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Foreword

Learning and Teaching about Islam: Essays in Understanding

The information revolution and the immense advances in knowledge, including all levels of research in the humanities, have not removed religion from occupying a large part of the human consciousness. Indeed it still contributes to the formation of public and private opinions and policies. Holy scriptures, such as the Qur’an, the Bible and the Torah, as well as the Vedic texts of Hinduism, the Zoroastrian Avesta and other sacred texts, still exert great influence in building overall visions, social values and individual attitudes and behaviour.

In addition to this, the world has ‘inherited’ certain intellectual and political attitudes that echo the Crusader era. False stereotypes about Islam and Muslims, especially those that have been disseminated by certain writings and Western media organizations since the early 1990s, promoted the idea of Islam as the ‘green menace’ – a substitute for the ‘red menace’ of the Cold War era. Yet, in spite of this negative atmosphere, a large number of Western intellectuals have been able to overcome this ‘ideological’ conflict in order to reach a sound and objective understanding of Islam, hoping to halt the campaign of negative stereotyping and pave the way for better understanding.

The supposed separation of Church and State adopted by the Western intelligentsia since the 16th century as an answer to negative ecclesiastical thought, has not, in fact, succeeded as a path to bring social peace in Western societies.

Consequently, it is incumbent upon modern humanitarian thought to emphasize common human values as well as the common challenges facing humanity. Wars, ethnic and sectarian conflicts, climate and environmental changes, poverty, unemployment and some of the negative impacts of globalization are but a few such challenges.

There is a need to continue the search for qualitative and meaningful solutions to these challenges, which should be incorporated into socio-economic and political strategies of states and introduced in school curricula. It is hoped that books like this, which aim to give young people a better understanding of Islam and Muslims, will be an important contribution to the teaching of Islam in schools.

The problem of immigration, particularly of a large number of Muslims, is one of the challenges that face Western societies today, traditionally not accustomed to accepting the religious values of the ‘other’. Thus, the success of Western societies in their treatment of their Muslim communities will be the most important indicator of their credibility when proclaiming their adherence to the lofty humanitarian, rational and enlightened socio-political heritage of Western civilization.

Considering the growing influence of Western conservative rightist movements, it is obvious that the best remaining alternative is to continue multicultural education as the antidote.

From early on, Islam adopted the spirit and ancient core values of the Orient, and its humanitarian and scientific legacy. Thus, any dismissal or exclusion of such values is tantamount to the exclusion of an entire body of knowledge and human legacy that contributed to the rise of modern civilization.

The legacy of Islam has never been closed or isolated, which enabled it in medieval times to cross over Western walls in spite of the intensity of the conflict and misunderstanding which, unfortunately, came to colour the Western view of Islam. Thus, it is vital that new and modern Islamic mindsets be presented that are capable of reaching out to study and attempt to understand the ‘other’. Such studies should be not only serious but objective, yet at the same time can portray the true and brighter image of Islam and its noble Prophet.

The best means of emphasizing the important role played by the Islamic civilization and the diversity of its knowledge and scholarship lie in the resumption and continuation of the earlier achievements on the part of the Arabs and Muslims themselves. This should be done, not in a spirit of pride or boasting, but by contributing to the production of new and valuable ideas and scholarship for our contemporary world.

Amid this continuous flow of increasing science and learning, and the subsequent advancement of human knowledge and heightened consciousness, there is a parallel sense of existential loss and isolation. There is, today, a golden opportunity for finding common values with the ‘other’. Indeed, Islam declares and promotes it, and all of humanity aspires to its realization:

O mankind! We have created you male and female, and have made you nations and tribes, that you might get to know one another. The noblest of you in God’s sight is he who is most righteous. God is all-knowing and wise.



(Qur’an 49:13, Surat al-Hujurat)

HRH Prince El Hassan bin Talal of Jordan










Introduction

Learning and teaching about Islam: perceptions, perspectives and practice

Caroline Ellwood

Part One: Perceptions and perspectives

The purpose of this collection of essays is to assist the understanding of the many teachers across the world that have to cover units in their curriculum that include reference to Islam or have Muslim students in their classes. Indeed there must be few teachers of any subject who do not at some point become aware of a need to know something of Islamic faith and culture and the politics of the Arab world, if only to answer the questions of their students on what is happening in the news. 

As this is written, those politics are in upheaval. ‘Al Sha’b yurid isqat al-nizam’ was the united cry of thousands from Tunis to Cairo and across the region – ‘The people want the overthrow of the regime.’ With Libya in transformation, Syria and the Yemen in revolt against oppressive rulers, a ten year war in Afghanistan, the location and killing of Osama bin Laden, Israel and Palestine still locked in conflict, truly Islam cannot be ignored.

A need for an understanding and ‘perspective’ in relation to Islam in the curriculum is a comparatively recent phenomenon. Fifty years ago, and even less for some Western students, contact with Islam came only through the history syllabus at a point where ‘our’ history bumped up against ‘theirs’ – ‘the crusades’, ‘the sick man of Europe’, colonisation ‘spheres of influence’, military bases and occupation were all considered through the lens of a national perspective. Little attention was given to the religion, the culture or the history of the nations that ‘we’ the countries of the West influenced or annexed. As Kitchener said at Omdurman, having demolished an army of 52,000 ‘heathen dervishes’: “We gave them a good dusting” (Ferguson, 2003). Any major contribution of Islamic culture to the history of the West was largely biased and reference to the religion was rare and often derogatory.

That is not to say that Islam was ignored by the academic and intellectual world; in many ways it was a source of fascination. Edward Said devotes a whole book, indeed a lifetime, to the consideration of what he calls ‘Orientalism’. This, according to Said, is a way that the West considers the East from a position of superiority. He quotes Lord Cromer:

The European is a close reasoner, his statements of fact are devoid of any ambiguity, he is a natural logician … he is by nature sceptical and requires proof before he can accept the truth of any proposition, his trained intelligence works like a piece of mechanism. The mind of the Oriental, on the other hand, like his picturesque streets, is eminently wanting in symmetry. His reasoning is of the most slipshod description. Although the ancient Arabs acquired in a somewhat higher degree the science of dialectics, their descendants are singularly deficient in the logical faculty. They are often incapable of drawing the most obvious conclusions from any premises of which they may admit the truth … somehow or other the Oriental generally acts, speaks, and thinks in a manner exactly opposite to the Europeans. 



(Said, 1978)

This opinion is from a nineteenth-century British imperialist. However, much of what he says would still form the basis for a view of the ‘wog’ for a great part of the following century. ‘We’ studied ‘them’, ‘we’ interpreted their history or indeed in some cases assumed there was none until the West arrived. George Combe summed it up in 1825: ‘The history of Africa, so far as it has a history, exhibits one unbroken scene of moral and intellectual desolation.’

Why such a racist view is no longer appropriate to a reader today is a part of the reason why teaching in schools now includes units of study of Islamic religion and civilisation, and has made it appropriate to have specific examinations covering such topics. It is the consequence of a seismic shift in perception as a result of historical events, political change, literature, speed of communication, and movement of populations. In addition there has been a change in the way history itself is taught. Finally we ignore an understanding of Islam at our peril, for it is now a major player in a global community whether through war, commerce, oil, atomic energy or indeed at a different level, the World Cup!

If we examine these shifts of perception in more detail perhaps the most obvious change is the growth in impact of Islam as a world religion across not just the Middle East. Spreading at a rate of almost 3% a year, Islam is the fastest growing religion with around 20% of the world population. Its influence is found from Morocco to parts of West Africa, from Indonesia to Central Asia and East Africa, across the Northern territories of the former USSR, Pakistan, Bangladesh and the Balkans. Through economic and political immigration Muslims also live and work in every continent, often forming large settlements in major cities. Muslim students have a growing presence in not just international schools, but in national institutions across the world. 

With this demographic growth and movement of peoples has come a simultaneous increase in the political importance of many Islamic states as a global economy developed dependent on oil. As Russia and the US competed for influence during the Cold War, the steadily developing oil-rich Islamic countries had growing political power. Countries that had only a single identity were now linked by a rapidly expanding communications network. In more recent history, radical anti-colonial Arab nationalism, religious fervour and fundamentalism has led to revolution, war, a nuclear arms race and terrorist attacks on the West. Robin Oakley’s address to international teachers in 2006 is just as valid today.

In a world in which our common security depends on co-operation and understanding between communities in multi faith societies, educators have to stop us handing the world to the strident, the angry and those who shout loudest. … Teachers need to equip youngsters with some of the generosity of spirit which has been eroded by our suspicions of ‘others’ in an age of worldwide terrorism and illegal immigration.



(Oakley, Barcelona 2006)

Nor is it so clear that Western interpretations of democracy are necessarily the answer to an Islamic society’s needs. As the West’s economic systems come under closer scrutiny and the gap between rich and poor increases, both East and West are in a process of reassessment. Prince El Hassan bin Talal of Jordan points out in his article in The Times: ‘Moral legitimacy is shifting from the West’: 

as the mythology of the West, as a place of enterprise, meritocracy and opportunity … is being compromised … the world will search for new models. 



Since 9/11 the Middle East has been forced to look inwards. Our young have asked themselves ‘Who are we’ and ‘what do we believe in?’ They have been working very hard to answer these questions. Meanwhile the West seems to be forgetting the convictions that made it great and of which its economies have always been a by-product. 



(The Times, 18th October, 2011)

As these global changes and often violent events are relayed day by day in the media, learning more about Islam has become not just a passing interest but a necessity for understanding the world in which we live, a necessity that is reflected in the inclusion of themes and questions concerning Islam in the curricula of both primary and secondary schools across the world – questions and concerns which are no longer for the West, necessarily, to provide the answers. However, not all teachers and parents are wholly comfortable with these changes: on the one hand is a suspicion of narrow orthodoxy; on the other a fear of unbelief.

Whilst Islam as a religion was perceived by the West as of growing influence, the social and political influence of Christianity was changing and, in a number of places, receding. Particularly in Europe there has been the spread of a humanist and rationalist philosophy which demands a secularisation of education. Thus two distinct and often opposing strands compete: on the one hand an approach to education where the religion is intrinsic to the culture and values of the whole school community; on the other hand a secular approach which argues that religion must be kept out of the classroom and education is concerned with speculation and discourse. It is a dichotomy that can go even further in the argument that faith has nothing to do with the basis of education which is ‘critical enquiry’. Terry Haywood, writing on some of the dilemmas that arise in considering religion and spirituality in the context of international schools (and his arguments could apply equally to many national schools), suggests that:

There is still a widespread perception that legitimization of belief simply encourages the ‘opium of the people’. From these perspectives it is actually a function of the school to encourage doubt and promote rational rather than spiritual reflection. Supporting these structured arguments for limiting the presence of religion in school, some teachers also express a more personal fear which is that of entering into potentially controversial discourse that could lead to criticism from parents or the school authorities. 



(Haywood, 2011)

In addition to these different perceptions, there is also a widespread view in the West that Islamic education is uncritical rote learning allowing no discussion. In reality, whilst Islam is a religion of divine revelation and Islamic political culture is true to that principle, it is not therefore against reason:

God gave us reason, chiefly that we might attain the utmost benefits we are capable of, both temporal and eternal. It is the greatest of God’s gifts, nothing is more profitable for us. By reason we are superior to the brute beasts … by it we can learn things that are obscure, distant and concealed … 



(Al Razi) 

Nevertheless, one aspect of the teaching of the history of Islam, ancient and modern, which some humanities teachers find difficult, is that implicit in an understanding of the history is a need for a knowledge of the religion. Just as in discussing the rise of Charlemagne it may be necessary to know the origins of Christian Europe and this may be enhanced by familiarity with the Christian faith, the life of Jesus and the Bible. 

So to comprehend the spread of the Islamic Empire and much of modern Islamic history, it is necessary to know about the life of the Prophet, the religion and indeed its pivotal role in politics, social and family life and to have some knowledge of the Qur’an and the Hadith. Furthermore, from a Western humanist perspective of centuries of erosion of any aspect of ‘divine right’ of rulers, it has to be accepted that for some teachers there is a fundamental difficulty in accepting a system where there is no separation between the sacred and the secular. It is also complex. 

Islam is … a sandwich. At the top is the theology and refined spirituality of the religious elite, at the bottom the local custom into which Islam integrates. In the middle is the world of characteristic Islam, the mosque, the Koran and the law. 



(Smart 1977)

From a discussion of the Umayyad Caliphate to the foundation of the Abbasid Empire, from the formulation of the Wahhabi cause to the events of the Iranian revolution, it is necessary to comprehend the complex background to the differences between Sunni, Shi’ah and Sufi and the various movements that have developed from these subdivisions. In addition, a study of the religion involves an understanding of the history and growth of a prophetic message, a community, different systems of law and government and a number of traditions. Links can be made by extension to the teachers of science, math, art and literature. Further, recent curriculum development, responding to the numbers of Islamic students in both national and international classrooms, has linked the study of Islam to citizenship education.

Thus for the teacher of humanities, of religious education, art, science, mathematics and of personal and social education and citizenship, teaching about Islam requires not just considerable skills of preparation, presentation and understanding but also involves entering into areas of discourse that go beyond the classroom into delicate issues of belief, identity, and the rights and responsibilities of individuals; issues overshadowed by recent history and the tragic events of war and terrorist attacks. 

And, just as with the growth and spread of Christendom, its art, architecture, literature, economics and political philosophy became a particular and identifiable culture and a background to the history and change of Europe and its empires, so an understanding of the Islamic world requires a similar extensive study. Added to which, in the case of both Islam and the West, individual national histories cut across a generalised view 

It must also be noted that though world events may have promoted an interest in the Islamic faith, other faiths have also become part of a perspective of enquiry. The Pluralism Project at Harvard University, founded in 1991, documents the changing religious landscape of an America where immigration has created a multi-religious society.

Through an expanding network of affiliates, we document the contours of our multi-religious society, explore new forms of interfaith engagement, study the impact of religious diversity in civic life, and contextualize these findings within a global framework.



(Pluralism Project, 2011)

Diana Eck proposes four points to consider in relation to religious traditions and cultures today:

 


	Pluralism is not diversity alone, but the energetic engagement with diversity… Mere diversity without real encounter and relationship will yield increasing tensions in our societies.

	Pluralism is not just tolerance, but the active seeking of understanding across lines of difference.

	Pluralism is not relativism, but the encounter of commitments … (it) does not require us to leave our identities and our commitments behind. … It means holding our deepest differences, even our religious differences, not in isolation, but in relationship to one another.

	Pluralism is based on dialogue … dialogue and encounter, give and take, criticism and self-criticism. Dialogue means both speaking and listening, and that process reveals both common understandings and real differences.



(Diana L. Eck, 2011)

Whilst these aims were formulated for interfaith dialogue they could be an admirable basis for an approach to teaching about Islam. They also fit well with the promotion of that attribute the IB learner profile describes as being:

Open-minded – extending their own perspectives through exposure to the perspectives of others.



(IB, 2006) 

Part two: teaching about Islam – practice

A number of the shifts in perspective discussed above are illustrated in the way curricula have developed over the last 40 years. There are now few schools which do not cover aspects of Islamic history at primary, middle and senior levels. In the syllabus of both national and international schools it is now quite usual in the primary years to have a social studies unit on different religions with one of them being a study of Islam. Secondary-level humanities or social studies curriculum may also have in the middle years a unit or project on the origins and foundation of the religion, the life of the Prophet and the spread of the Islamic Empire. The number of books which have been written in recent years to guide the teacher reflects not just the acceptance of the importance of the topic but a shift in perspective.

The changes of approach to teaching about Islam by the International Baccalaureate illustrate well how attitudes have evolved. The IB has always been sensitive to the accusation that it was too closely linked to a Western humanist philosophy, what Van Oord describes as ‘…a Western configuration based on conceptual learning as the dominant form… (with) Westernized teachers who presume conceptual ways of learning at the core of their student’s learning abilities’. (Van Oord, 2005). As part of a recognition that the Diploma curriculum could be criticised as being too ‘Western’ oriented, in 1989 a stand-alone option was introduced called ‘The History and Culture of the Islamic World’. This it was hoped would serve as a balance to any ‘Western’ perspective of the history curriculum. Whilst not being aimed solely at Islamic students it would show recognition of the growing importance of the spread of international schools in Islamic countries. 

Whilst never attracting great numbers, this option continued until 2009 when it was discontinued as part of a total revamping of the history programme. Recognising that the history curriculum could be criticised for its Western bias, and that world history is also Islamic history, it seemed desirable to abandon the fig leaf of one not-very-popular option for the thorough integration of Islamic history into the whole syllabus. The other bias of the history programme to modern history would also be balanced by this option as it covered ‘Islamic and European History c.500-1600’. These options were called Route One and Route Two. Route One is obviously an attractive option to those who want the study of Islamic history, but also offers the option of European Mediaeval topics. Route Two has also been broadened by the introduction of options with a specific Islamic content.

These changes are in their early stages and Route One, so far as it covers Islam, has been both criticised and applauded. The comment made by Russel Tarr for example that ‘teachers have expressed concern that a historically critical approach to the study of the growth of Islam is impossible without running the risk of imprisonment’ (Tarr, 2011) ignores the fact that the ‘History and Culture of the Islamic World’ was taught for nearly 20 years with no such problems. It is also revealing of an attitude and preconception about Islam that ignores the difference between teaching about Islam and proselytising for a cause. Peter Stearns, IB External Consultant, comments on Route One:

The unit recurrently … veers into a bit of Euro-centrism: more topics are set up with Europe coming first, seeming to provide the model; it would be easy to even this out more carefully… more is needed on mutual contacts; European borrowing from Middle East and Islam; complex consequences of the crusades on the two regions. 



(Stearns, IB, 2011)

These comments reinforce how vital a part of how we comprehend teaching about Islam is the way events are viewed, the way history is written and the way it is taught. If we teach in an Islamic country, have Islamic students, are open to trying to understand the point of view of others, then we have to recognise that what we perceive is both influenced by the language in which it is written and what is selected. Selection depends on what we choose, what is chosen for us, what is available and how much we are aware of whose history we teach. Attitudes to historiography have changed dramatically in the last 40 years. History written purely from a national point of view is regarded with suspicion. The National History Standards from the National Centre for History in Schools, (US, Spice 2003) demonstrate the encouragement of perspective, enquiry and historical empathy.

Historical Comprehension Standard F2: Grades 5-12 appreciate historical perspectives by:



a) describing the past on its own terms, through the eyes and experiences of those who were there…



b) considering the historical context in which the event took place, the values, outlook, options, and contingencies of that time and place.



c) avoiding present mindedness, judging the past solely in terms of present day norms and values. 



(Spice 2003)

Students are now encouraged to have ‘empathy’, to see a topic from more than one side and to understand that causation is complex, that ‘facts’ can be interpreted and thus primary sources can be discussed for their evidence. An excellent example of a change of perspective is Amin Maalouf’s The Crusades through Arab Eyes, a collection of primary sources drawn from various Arab Chronicles (1984).

A number of curricula now encourage students to ask questions and follow their own researches into a topic. The IB World Schools learner profile which links schools across the world in an ethos of international mindedness and is common to all three of the IB programmes – Primary through to the Diploma – has first on its list of attitudes that students are expected to develop as ‘Inquirers’. This will encourage the use of resources beyond the text book and is demanding of the teacher to become a facilitator and a guide rather than the fount of all knowledge. 

In the context of non-Islamic teachers teaching units about Islam, this method could lead to some disconnected thinking. Nor do humanities teachers find it easy to locate primary sources for Islamic history topics either from early centuries or for more recent events that are not of ‘Western’ origin. The Qur’an is of course a primary resource of great value and many teachers use a translation of the remarkable Constitution of Medina as a core text. Bernard Lewis’s translation of primary sources, Politics and War (1987) and Religion and Society (1987) are very academic, but useful at a higher level. 

Teachers can however find a massive database of primary and secondary source material on Islamic history and culture as part of the internet ‘History Sourcebook Project’. A critique of this source book by Sumaiya Hamdani points out some inaccuracies, arcane translation and occasional lack of clarity of provenance, but nevertheless regards the collection as having great value for classroom use and ‘a useful supplement to assignments and research’ (World History Resources, 2011).

The study of the role of Islam in the modern world will in the main be a part of the history syllabus for older students. This is ‘history in the making’ and whilst teachers have the benefit of a large number of books, articles in periodicals, media coverage and analysis to choose from it is important to provide a balance of points of view so that students get the benefit of positive discourse as well as negative. Value judgments are often made from the point of view that Western culture is the norm.

As is discussed in chapter 12, there are certain topics where the teacher must be aware of sensitivities and not just from the Islamic side. Students often arrive with strongly articulated opinions on Islam based on preconceived ideas and the popular press or their own religious or ethnic background. Asking for ‘perspective’ on, for example, the Israel/Palestine conflict with representatives from both groups in the class is not easy but many teachers have been able to turn this challenge into a process that overcomes the ‘wall’ of separation and brings mutual understanding. Teachers need to be alert to bias both in text books and in their own attitude.
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