a pedagogic 
discourse, process, or mechanism by which knowledge becomes culturally selected and socially 
validated.[5] The analysis of the curriculum invites examination as a “text” with a historical 
trajectory, and as a contested field in which forms of knowledge vie for legitimacy and 
canonicity, revealing which disciplines are privileged or subordinated, integrated or isolated, 
ascendant or on the wane, thus exposing political and epistemological preferences at work in a 
given system of education (Apple, 1979; Bernstein, 1990). Curriculum analysis from the 
perspective of social epistemology entails scrutinising school knowledge as a site of social 
interests and conflicts that also reciprocally conditions societal relations and outlooks (Popkewitz, 
1987). 
 
The curricular space in Muslim contexts, as in other societies, has not been free historically of 
social conflicts, being exposed to political, religious, and cultural forces that have contoured its 
topography. The curriculum in Muslim societies presents itself as an intensely contested field 
which has undergone fundamental shifts and transformations in Muslim history, both in the 
remote and recent past (Makdisi, 1981; Rahman, 1982). For any reformative strategy to be 
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effective, it is necessary to have a grasp of the historical tendencies operating on the curriculum in 
Muslim education, and how constructions of the past feed into contemporary discourses of 
contending groups. In this paper, I analyse the problematic of Islam in the school curriculum from 
historical, political, and epistemological perspectives, drawing broadly from the conceptual 
repertoire of the sociology of the curriculum (Bernstein, 1990; Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977).[6] In 
particular, I attend to the implications raised by Islamists and secularists through their 
counterpoising claims on the curriculum, and the nature of the dilemma faced in teaching Islam to 
Muslims today in national contexts where “traditional” and “modern” forms of knowledge have 
come to be viewed in dichotomous and reified terms. While attempts have been made to 
overcome this dichotomy in a variety of contexts, through the incorporation of subjects such as 
science, mathematics, and languages in the curricula of ‘reformed’ madrasas for instance, a 
polarised discourse persists at the level of the ideologues whose underlying motives need to be 
explicated. More specifically, this discourse needs to be interrogated for its bipolar ideology that 
casts the “traditional” and the “modern” as essentially static, absolute, and ultimately 
irreconcilable categories, oblivious to the ongoing creation, expression, and realisation of 
redefined modernities by contemporary Islamic traditions and movements.  
 
It needs to be stressed here that this paper is a preliminary contribution to a topic that requires 
further research, the analysis being confined to illustrative Muslim contexts, primarily in the 
Middle East and selected parts of Asia.[7] As such, the conclusions drawn in the article need to be 
corroborated by the findings of emergent studies on Muslim education that are beginning to 
attend to curricular issues (see e.g. Fortna, 2002; Hashim, 1996; Menashri, 1992; Roald, 1994; 
Starrett, 1998).  
 
The Dilemma  
 
The subject of Islam forms an important component of the curriculum of state and private schools 
in Muslim countries, being taught under a variety of headings such as al-tarbiyya al-islamiyya 
(Islamic Education), Islamiyyat, Islamic Studies, or talimat-e dini (Religious Instruction). It may 
be accompanied by ancillary or cognate subjects centred on the learning of the Qur’an, the hadith, 
and sira (traditions and biography of the Prophet), usul al-din (principles of the faith), and akhlaq 
(moral precepts), while also finding mention in subjects such as history, social studies, civic 
education, and languages (Daun & Walford, 2004; Leirvik, 2004; Shamsavary, Saqeb, & 
Halstead, 1993). In the state schools of some Muslim countries, as much as one-third of the 
instructional time may be allocated to the teaching of subjects directly related to Islam. Its 
inclusion in the school curriculum is commonly perceived as a continuation of the religious 
instruction imparted in Muslim societies in the past through kuttabs or maktabs (elementary or 
beginners’ schools) and madrasas (colleges of higher instruction in the religious sciences and 
Islamic law), in which children and youths were inducted into their faith. Examined from the 
perspective of Muslim educational history, however, Islam as a bounded subject in the 
contemporary school curriculum is a departure in significant respects from pre-modern paradigms 
of Muslim religious education – in its form, substance, as well as approach.  
 
The origins of pedagogical Islam as a modern school discipline lie possibly in that wider narrative 
of the construction of academic subjects that began to compose educational curricula in the 19th 
and 20th centuries, spurred by the rise of new disciplines in the intellectual field and invested 
with official status by the project of the modern nation-state (Goodson, 1993; Green, 1997).[8] 
The disciplining of Islam into an objectified school-level subject seems to have been an offshoot 
of the development of Islam as a specialist field of enquiry in institutions of higher education, at 
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first in Europe and then globally, and which came to be known variously as Oriental, Arabic, 
Middle Eastern, or Islamic Studies.[9] Orientalism itself can be perceived in part as a social 
Darwinist attempt at the classification of cultures and their positioning within the epistemological 
framework that originated in and evolved from Enlightenment thought (Sharpe, 1986). Islam, 
along with other religious and cultural categories, was rendered into a discipline by being 
recontextualised and reified as the constructed artifice of “religion”, a process that is very much a 
modern development, as William Cantwell Smith (1978) has argued.  
 
The formulation of Islam as a circumscribed academic subject represents a crucial turning point 
in the history of Muslim education, resulting in a significant transformation of the curriculum as 
an epistemological field. Prior to the modern period, it is difficult to locate, as a norm, a 
specialised discipline explicitly designated as “Islam” in the education of Muslims. What we 
discover in the classical and post-classical curricula of Muslim educational institutions, instead, 
are subjects such as tafsir (Qur’anic exegesis), hadith (traditions of the Prophet), fiqh 
(jurisprudence), usul al-fiqh (principles of jurisprudence), and kalam (theology), all undoubtedly 
associated with the faith of Islam and integral to its understanding, but no distinct, unified, and 
bounded subject known as Islam, whether referred to by that title or its cognate designations 
(Makdisi, 1981). The introduction of this new subject in the modern school setting points to the 
endeavours of educators to distil some form of synthesised essence from the historically evolved 
religious sciences by compacting them into a diluted paradigm of Islamic Studies, in the bid to 
present the core of the faith through the economy of delineated slots in the school timetable, but 
in the process of doing so, changing the nature of the pedagogical discourse, if not the theological 
episteme itself.  
 
The inclusion of Islam in the state school curriculum reveals one means by which policymakers in 
modernising Muslim states of the 20th century tried to eliminate the bifurcation of Muslim 
education created by inherited and imported modes of schooling during the colonial period, a 
breach which some early Muslim reformers attempted to overcome while as yet under colonial 
rule. With the exception of the newly formed state of Turkey, which sought to do away with 
Islam altogether in its educational system in the immediate post-Ottoman phase, other Muslim 
states adopted strategies to represent the subject in their national curricula in a variety of modes, 
the space allocated to it mirroring the degree of influence Islam in general was deemed to wield 
politically (Hashim, 1996; Hoodbhoy, 1998; Starrett, 1998; Szyliowicz, 1973; Tibawi, 1979).  
 
With the establishment of state and private schools alongside existing and restructured madrasas, 
what transpired as a radical reconfiguration of educational institutions in Muslim societies 
spurred the birth, after intermittent periods of educational change, of an alternative and innovative 
curricular space. This new epistemological field was composed of a mix of discrete but 
interlinked disciplines, as had been the case to some degree in pre-modern systems; but in 
contrast to the curricula of those madrasas in which the religious sciences predominated, the 
subjects now included forms of knowledge previously supplemental, marginalised, or excluded, 
and which came to be labelled as “secular” knowledge. While Islam was inserted by 
policymakers in this framework as an additional discipline, or in some cases as a subset of 
interrelated disciplines, it was not universally and intentionally deployed in the immediate post-
colonial period to act as a uniting and integrating core to which all the other subjects made 
reference. Rather, it appears to have been conceived as functioning predominantly in its own 
separate space, intersecting with other subjects such as history, geography, civics, and social 
studies, but without generally doing away with their disciplinary integrity. The overall philosophy 
that seems to have informed this pluriform curriculum was that young Muslims should be 
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exposed to a rounded concept of knowledge (Gokalp, 1959; Hussein, 1954; Sadiq, 1931).  
 
In the consolidating phase of the post-colonial decades, Islam as a pedagogical category in state 
schools was strategically appropriated as part of the overall drive towards national unity, 
perceived as a potent means to inculcate, in diverse Muslim constituencies, a common 
understanding of Islam through state education. Politically, it was one strategy among a range of 
others through which the ruling elite of nascent Muslim nation-states sought to forge, as a matter 
of practical expediency, national unity, identity, and consciousness out of divided loyalties in 
order to check the threat of ethnic and sectarian conflicts. This imperative afforded the state with 
a justification for presenting Islam in a contained and controlled manner in its official curriculum, 
while allowing policymakers to claim its presence and representation in state education as 
answering to the demands of the Muslim public for religious education. National leaders and 
ministers of education in the first half of the 20th century, in their commitment to realise their 
reformist projects, actively set out to promote the case for modernising Islamic education in the 
domain of public schooling (Gokalp, 1959; Hussein, 1954; Rahman, 1953; Sadiq, 1931). In 
consequence, as Starrett (1998) reveals in his study on educational change in Egypt, school-level 
Islam became objectified, codified, and functionalised for political and social utility in the phase 
of rising nationalism.  
 
In the 1970s, a belated reaction arose among Islamist thinkers that was specifically targeted at the 
disciplining of Islam into a school subject. Labelling this process as the “secularisation” of 
education, advocates of this view took exception to Islam being contained and relativised in the 
education of Muslims. If secularisation was the negation of the ideals upheld by the neo-
revivalists, its alternative was Islamisation, an ideological perspective given formal expression in 
a series of conferences on Muslim education organised in the late 1970s and early 1980s (Husain 
& Ashraf, 1979). In these conferences, the opposition to a mode of instruction for Muslims in 
which Islam was assigned a restricted and reduced status was vociferously expressed, and the 
case was promoted for all school subjects to be taught within an integrative framework, making 
Islam the central point of reference for Muslim education.  
 
The call for the Islamisation of education represented, in essence, a bid to reinstate Islam as an 
overarching epistemological frame in the determination and propagation of knowledge. 
Islamisation was advanced by its proponents as the fundamental means by which the curricular 
hegemony lost with the modernising of Muslim education could be reclaimed. Advocates of this 
stance sought, in effect, to force the revaluation of the epistemic legitimacy of school subjects 
through the redefinition of relations between forms of knowledge. The argument was insistently 
made that in educating young Muslims, Islam necessarily had to be the principal source of 
reference, without which Muslim education, to the extent that it fostered “Muslimness”, was 
rendered meaningless, if not nullified altogether. Islam, as an all-encompassing outlook on the 
totality of life and the sole foundational base that defined and justified all forms of learning, so 
the Islamists asserted, could not simply be reduced to a subject in the curriculum but ought to 
constitute the epistemological basis of all subjects to which Muslim children were exposed 
(Husain & Ashraf, 1979). As an ideological viewpoint, Islamisation committed itself to reversing 
the perceived secularisation of Muslim education that materialised in the modern period, while 
also challenging, both frontally and tacitly, the authority of the modern nation-state to educate 
Muslims, positing in its stead a transnational and homogenising ideal of Islamic education.  
 
In the last quarter of the 20th century, the totalitarian aspirations of the Islamists gained a degree 
of political realisation in Muslim states where Islam was adopted as the state ideology. In the case 
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of Pakistan, Islamiyyat was not only imposed as a compulsory subject in the curriculum from the 
elementary to undergraduate level, but a concerted attempt was made to integrate Islamic content 
into other subject areas (Hoodbhoy, 1998; Nayyar & Salim, 2002), effectively diluting 
disciplinary boundaries so as to Islamise the domains of pedagogical knowledge. In Iran, the 1979 
revolution led to the extending of the space allocated to Islam in the curriculum, resulting in its 
permeation into subjects such as history, geography, literature, and economics that had previously 
been more eclectic in their approach (Godazgar, 2001). These cases reveal interesting relations 
between the nature of political ideology espoused by modern nation-states, and the types of 
epistemological boundaries constructed in their educational curricula.  
 
The questioning of the disciplining of Islam in recent decades has opened up a new frontier of 
debate in Muslim education, as have political attempts by some Muslim states to Islamise all 
domains of school knowledge. Deep tensions exist today in various Muslim contexts between the 
containment and expansion of Islam in the curriculum (Roald, 1994; Starrett, 1998). Exacerbated 
by the contemporary geopolitical crises and concomitant acts of terrorism, the problematic of 
Islam in the epistemological space has taken on a sharper edge. Should Islam be treated as a 
single discipline or an all-encompassing frame of reference in Muslim education? How is the 
schooling of Muslims to be understood in relation to Islam? Is Muslim education conceivable 
without Islam, or with circumscribed reference to it? Conversely, what implications are raised for 
Muslims if the entirety of their education is determined by Islam, howsoever defined? Any 
attempt to answer these questions by the various stakeholders, which warrants careful deliberation 
and debate on their part, requires as an initial step a clearer understanding of the curriculum as an 
epistemological space in Muslim history.  
 
The Historical Case  
 
Islamisation, while being a modern polemic (Abaza, 2002; Wan Daud, 1998), draws its 
justification from historical arguments with history being used as a means to legitimise curricular 
categories and relations through a projection of contemporary desires onto the past. It plays to the 
advantage of the Islamists to deploy the historical card in order to give credence, validity, and 
force to their political and pedagogical claims. Modern changes in the curriculum are therefore 
portrayed as aberrations and deviations, with policymakers being exhorted to return to their 
historical roots and traditions to repossess a supposed authenticity of Muslim education. The 
invention of tradition conjures up the impression that the curricular space was a unified field in 
Muslim history or, if differentiated, that it was entirely determined by an essentialised “Islam”. 
Such claims need to be interrogated through an engagement with historical sources that refer to 
the classification and positioning of fields of knowledge in Muslim intellectual traditions.  
 
The argument that the education of Muslims was wholly informed by some form of univocal and 
monolithic Islam, and that the curricular space in the Muslim past was consensually derived, does 
not quite stand up to historical evidence (Bakar, 1998; Makdisi, 1981). In the first five centuries 
of Muslim history, education in Muslim societies became diversified denominationally, 
institutionally, and epistemologically. Denominational and sectarian diversification from the 
outset meant that there was no agreement among Muslims on how the Islamic message was to be 
understood, leading to differences of interpretation between Shi‘as, Kharijis, and Sunnis, not to 
mention the claims of numerous sects and schools which emerged within the major traditions. At 
the same time, these differences were given material expression through the development of 
diverse institutional paradigms which included masjids and jamis (mosque colleges), dar al-ilms 
and bayt al-hikmas (academies of knowledge or wisdom), khizanas and maktabas (libraries), 
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zawiyas and ribats (monastic colleges), mashhads (shrine colleges), as well as madrasas. 
Contrasting forms of curricula, although sharing some common elements, found expression in 
these institutions to answer to the particular understandings of the Islamic vision which each 
tradition espoused (Berkey, 1992; Halm, 1997; Makdisi, 1981; Rahman, 1982).  
 
As Muslim history progressed, different modes of education evolved, depending on whether 
philosophical, legal, or mystical perspectives were adopted as a matter of emphasis by the 
divergent traditions of interpretation (Hodgson, 1974). From an epistemological perspective, 
intellectual developments in Muslim civilisations reveal keen attention to religious, literary, and 
scientific spheres of interest. The curricular schemes proposed by philosophers such as al-Farabi 
were based on an eclectic mix of subjects-philosophical, theological, and empirical (Bakar, 1998), 
and institutions like the Fatimid Dar al-Ilm in 11th-century Cairo took the form of proto-
universities that adopted a pansophic approach to knowledge (Halm, 1997), an aspiration also to 
be discerned in the encyclopaedic endeavours of the Ikhwan al-Safa. In the classical phase of 
Muslim history, a natural diversification of the curriculum was beginning to flower, responding to 
the changing social and historical circumstances, the specificity of intellectual and cultural 
contexts, and the particular readings of Islam being upheld.  
 
The early epistemological space in Muslim education crystallised around the study of the Qur’an, 
the awakening interest in linguistic sciences, and the scholarship based on the traditions and 
biography of the Prophet, including the history of early Islam, a phase closely followed by the 
development of jurisprudence, theology, and other ancillary subjects such as scholastic logic, 
rhetoric, and prosody (Hodgson, 1974). The curricular space experienced an initial differentiation 
and advancement of the religious sciences, but gradually lost its intellectual fecundity with the 
ascendancy of fiqh (jurisprudence) as a regulatory discipline that sought to curb competing 
domains of knowledge (Rahman, 1982).  
 
During the peak of classical creativity, Muslim engagement with philosophy, logic, astronomy, 
mathematics, medicine, and the empirical sciences intensified, sparked off initially by the 
discovery and translation of ancient Greek texts. This sphere of enquiry, in contrast to the field of 
religious knowledge, became categorised as the “ancient” or “foreign” sciences. With the entry of 
this domain into the curricular space, the tension between the religious and ancient sciences 
heightened, eventually culminating in a sharp demarcation between the two areas of knowledge, 
with a further rift caused by the marginalising of adab (literary humanism) (Makdisi, 1981, 
1990). These major divisions in the classical period led to different emphases and strategies of 
organising the epistemological space, as is evident when we compare the schemes of al-Farabi, 
Ibn Sina, Ikhwan al-Safa, al-Ghazali, Ibn Khaldun, and other prominent thinkers (Bakar, 1998; 
Tibawi, 1979). The philosophers’ classification of the disciplines drew inspiration from Greek 
sources and employed Aristotelian and neo-Platonic categories. Al-Ghazali and the theologians 
who followed, on the other hand, applied religious law to define epistemic categories, 
dichotomising the curriculum into fard ‘ayn-what was obligatory for each individual (to learn); 
and fard kifaya-what obligations (related to the study of specific subjects) could be fulfilled by 
some on behalf of all (Al-Ghazali, 1962).  
 
The increasing domination of religious law in the epistemological space of the Sunni legal 
schools effectively resulted in the marginalisation of philosophy, science, and literature in the 
majority Muslim tradition (Makdisi, 1981). We thus find in the madrasa education that gained 
prominence in Muslim history a close link being forged between knowledge and control, an 
outcome arising directly from the struggle between competing interests over the curriculum. The 
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subsequent history of Muslim education witnessed the privileging of religious sciences by the 
ulama (religious scholars), in some degree to safeguard their status in Muslim polity as the 
guardians of the faith and the shari‘a (Muslim religious and social law), although it needs to be 
acknowledged here that in several contexts in the modern period, the ulama served as active 
agents of change and reform (see e.g. Fortna, 2002, and Metcalf, 1982).  
 
The Contemporary Situation  
 
The historical hegemony exercised by the ulama over the curricular space was finally challenged 
in the colonial period through the establishment of a parallel curricular field whose structure was 
imported largely from Europe (Hashim, 1996; Metcalf, 1982; Szyliowicz, 1973; Tibawi, 1979). In 
general, religious sciences continued to dominate the syllabi of the traditionalist madrasas, 
including restructured ones such as those introduced by the Deoband ulama in the Indian 
subcontinent in the late nineteenth century (Metcalf, 1982). In contrast, “secular” subjects 
furnished the organising framework for the new curriculum in state and private schools in Muslim 
societies, into which disciplined Islam was inserted as an additional subject, a move mirrored in 
the attempts to inject non-religious disciplines in the madrasas. Despite these measures, the 
ulama and the politicians struggled to reconcile the parallel systems in critical parts of the Muslim 
world, leading to the entrenchment of a dual system of education in these areas and sharpening 
the polarisation between what came to be perceived as the “traditional” and the “modern” (see 
e.g. Hashim, 1996; Menashri, 1992; Metcalf, 1982). The madrasa curriculum offered resistance, 
not in all but many cases, to the incorporation of the new non-religious disciplines, the latter 
being branded as “innovations” that soon became subjected to the politics of suspicion by 
conservative-minded ulama.  
 
In the 20th century, the changed political and social conditions provoked reconfigurations in 
school-level knowledge, transformations that were driven in the main by the elite of the newly 
liberated Muslim nation-states keen to assert their agendas of social reform. Emergent forms of 
nationalism dictated diverse modes of education-from secularisation in Turkey (Kazamias, 1966) 
and modernisation in Egypt (Starrett, 1998) to Islamisation in Pakistan, Iran, and Saudi Arabia 
(Hoodbhoy, 1998; Menashri, 1992; Tibawi, 1979). The particular types of policies adopted had 
visible and material consequences for the epistemological status of Islam, manifested in its 
absence, containment, or expansion in the curriculum.  
 
In these and other Muslim states, there was a concerted attempt to impose a national ideology on 
education, with Turkey and Saudi Arabia representing the two extreme poles of the stance 
expressed towards Islam as a pedagogical subject. Turkey’s radical policy cast Islam as being 
antithetical to the project of the modern nation-state, and therefore to be excluded altogether from 
the state curriculum if national progress was not to be compromised (Kazamias, 1966). In Saudi 
Arabia, on the other hand, where state and religious interests coalesced into a mutually 
reinforcing alliance, a contrasting strategy was implemented by co-opting Islam into the national 
ideology which came to control the curricular content (Tibawi, 1979). Other Muslim states 
adopted educational policies leaning towards one of these extremes, and with varying degrees of 
political sway exercised over the presence of Islam in the curriculum (Leirvik, 2004). It would not 
be amiss here to conclude that, overall, there was a lack of imagination on the part of the modern 
Muslim nation-state and its elite in the 20th century to create a facilitative curricular space that 
cultivated a progressive epistemology in all fields of knowledge, including pedagogical Islam.  
 
This failure of Muslim states to address the educational dilemma explains to a large degree the 
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reactions of neo-revivalist and Islamist movements from the 1970s onwards, who began to 
promote alternative modes of socialising the young. Islamisation, as one of these alternative 
ideologies, advocated a transnational approach that was not simply a reversal to the pre-modern 
madrasa curriculum centred on the “traditional” religious sciences. Rather, it was a political 
attempt at the total institutional and curricular control of education, requiring a radical shift from 
previous conceptions of Muslim education upheld by the ulama (see e.g. Roald, 1994). In this 
scheme of things, science and other non-religious subjects were not rejected but subsumed within 
the overall curriculum in a bid to institute Islam, not as a solitary and detached subject, but as an 
overarching informing frame, determinative of all other spheres of knowledge. Univocal Islam 
was perceived as the final and universal criterion of education, the arbiter of what constituted 
valid knowledge and valid ways of knowing (Husain & Ashraf, 1979). What retained resonances 
with the past was the attempt by the Islamists to re-impose epistemological hegemony over the 
curriculum, leading ultimately to the restoration of doctrinaire religion as the dominating 
influence in the upbringing of the young.  
 
The policy of the Islamisation of school knowledge advocated by neo-revivalists and Islamists 
reflects a somewhat coarse polemic, based as it is on an ideological closure of Islam. More 
sophisticated arguments have since emerged that challenge the current epistemological basis of 
the modern school curriculum, and which draw their motivating impulses from post-colonialism, 
cultural studies, liberal feminism, and critical theory. These views question absolute, exclusivist, 
and essentialised notions of knowledge promoted through contemporary education, and advocate 
instead fidelity to cultural, situational, and negotiational processes of apprehending the world.  
 
The Educational Argument  
 
Given the multiple forces seeking to influence education in Muslim societies today, the question 
of the nature of curricular space to be created for the emerging generations of Muslims has 
become increasingly complex. Ought it to be secularised or Islamised? Should it be regulated by 
the state or Muslim communities? What principles should inform its underlying epistemology? In 
response to the current crisis, there is a pressing need to modulate political judgements on Muslim 
education with historical, sociological, and epistemological analyses. Fresh approaches and 
options have to be identified that take into account the changed circumstances and realities in 
which Muslims find themselves, and the implications these changes have for the upbringing of 
their young. Above all, it is essential for Muslims to seek educational principles within the 
informing spirit of the Islamic vision itself that can break the impasse created by the polarising 
tendencies of Islamists and secularists, and promote creative ways of conceiving education in 
Muslim societies in the 21st century.  
 
That Islam must have a place in the education of young Muslims is upheld as a sine qua non by 
Muslim communities. Without Islam, Muslims consider themselves deprived of their 
“Muslimness”, for it constitutes their spiritual and moral compass. On these grounds, the absence 
of Islam in the curriculum raises serious implications for policymakers in Muslim countries, 
while a nominal presence will not be acceptable to the Muslim public. Muslim societies need to 
do justice to the teaching of Islam in ways that genuinely foster a deeper understanding of its 
principles, while at the same time cultivating the intellect of the young and preparing them for 
plural encounters.  
 
Approaches to Muslim education are required that draw upon higher ideals of education in Islam, 
embodied in the original vision of the prophetic message. These ideals have served as the 
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inspirational fount of diverse intellectual traditions that evolved in Muslim societies, and their 
underlying principles have been expounded over the centuries by inspired thinkers and educators. 
Among these principles are the pursuit of knowledge-which calls for the unfettered purchasing of 
wisdom for the good of all; the nurturing of personhood-facilitating the maturation of the 
individual into a rational, responsible being, gifted with the potential for limitless growth; respect 
for the intellect-as a universal propensity and divine endowment to humanity, progressively 
unveiling the mysteries of the cosmos and the self; the quest for enlightenment through 
inspiration-answering to the inner need to engage with the fundamental, existential questions in 
human life; and finally, acknowledgement of the diversity of interpretations and historical 
situatedness of these principles-to be true to the plural reality of Muslim societies and the latitude 
of meanings accommodated in the Islamic message. This natural diversity of understandings 
invites the enactment of plural forms of education, rather than adherence to a single, monolithic 
notion of “Islamic education”, if the above principles are to be honoured and realised.  
 
Several options offer themselves for consideration in emerging approaches to Muslim education. 
The first of these is to continue treating Islam as a curricular subject, but at the same time being 
alert to the modern tendency to reify religious forms. The discipline-centred paradigm can prove 
advantageous for concentrated study, allowing the exposition of Islam as a sui generis 
phenomenon while also highlighting what it shares in common with other faiths. The bounded 
study of Islam as a world religion necessitates, however, that it be treated as an investigative entry 
point rather than a restrictive cul-de-sac. Such an approach, in the context of state education, has 
to be non-denominational and non-confessional to respect the beliefs of all students, incorporating 
an impartial study of other traditions to equip Muslim students to live in a plural world.  
 
A second option is to present Islam humanistically through its consideration in subjects such as 
civilisational, regional, or cultural studies. Engaging with Islam from this angle, which goes 
beyond viewing it simplistically or dogmatically as a “religion”, opens up for exploration a range 
of social endeavours, creative expressions, and cultural enactments in Muslim civilisations that 
have been engendered historically by the Islamic vision, as also by encounters and interactions 
with other societies. This curricular model has not quite received the attention it deserves, and 
holds forth rich possibilities for Muslim education. Theology, law, and ritual form important 
aspects in the study of Islam, but need to be complemented with other facets of engagement-
political, economic, intellectual, and cultural-that are integral to all Muslim societies. Students 
can be made aware of the organic connections that exist between different domains of human 
experience, reflective of the complexity of social existence, by being acquainted with real-life 
issues and conditions facing Muslims and other societies today.  
 
A third possibility is to continue teaching Islam through the “traditional” religious sciences, 
especially in madrasa settings, but nurturing the intellectual growth of these disciplines denied to 
them after the classical period. Subjects such as tafsir, hadith, fiqh, usul al-fiqh, and kalam would 
be analysed from the perspective of their historical development, and practitioners would be 
encouraged to expand this enquiry by bringing into play fresh ideas, perspectives, and insights 
from other fields to reinvigorate the classical momentum, thus effectively setting up a 
conversation between hitherto compartmentalised forms of knowledge. Instead of being 
quarantined, the religious sciences would be considered participants as fields of knowledge in a 
shared epistemological space and invited to “converse” on equal terms with other disciplines in 
the social sciences and humanities. Such interactions and engagements would hopefully open up 
possibilities of interdisciplinary discoveries through mutual enrichment, while also challenging 
the dichotomised interface between the “religious” and the “secular” as a modern artifice.  
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Finally, Islam can be perceived in Muslim education as an inspiring ethos, facilitating the creation 
of an enabling environment in which education can be pursued in its broadest sense. In this mode, 
the spiritual and ethical principles underpinning the Islamic vision would serve to institute a 
socially inclusive ethic in schools and madrasas, while its intellectual premise would mandate 
that Islam be pursued as an area of enquiry, not a given. Such an approach would require the 
relinquishing of ideological closures and the acceptance of the intellect as a sacred gift to humans 
whose true calling lies in the pursuit of reason, wisdom, and excellence.  
 
Conclusion 
 
In the face of the complexities that Muslim societies are confronting today, and given the diverse 
nature of their situations, the idea of there being a universal panacea to the reform of Muslim 
education is a highly questionable proposition. Political and social realities are forcibly 
determining the pace, scope, and character of educational changes occurring in different regions 
of the Muslim world. While it is reasonable to expect common patterns to emerge between the 
educational systems of Muslim states, how Islam as a pedagogical category will be enacted in 
each national context will of necessity vary.  
 
On this basis, the four curricular options identified above, in somewhat condensed terms, are not 
intended to be formulaic prescriptions, nor should one expect them to find application in all cases 
of Muslim education. Rather, they are meant to contribute to the ongoing dialectic between 
theoretical conceptions and practical contingencies, and more specifically, to catalyse the debate 
on the significance and relation of different forms of knowledge in Muslim education.  
 
While some of these suggestions may appear to verge on the utopian, it is possible to identify 
pioneering contexts in Muslim societies where what was once deemed to be inconceivable or 
unrealisable now finds practical expression. Thus, madrasas are emerging today where there is a 
courageous attempt to question the divide, and redefine the relation, between the “traditional” and 
the “modern”, or between the “religious” and the “secular”. In state and private schools, we come 
across approaches that are seeking to do justice to the message of Islam, while initiating the 
young in the celebration of human diversity. We also find examples of curricula on Islam being 
developed that are striving for a broad integration of normative, humanistic, and civilisational 
perspectives through the reconceptualising of conventional disciplinary boundaries. Few though 
these cases might be, and somewhat experimental at this juncture, they reveal promising 
possibilities for a wider renewal of Muslim education. 
 
Notes  
 
1. The problematic of defining “Islam” in educational terms is discussed in Douglass and Shaikh 
(2004) and Panjwani (2004). Other studies highlight the political implications of the teaching of 
Islam in various educational contexts. See, for example, Coulson (2004), Leirvik (2004), and the 
United States Agency for International Development (2003).  
 
2. For definitions of the terms “Islamists” and “neo-revivalists” as they are used in this paper, see 
Esposito (2000) and Roald (1994).  
 
3. A good example of this progressivist view is Tibi (1990), who mounts a trenchant critique of 
the advocates of Islamisation, as do Nayyar and Salim (2002) in the context of Pakistan.  
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4. In using the term “Muslim countries”, I am referring to those states in which there is a majority 
Muslim presence. This designation is not intended to overlook non-Muslim minorities who form 
an integral part of Muslim states.  
 
5. I am aware of the point made by Berkey (1992) that Muslim institutions in the past did not 
have a curriculum in the formal and technical sense that we understand the term today. However, 
I am using the concept broadly to imply the repertoire of knowledge transmitted by educational 
institutions or practitioners, however informally and personally structured.  
 
6. It is beyond the scope of this article to undertake a methodological discussion here. For a 
detailed explanation, refer to Thobani (2001) for an example of the application of the sociology of 
the curriculum to Islam in the context of the English educational system.  
 
7. These illustrative contexts, which include Turkey, Egypt, Iran, Pakistan, and Malaysia, need to 
be broadened through further studies on Muslim states and populations in North, West, and Sub-
Saharan Africa, South East and Central Asia, as well as Eastern Europe.  
 
8. A discipline, for our purposes here, may be defined as a specialised form of knowledge, with 
its own set of distinctive propositions or “language game”, its own criteria of validity, and 
demarcated by identifiable boundaries from other areas of knowledge (Hirst, 1974).  
 
9. For the development of Orientalism and Islamic Studies as European disciplines, see Nanji 
(1997).  
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