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1

INTRODUCTION

This book is dedicated to the exploration and analysis of educational
strategies among Muslims in the “core” area (countries with a long
Islamic tradition) and among Muslims living in countries where they
are minorities (in Europe and the USA). The book is intended for
students and the academic (with emphasis on educationists) inter-
ested in educational policies, and convergence and standardization
in the context of globalization, on the one hand, and increasing lev-
els of pluralism within the heightened prioritization of multicultural-
ism, on the other. Islam as a religion and Islamist revivalism as a
movement are component parts of globalization, but also a chal-
lenging force to that globalization. Trends and patterns of migra-
tion, global tourism and transnational mass media have considerably
expanded the areas of interaction between Western and other reli-
gious and secular systems of thought and education, and the reli-
giously oriented Muslim counterpart system of thought and educational
frameworks.

In Muslim and predominantly Muslim countries, educational sys-
tems may include and are permeated by religious-moral elements—
within different contexts of formal educational institutions and informal
frameworks such as supplementary and alternative schools (e.g. reli-
gious mosque schools). Among European states with growing Muslim
minority populations, it is the case that in spite of the standardiza-
tion of educational policies, in such countries, they still differ consider-
ably in their approach to religious and minority demands for special
educational arrangements. Some countries have a unitary and national
system (national curriculum and secular education), while the state
in other countries opts neither to control nor support Muslim edu-
cation as an alternative system of education or a supplementary com-
ponent of the present system. A third category of countries however
opt for a multi-cultural framework in trying to accommodate immi-
grant and minority cultures, hence opting for a “compromise” to
establish supplementary education (based on a national curriculum)
and economically subsidizing such arrangements.

Chapter 1 of the book presents elements of Islam as a religion in
general (e.g. ·ì'ism and Sunnìsm), Islamic conceptualizations of
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knowledge and education and this in the context of globalization
processes.

Chapter 2 deals with different Islamic orientations and their rela-
tionship to educational issues. Using different criteria such as the
relationship between (the Islamic) religion and the state, the role of
religion in individuals’ lives, the role of education, and so on, four
principal orientations may be distinguished. These are the secularist
orientation, the traditionalist orientation, the modern/liberal orien-
tation and the fundamentalist orientation. Chapters 1 and 2 together
demonstrate that Islam as ideology and praxis is far from a homo-
geneous and unitarian force, although the Islamic educational arrange-
ments are rather similar across Muslim countries.

The remaining chapters may been seen as two sections, the first
section (Chapters 3–8) dealing with Muslim case countries, and the
second with some Europan countries and their way of handling edu-
cation for Muslim minorities (Chapters 9–13). The descriptions in
each section differs somewhat for a number of reasons. The Muslim
countries vary considerably in economic, cultural and political aspects
and in their ways of responding to global forces. Also, homogenous
and strictly comparative data has not been available on the coun-
tries included. For countries such as Afghanistan, Iran and Somalia,
it has been difficult to find accurate up to date information. The
countries with Muslim minorities in the North differ in their immi-
gration policies and in the importance given to education for minori-
ties as well as in their response to global forces.

Chapter 3 describes educational development in Iran prior to the
Iranian Islamic revolution to the present. The state run curriculum
in schools is impregnated by Islamic elements that directly reflect
the ethos and raison d’etre of the Islamic revolution and the ·ì'ite
version of revivalist Islam. On the other hand, it is interesting to
observe that a few secular schools have most recently been allowed.
They do not however serve or are accessible to a wide base, but
are more elitist in their outlook as reflected by their high fees.

Shifts in the state and Islam and different types of Western and
Islamic education in Afghanistan are described in chapter 4. The
description starts back in history and deals with the development up
until present time.

Chapter 5 describes the development of the Western type of edu-
cation and Islamic education in Pakistan. Although the former type
of education includes large proportions of Islamic thought and values

2 
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also in such “secular” subjects as mathematics and natural sciences,
the number of Islamic educational institutions is increasing rapidly.
This chapter also gives some examples of how Islamic matters enter
into the subject of mathematics.

Chapter 6 accounts for a case study of ur"ànic education conducted
in Morocco. A large number of children attend ur"ànic schools
although they are students in the state schools that have as a mission
and a component of their curricula the instruction in the most impor-
tant elements of the religion, and more specifically the religious-
moral framework of practice.

After the collapse of the state and the public educational system
in Somalia, Islamic education has been revived and renewed (again
regarded as a collateral effect to the Islamist revivalist movement).
Most of the schools have been run since the beginning of the 1990s
by NGOs, most of which can be classified as Islamic (and Islamist).
This is the theme in chapter 7.

Chapter 8 gives a description of the different types of education
that exist in Gambia, Guinea-Bissau and Senegal. Apart from the
governmental schools, there are ur"ànic and Arabic schools owned
and administered by Muslim communities (and groups). Parents are
able to choose between the two types of schools, and in many dis-
tricts in these three countries, Islamic schools increasingly enroll more
children then the government schools do.

Chapter 9 accounts for the education and immigration policies in
Sweden reflecting the findings from two case studies, one conducted
in two schools supplementing the national schools with religious edu-
cation. Such schools, often denoted Muslim schools while not strictly
reflecting the normal or most recognized model of a ‘Muslim School’,
have to use the national curriculum and are monitored and con-
trolled by the government. Another case study among the Somali
immigrants in Stockholm includes parents who send their children
to ur"ànic schools in addition to the education their children receive
in the government schools.

Educational laws in England are quite similar to those in Sweden,
but the latter has been more liberal in its interpretation of such laws.
The case has always been for instance, that it is easy to establish
Catholic schools or shools serving to Catholic students. External to
the anglo-Christian circle, Muslim schools have been apparent on
the landscape and approved only during the last three years, cul-
minating in a total of three governmentally recognized schools.

 3
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Chapter 10 attempts to analyse the status quo and parameters of
Muslim education in England in comparison with other types of reli-
gious schooling.

In Germany, there is theoretically a right to establish private
schools of different types as long as they follow the democratic frame-
work established by the federal government. It is the case, however,
that a growing number of the Muslim community choose to send
their children to ur"ànic schools in the evenings or during the week-
ends in order to educate them in the in moral matters. This is
described in chapter 11.

Minorities have always had certain educational rights in the Czech
Republic, but this does not seem to apply to the Muslim immigrant
minority. Their children have to follow the education given in gov-
ernment run schools. While by contrast the Romani population has
the right to be taught in their own language. This is main focus of
chapter 12.

At the end of the Greek-Turkish conflict, the Treaty of Lausanne
(1923) placed the Muslim groups living in North-Eastern Greece
under an international system of protection of linguistic and religious
minority rights. Since then, those Muslim groups have been granted
the right to education in their own language. In recent years immi-
gration, mainly from Albania, has started changing the ethnic and
religious composition of society and school classrooms, creating new
challenges for the Greek state. This is the theme of chapter 13.

4 
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5

CHAPTER ONE

MUSLIMS AND EDUCATION IN A GLOBAL CONTEXT

Holger Daun, Reza Arjmand and Geoffrey Walford

Introduction

Most Muslims in the world want schools to their children with some
moral and values education. For many state-run education systems
it has been a challenge to find an optimal balance between the
demand for moral and values education and education enhancing
cognitive and technical skills. Now globalization processes add to this
challenge in that they result in an increasing demand for competi-
tive people, while at the same time legitimizing multi-religious and
multi-cultural demands on education, since more and more people
adhere to Islam—itself a globalizing force.

Muslims are in a majority or form important minorities of the
population in many countries—from Morocco in the west to Philip-
pines in the east and from Bosnia-Herzegovina—Tajikistan in the
north to Mozambique in the south. Today conversion to Islam takes
place in many places—not only in Sub-Saharan Africa and Asia, but
also in Europe and America (Coulon, 1993; Haynes, 1996; van
Bruissen, 1995)—but often Islam is assimilated into the pre-existing
religions (An-Náim, 1998; Eickelmann, 1989; Masquelier, 1999). This
means it is articulated in ways different from those found in, for
instance, the geographical area of Islam’s origin.

Islam and Its Developments

The ·ari'a, which is the core of Islam and the Islamic law in a
broad sense, “designates a prophetic religion in its totality” (Calder
& Hooker, 2002) and includes the Islamic doctrine and social prac-
tice of the law which regulates all aspects of Muslim life, covering
rituals as well as political and legal rules. The classical doctrine of
·ari'a is based on four main sources of the Law: (i) the ur"àn, (ii)
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Sunna, (iii) consensus (i¡mà") and (iv) analogy, (˚ìàs), while some other
schools add one source more: wisdom ('a˚l ). To study these principles
there developed a special knowledge known as ußùl al-fi˚h (literally:
principles of jurisprudence), a discipline required for every pupil in
Islamic jurisprudence. The Islamic science of ascertaining the pre-
cise terms of the ·ari'a, is known as fi˚h (literally understanding,
knowledge). By the development of the Islamic jurisprudence as a
field of knowledge, a new group of specialists known as jurists ( fu˚ahà),
emerged. ·ari'a, as Islamic law, is different from secular law mainly
in that it covers all spheres of the private and social life.

Throughout history, a series of divisions have taken place within
Islam and the community of the Muslim world (Umma): the division
into two branches (Sunnìsm and ·ì'ism), the emergence of different
legal schools, the appearance of different brotherhoods within the
two principal branches and then the different degrees of seculariza-
tion. The majority of Muslims are Sunnìs, while ·ì'ites are in the
majority in Iran and Iraq, and form important minorities in Afghan-
istan, Pakistan and Lebanon.

With the spread of Islam during the first centuries after Mu˙ammad’s
death, a class of learned men—'ulamà"—emerged. This class consists
of religious experts (imàms), experts in jurisprudence (˚à∂ì ) and teach-
ers (muftìs) at different levels in the education system. During the 8th
century, four scholars ('ulamà"), living in different places, each formed
and developed their schools of law. The conclusion of their work
was four systemized schools of jurisprudence which in turn formed
four main Muslim rites (ma£àhib al-'arb'aa).1 The first texts of the
law, recorded by the four scholars differed from each other in that
the personal speculations of the jurists as well as the social envi-
ronment played a significant role. As only some 80 verses of ur"àn
clearly deal with the legal issues, the doors for personal interpreta-
tions, reasoning and ascertains were open to the early scholars. The
personal interpretation of the jurist known as “sound opinion” (ra"y),
became a key doctrine in Islamic Jurisprudence.

1 These legal schools became known as ·àfi'ì, Màlikì, Hanafi and Óanbalì. The
Hanafi predomine in Afghanistan, India and Pakistan, the Màlikì in North Africa
and Africa south of Sahara, the ·àfi'ì in Indonesia and the Óanbalì in Saudi Arabia.
The four schools differ in the interpretation of the ur"àn and ˙adìº. The Màlikìte
legal school has two features which distinguishes it from the three others: (a) it is
more practical; and (b) reasoning in legal and other matters is an important method
for gaining knowledge (Dodge, 1962; Trimingham, 1968, 1970).

6  ,     
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The term fi˚h is used in opposition to knowledge ('ilm) and is
applied to the “independent exercise of the intelligence, the decision
of legal points by one’s own judgment in the absence or ignorance
of a traditional ruling bearing on the case in question” (Goldziher
and Schacht, 2002, p. 232). Ibn ‡aldùn (Ibn ‡aldùn, 1980: III,
233) defines fi˚h as “the knowledge of the classification of the laws
of God, which concern the actions of all responsible Muslims, as
obligatory (wà¡ib), forbidden (ma˙£ùr), recommendable (man£ùb),
disliked (makrùh), or permissible (mubàh). These (laws) are derived from
the ur"àn and the Sunna (traditions), and from the evidence the
Lawgiver (Mu˙ammad) has established for knowledge of (the laws).”

Who is a Muslim then? There is no unanimous answer to this
question. Some argue that those who follow the five pillars of Islam,
should be considered Muslims, namely: (i) Shihada (bear witness that
“there is no God but God, and Mu˙ammad is his Prophet”); (ii)
Íalat (five daily prayers); (iii) zakàt (religious income tax given to the
poor); (iv) Íawm (fast during the month of Ramadan); and (v) Óa¡¡

(pilgrimage to Mecca) (Gregorian, 2001). Others argue that the prin-
cipal pillars are “not the lowest common denominator but an out-
line” (Eickelman, 1989, p. 263). That is, people may be defined as
Muslims even if they do not fulfill the five requirements.

Colonialism, Islam and Education

Although the Ottoman empire and various sultanates and other polit-
ical units existed for centuries, most of them did not have the admin-
istrative and decision-making structures of a modern state, although
they fulfilled some of the functions of a state. Many of the Muslim
countries were colonized and had secular laws and modern Western-
type education introduced by the colonial state.

In most cases, education was secularist or Christian in the colonies
and did not include Islamic matters. Although never colonized,
Afghanistan, Iran, Saudi Arabia and Turkey also introduced mod-
ern Western-type education. Generally, two different colonial strate-
gies were used: direct and assimilationist (by the French, Italians and
Portuguese) and indirect and integrationist (by the British) (Holmes
& McLean, 1989; Mallison, 1980). However, all colonial powers
implemented state apparatuses and education systems of the type
existing in the home countries, while religious issues and family laws

       7
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were left to the local populations (Warnoch Fernea, 1995). The for-
mation of the state implied differentiation of society and individual-
ization—features that were alien to the ·ari'a and the Umma. Modern
education systems were introduced by the colonialists into the occu-
pied territories, but countries which were not colonized also estab-
lished this type of education.

Modernization accompanied colonialism and was accepted to the
extent that it resulted in economic growth and a better material stan-
dard of living. However, the price for material progress tended to
be increased economic and political differentiation, stratification, indi-
vidualization and secularization (Kramer, 1997; Tibi, 1995). Modern-
ization was therefore interpreted by many Muslims to mean modern
education, technology, and industry, but also the Western style of life.
In other words, modernization was Westernization and, therefore,
“modernity” came to be rejected by sections of the Muslim popu-
lations (Ayubi, 1991).

Generally, we can distinguish two principal waves of Islamic revival.
The first occurred during the early colonial period more or less as
a response to the early Western influence, colonialism and modern-
ization. It included a struggle against Western hegemony and the
growth of secularism in the Middle East and other countries and a
reinforcement of religion, either through a return to the sources (fun-
damentalism) or a change of way of life back to what is perceived
to have been the way of life in previous periods (traditionalism) (see
Chapter Two). However, Islamic revival has developed in rather
different ways in different countries. Iran and Turkey secularized
their states and education systems but later, the Iranian revolution
abruptly reinstalled the Islamic influence in education, while a grad-
ual restoration of Islam in education has taken place in Turkey after
Atatürk’s efforts in the 1920s to modernize the country. The second
wave of revival emerged in the 1970s in relation to globalization
and unfulfilled promises of modernization.

Independence, State and Education

After the Second World War, the Muslim countries found them-
selves on very different baselines, economically, culturally and polit-
ically. Islam’s position vis-à-vis the state (and consequently, the place
of Islamic education in society) came to differ due to a number of

8  ,     
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factors, such as: (i) the power relations between different religious
(or other) groups in society; (ii) the degree of economic development
and modernization of the society in question; and (iii) the develop-
ment strategy defined after independence (or the period of intensive
nation construction in non-colonized countries).

The historical relationship between rulers and Islam as well as the
power relations between different religious (or other) groups in soci-
ety vary from one country to another. Practically complete Islamization
took place in the Middle East, North Africa and some countries in
Asia, while it was partial in Sub-Saharan Africa. In the latter area,
the proportion of Muslims varies from less than one per cent in the
southern part of Africa to 80–90 percent in Mali and Senegal and
from a low percentage in the Philippines to 100 Afghanistan. In a
third category of countries, such as Indonesia and Lebanon, Islam
and the state had to adapt to the fact that Christian minorities were
rather influential.

As far as economic development and modernization are concerned,
several of the oil producing countries have had a rapid economic
growth but no corresponding modernization of society (e.g. Saudi
Arabia), while other countries have experienced modernization more
than economic growth (e.g. Algeria). A third category of countries
have had gradual, comprehensive change (Morroco).

Modernization implies separation between the state and ·ari'a,
and between state-run education and ·ari'a. At independence, Muslim
countries had one strategy in common: they made attempts to keep
these two “entities” separate in that secular laws were maintained
and continued to be a matter for the state and its jurisdiction but
in practice, family issues and interpretation and application of civil
laws to a large extent were left to the civil sphere and local com-
munities. For many of these countries, the image of Japan functioned
as a model to follow, that is, modernization without Westernization
(Gregorian, 2001).

Apart from the strategy mentioned, states differed in the way they
dealt with Islamic interests (the 'ulamà"). Some states avoided an
alliance with these interests, while others made Islam a state religion
(Saudi Arabia, Jordan, Iran, Yemen, Morocco, Egypt and Kuwait),
which means that the state follows secular laws but protects and sup-
ports Islam. A third category of countries have at some periods had
an Islamic state, following ·ari'a law (Iran, Libya, Saudi Arabia, the
Haussa state in Nigeria and Afghanistan under the Talibans, Iraq,
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Pakistan and Sudan).2 Some countries applied a Socialist develop-
ment approach and had the ambition to erase Islamic influence but
they were not able or willing to replace ·ari'a in all sections and
at all levels of society (Badie, 1986; Haynes, 1999; Kramer, 1997;
Nyang, 1993).

Education continued to be an issue for the state; thus, education
systems were “nationalized” in that (a) the state determined the cur-
riculum and the structure of the system, (b) the national language
was introduced if it had not been the language of instruction in the
colonial schools, and (c) Islamic matters were included in the cur-
riculum of the state-run education. This strategy was used in most
of the Middle East, North Africa, and Pakistan. In some countries,
the state maintained the parallel system that had emerged during
the colonial period when the secular school network expanded along
with the Islamic schools (e.g. Egypt, Indonesia, Pakistan). In countries
with a less influential Muslim tradition (e.g. countries in Sub-Saharan
Africa and some Asian countries), the secular education system was
maintained. In all of such countries, Islamic educational arrange-
ments have been established outside of the state sphere.

Most of the Muslim countries started to experience pressures from
the accelerating processes of globalization when they were still in an
intensive period of nation-state construction (Badie, 1986).

World System and Accelerating Globalization

The world constitutes a system in which interdependencies between
units situated in different geographical areas around the globe are
being extended and intensified (Sklair, 1995). Such processes (glob-
alization) are historical but went into a new phase of acceleration
in the 1970s due to the economic liberalizations initiated in this
decade, cheaper transport and the growth of ICT (information and
communication technology).

Globalization may be seen from different perspectives: economi-
cally, politically and culturally, although it is principally seen through
economic and cultural processes which occur rather independently

2 A phenomenon such as an Islamic state is, according to An-Náim, 1998, 
p. 117) an invention from the second half of the 20th century.

10  ,     
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from single country actions and frontiers. The new media techniques
and means of communication allow rapid and direct contact between
individuals all over the world. Various flows have become more com-
plex, extended and intensive and new flows have emerged: flows of
goods and services; flows of financial and other capital; flows of peo-
ple and flows of information and messages (Appadurai, 1991; Waters,
1995). Some countries are highly involved in global processes while
others are not, and some aspects in one and the same country are
highly globalized, while others are not (Hirst & Thompson, 1996;
McGrew, 1992).

Economically, there is a growing interdependency between nations,
companies, organizations, and individuals around the world. Economic
actions and processes are the leading globalizing forces and they con-
sist of more than international exchange of goods and services and
interaction of separate domestic economies. The world system is pre-
dominantly capitalist, which means that people are encouraged or
compelled to enter into commodified, monetized and priced exchanges
as producers and consumers. The strongest globalizing forces include
the market idea as well as the idea that modernization is to make
individuals’ behaviour “consistent with liberal norms of modernity”
(Duffield, 2002, p. 91).3 High technology activities, growth and rich-
ness are concentrated in a geographical zone including East and
Southeast Asia, Western Europe and the USA. There is increasing
economic competition as well economic marginalization. Some of
the Muslim countries are highly involved in globalization processes,
while others have become more or less marginalized (Beeley, 1992).

States have to handle some principal forces deriving from global
processes: (i) world models, (ii) governance through market forces
and mechanisms, and (iii) secularization as well as desecularization.
As to the first force, Meyer et al. (1997) aruge that a world polity and
something like world models have emerged (Meyer et al., 1997), not
as physical bodies or institutions but as a complex of cultural expec-
tations and “tacit understandings”, and explicit recommendations,
deriving from and “stored” in international organizations (such as the
World Bank, OECD, UNESCO, etc.). World models are “cognitive

3 The debate concerning the compatibility between ·ari'a, on the one hand, and
economic growth and modernization, on the other hand, will not be referred to
here.
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and ontological models of reality that specify the nature, purposes,
technology, sovereignty, control, and resources of nation-states and
other actors (Meyer et al., 1997: 144). They define and prescribe
what educational policies are opportune, desirable and appropriate,
and take for granted the existence of modern states that implement
modern institutions and cultures (Meyer et al., 1997). The modern
culture is oriented towards individualism, purposive rationality, and
competition.

During the first phase of accelerating globalization, the models
that appeared the state was seen as the principal actor and motor
of development of national societies. These first models included pre-
scriptions concerning institution-building (a national state apparatus
or polity, a national education system and mass education, and so
on) (Boli & Ramirez, 1992). World models that emerged later (from
the 1980s), prescribed societal and educational restructuring (decen-
tralization, privatization and application of market forces) and Human
Rights, Children Rights, Neoliberal views (the self-interested and util-
ity maximizing man), consumerist ideals, and so on. All world models,
thus, embody the Western world view (Robertson, 1991; Wilson,
1997). Furthermore, international pressure is growing on nation-states
to change their legal system to correspond to the requirements of
the global market. This affects many laws (and even constitutions)
and not only those applying to the economic domain and the lib-
eral form of democracy.

As far as governance is concerned, the world economy is gov-
erned by market forces (Griffin, 2003) and this type of governance
is country-wise mediated by history, politics, contingency and com-
plexity resulting in different impacts (Duffield, 2002). It has been
difficult for states everywhere to convert cultural and value-oriented
demands into regulation of behaviour (Held, 1995; Offe, 1984).
Globalization processes have made this task more problematic than
ever before, and the market does not have drives and is not orga-
nized in such a way that it make it culturally sensitive. Globalization
of market forces implies that complex and sometimes contradictory
processes occur. In the capitalist system, economic imperatives tend
to dominate over all others, individuals act in self-interest and their
actions are guided by purposive (instrumental) rationality. There is
a universal commodification of life and political and social relation-
ships (Giddens, 1994) as well as extension of pricing to more and
more services and activities (Saul, 1997). In addition to the spread
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of the market model and monetized exchange of goods, services and
ideas, a standardized consumer culture is spreading (Ahmed, 1992;
Lash, 1990). Rationalization (the spread of purposive rationality) is
accompanied by secularization and declining importance of moral
values, at least in Europe. The “universalized” aspects of cultures
challenge and question local cultures and taken-for-granted aspects,
and traditions are being problematized (Giddens, 1994). Individuals
can less than before trust the immediate and experienced past and
present (Robertson, 1992; Waters, 1995). All this results in increas-
ing risk and uncertainty (Reich, 1997). Islam, along with other reli-
gions, appeals to groups experiencing these features.

Another factor in the cultural/ideological domain is the increasing
dissemination of discourses, made possible through mass media and
the growth of literacy in the world. Two predominating discourses
have been globalized since the beginning of the 1980s, and they may
be termed the market-oriented and the modern communitarian-oriented. In the
market discourse, education is seen as a good or commodity, and
moral issues and moral training are neglected. The communitarian
discourse attempts to restore community or at least the spirit of com-
munity and education is a holistic matter (Etzioni, 1995). The com-
mon denominator of these two predominating discourses includes
many features that do not fit certain categories of Muslims: Individual-
ism; freedom of choice; education as a private and individual good,
purposive (technical) rationality; decentralization; participation; indi-
vidual autonomy; etc. (Ahmed, 1992; Meyer et al., 1997).

With increasing flows of capital, messages and people across coun-
tries, Islam is spreading but is also challenged by the Western world
view and life style (liberal, pluralist and market oriented) (Ahmed,
1992; Massialas & Jarrar, 1991; Wilson, 1997). ICT and the mass
media are “exposing the everyday world of Islam to the competi-
tion of pluralistic consumption and the pluralization of life worlds . . .”
(Ahmed, 1992, p. 177), and “Nothing in history has threatened
Muslims like the Western media; neither gunpowder in the Middle
Ages . . . nor trains and the telephone, which helped colonize them . . .
The Western mass media are ever present and ubiquitous; never
resting and never allowing respite” (p. 223). The relativization implicit
in or resulting from globalization threatens the Muslim way of life
and makes it necessary for Muslims to defend their values and belief
systems and for new groups to seek meaning in Islam (Berger, 1998).

Globalization implies spread of modernization, and the latter has
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for a long time been assumed to carry secularization. This assump-
tion is now questioned by some researchers (see, for instance, Berger,
1998; Davie, 1998). Several areas in the world have been able to
combine modernization and a high priority of religious beliefs and
values among the populations. Europe is seen as the only exception.
The fact that Islam and the Umma are spreading geographically main-
tenance of religious beliefs and values may be mentioned in this con-
text (Beeley, 1992; Haynes, 1999; Turner, 1991). Since the Second
World war several international organizations have been established
for the spread of Islam. For instance, during the 1970s, the Islamic
Organization for Education, Science and Culture was founded with
the aim to establish arabo-islamic culture as a uniting worldwide
force (ISESCO, 1985) and to create a front against what was per-
ceived as Western cultural imperialism (Brenner, 1993). This orga-
nization supports educational projects not only in Africa, Asia and
Latin America but also in the industrialized countries, including adult
education, teacher training in the Arabic language, support to Arabic
schools, and similar activities. The first World Conference on Muslim
education was held in Mecca in 1977. African and Asian Ministers
of Education have increasingly participated in the meetings orga-
nized by the ISESCO.

The de-secularization, particularlization and revival of (what is
believed to be) traditional values, implies an articulation of a per-
spective or discourse that may be called traditional communitarian.
Reinforcement of local groups or cells of Muslims or the imaginary
Umma exemplify this discourse.4

The revivalist wave, starting in the 1970s, may be seen as a response
to the secularizing aspects of globalization, and it has to some extent
accepted the existence of modernity including a modern state and
a secular education system (although the role of the state and its
relation to religion may vary) and it is as much a reaction to global
secular forces as to “national” forces (An-Náim, 1998). Some groups
are in favor of modern political systems as long as they do not under-
mine a deep commitment to Islamic ideas and teachings, a fact seen
by Turner (1991) as a defense of modernism against postmodernism
and by Ahmed (1992) as an articulation of the frustration from the
deprived access to the benefits of modernization. Other categories

4 Robertson (1992) sees many of the communitarian actions as an attempt to
establish mechanical solidarity (Gemeinschaft) at the global level.
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of Muslims reject the modern as well as the post-modern life style.
In many places, Muslims have resisted the extreme forms of capi-
talism and consumerism (Coulon, 1993; Lubeck, 1985). For them,
·ari'a precedes the state and, consequently, the state should be an
element of the religion or at least serve religious interests (Ahmed,
1992; Ayubi, 1991, 1999).

Islamic movements have extended to new areas, while Christian
movements and churches have lost members in the “core” countries
but gained new ones in other areas. Islamic messages reach large
parts of the globe via mass media and IT and through migration.
In relative terms, the proportion of migrants is not bigger than before,
but in absolute terms, the number of migrants has grown rapidly.
In addition to this, more people than ever before are traveling, even
across continents. All these phenomena imply a multiplication of cul-
tural encounters. More than ever before, the world religions compete
and challenge one another; each of them claims to possess “exclu-
sive and largely absolute truths or values” (Turner, 1991, p. 173).
For instance, in many areas of former Soviet Union, Christian, Islamic
and secular “Western” NGOs compete to install their ideologies
(Niyozov, 2003). Consequently, globalization results in intensive en-
counters between Islam, Christianity, Buddism and Hinduism.

Robertson (1995) employes the concept of “glocalization” and
Nederveen Pieterse (1995) the concept of “hybridization”. Both con-
cepts deal with the encounter between global, standardized cultural
aspects and local and/or value-oriented cultural aspects. In the first
case, universal features are transformed and translated into local cul-
tures and in the second cases the universal and the local more or
less merge. This means, that the outcomes of the encounters between
Islam and other globalized beliefs and values differ in different geo-
graphical and cultural areas. A large number of Muslims have lived
for generations in the North and, according to Eickelman, 1989,
“Muslims in Europe are becoming increasingly central, in terms of
the role they play not only in the Muslim world, but in the European
states were they reside” (p. 261).

There are, thus, different views on how to deal with Western
knowledge and education, for instance. One group advocate complete
decoupling and the creation of an alternative system of education,
while another group argue for a partial decoupling (Hassan, 1999;
Tibi, 1995). For the former, modern education is not appropriate
for the formation of believing Muslims and Islamic experts and for
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the reproduction of 'ulamà". For the majority of Muslims, learning
Islamic moral training is important, whether it takes place in the
formal education system or in non-formal or informal socialization
arrangements, and if they feel that Islam does not have a proper
place in the state-run schools, they enroll their children in non-formal
and civil sphere Islamic arrangements for moral training.

Two Types of Education

Wherever Muslims form substantial minorities, there are Islamic edu-
cational arrangements. This means that there are two principal types
of education: a) Modern Western type education, and b) Islamic edu-
cation. The latter may be divided into traditional and modern, and
both of them have different levels. The relative importance of these
two types may be assumed to vary with (i) degree of modernization
(and secularization); (ii) the relative power of Muslim and other inter-
ests; and (iii) the degree of involvement in global processes.

According to Ayubi (1991), the role the 'ulamà" have in educa-
tional matters in North Africa and Middle East is related to the rate
of modernization of each country; the more rapid the process of
modernization, the more it has provoked revivalism and resulted in
a stronger position for the 'ulamà". However, an analysis of economic
and educational data for the Middle East, North Africa and Indonesia,
Malaysia and Pakistan (1960–1998) indicates that there is no clear
relationship between, on the one hand, degree and rate of modern-
ization, and, on the other hand, the way education systems are built
and how they deal with Islamic matters (UNDP, 1990, 1995, 2001;
World Bank, 1979, 1991, 1995, 1999). Instead, the two other fac-
tors (the relative power of Muslim and other interests and the degree
of involvement in global processes) seem to determine the nature of
the educational arrangements. For instance, in predominantly Mus-
lim countries with important minorities of Christians, access to the
state and influence on education have been matters of dispute and
negotiation.

As a result of globalization processes, schools are now concerned
not only with preparing children for adult roles, but education increas-
ingly has to respond to national and local economic and moral
requirements as well as the requirements deriving from the global-
ized world models. Education increasingly has to handle a series of
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contradictory needs, demands and requirements such as: religious vs.
secular; local vs. national; national vs. international; formation of
human capital and merits vs. broad personality and moral develop-
ment; competition vs. solidarity; focus on tests and performance vs.
more holistic considerations; mother tongue vs. international lan-
guage/s (Benhabib, 1998; Chabbot & Ramirez, 2000; McGinn, 1997).
Neither the Western nor Islamic type of education alone seems to
be able to handle all this variety.

Islamic Education

In the Islamic conceptualization of knowledge, a distinction is made
between acquired knowledge and revealed (intrinsic) knowledge.
Education is the acquisition of external knowledge (that improves
faith) and the internal realization of intrinsic meaning. The former
type of knowledge is either transmitted traditions or rational knowl-
edge, achieved through reason ('a˚l ) (Talbani, 1996). Intrinsic knowl-
edge is sacred and it is believed that the that only a few adherents
have the ability to experience it (Ali, 1987; Ashraf, 1987). According
to (Warnock Fernea, 1995, p. 8), “Traditionally, the child is with-
out 'a˚l, or reason, and the goal of childhood was to instill and
develop the reason” which is necessary in adult life.

Islamic education consists of three levels: elementary education
(ur"ànic school, kuttàb, mosque school, dàra), complementary or sec-
ondary education (post-ur"ànic school, madrasa, Arabic school) and
higher education (Islamic universities). Table 1.1 provides an overview
of different patterns of Islamic educational arrangements.

Combination (1) seems to have been the traditional prototype;
children entered some type of ur"ànic school when they were four
to seven years old, and then continued in the traditional madrasa
(intermediate and higher levels) (Dodge, 1962). This combination still
exists in several places but also modernized madrasa have emerged.
In combination (2) ur"ànic education has become a matter for “pre-
school” children, who then continue in one or the other type of
madras (or the Western type of primary school). In other places,
ur"ànic education may be seen is an education attended by “pre-
school” and “school age” children who then have the opportunity
to enroll in a traditional or modern madrasa for deeper studies in
the matters taught at lower stages (combination 3).
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Table 1.1 The Structure and Role of Different Types of Islamic Education

“Pre-school” level Elementary level Intermediate level

1 — ur"ànic school Traditional or modern 
(Mosque school, dàra, madrasa (école arabe,   
kuttàb, maktab, and so on) Arabic school)

2 ur"ànic school Traditional or modern —  
(mosque school, madrasa (école arabe,  
dàra, kuttàb, maktab Arabic school)
and so on)

3 ur"ànic (mosque —
school, dàra, kuttàb,
maktab, madrasa
and so on)

Elementary level: The goal of elementary (and higher levels of ) Islamic
education is to equip the pupils with knowledge about this world
and for this world and the next and to lead “each individual and
society as a whole, to the Ultimate Truth” (Ali, 1987, p. 36). In the
orthodox view, the ur"àn contains the core content of basic Islamic
education; textbooks are seen as deviation from the correct way
(Hurst, 1985; Talbani, 1996). According to the ur"àn, men and
women have the same obligation for and the same right to educa-
tion, and both are obliged to learn about Islam.

ur"ànic schools do not depend on the state or any other formal
specific administration for their operation but are often organized
by teachers, the local community or members of the local 'ulamà".
Teachers are supported by the local community or parents in different
ways: pupils work for the teachers (in trade or farming) or parents
pay in cash or produce (Keynan, 1993; Nicolas, 1981). There are
no formal grades, forms or stages in these schools. Anyone is free
to start and to finish whenever he or she wants. The pupil is expected
to learn the ur"àn by heart, and he or she learns at his or her
own rate. Questioning of, or critical reasoning in relation to Islamic
principles is allowed only at the more advanced levels of education
(Talbani, 1996). Ideally, a pupil should learn all the 114 sùra (verses)
of the ur"àn and the three Rs (in Arabic) but also the basics of
Islam (·ari'a and the five pillars). In reality most of the pupils mem-
orize ur"ànic verses by heart but initially without knowing the
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meaning of the content, and only a minority of ur"ànic pupils ever
learn the whole ur"àn.

Intermediate level: The goals of post-elementary education (Madrasa)
are to create “experts” in, first and foremost, Muslim law, the Islamic
religion and the Arabic language. These experts are supposed to
have perfect knowledge in the domain of their specialization. The
intermediate level includes the principles of Islamic jurisprudence,
·ari'a, mastery in intellectual reasoning, mastery of jurisprudence.
Finally, the advanced course should include mastery of jurisprudence,
interpretation of ur"àn, tradition and the ability to reach a proper
conclusion in required cases and in relation to the issue a religious
verdict (See Appendix 1). The ultimate goal is to reach scholarly argu-
mentation and interpretation of ·ari'a and related sciences (i¡tihàd ).
To gain this quality, the pupil can approach the religious authority
and prove his ability to reason in different Islamic matters.5 In the
traditional madrasa, as in ur"ànic schools, there are no formal
grades, forms or statges. Anyone is free to start and to finish when-
ever he or she wants. However, i¡àza (lit: permission) is considred
as the only traditional form of evaluation of the students educational
achievements whereby the professor gives the graduated pupil the
authorization to transmit the part of knowledge received. I¡àza is
issued in a specific branch of knowledge by the professor specialist
in that knowledge who in turn had received authorization through
his master.

As the accuracy of religious narrations is of vital importance, the
chain of transmission is followed throughout the different genera-
tions of authorized narrators. The phenomenon is known as tawàtur
(lit. frequency) is considered as one of the deciding factors in the
accuracy of transmitted knowledge, including hadìº (Prophet’s say-
ings) and tafsìr (exegecies). I¡àza also was a certificate for teaching
certain subjects or to issue new religious verdicts.

The modern madrasa have established curricula, syllabuses, time
tables and classes in the same way as modern Western schools. This
means that they teach secular subjects as well as a large proportion
of Islamic matters. In at least some countries in the Middle East,

5 There are also extra-curricular studies in which a pupil can participate in courses
such as Islamic Philosophy, Arabic Literature, Biography, Scholastic Theology, peri-
patetic thinking and agnosticism.
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North Africa and Asia, post-ur"ànic education is taught in theo-
logical seminaries following a curriculum designed for the formation
of religious experts. The pupil must pass through various stages in
order to attain the rank of an expert. The curriculum for the primary
level includes courses on Arabic grammar, syntax and composition,
logic, rhetoric and ability to understand and explain the ur"àn and
Arabic texts. Apart from the educational institutions, a system of
seeking teachers developed, at least in Sub-Saharan Africa and Africa’s
Horn. This means that single pupils looked for different Islamic spe-
cialists as tutors for their studies. Those who want to continue their
Islamic education, when they have completed the elementary level,
have either to enroll in an Islamic institution of higher education in
North Africa or Middle East, or to seek teachers specialized in differ-
ent areas of Islam. There is generally a high degree of specialization;
pupils opt for some subjects after their ur"ànic studies and pursue
more profound studies of these subjects (Nicolas, 1981; Santerre, 1974).

In Afghanistan, Egypt, Indonesia and Pakistan, elementary and
intermediate levels of Islamic education are given in schools that are
under the “state umbrella” in that they are subsidized and are allowed
to certify their pupils. In North Africa and Sub-Saharan Africa,
Islamic educational arrangements are not an issue for the state. Most
villages in Central and West Africa and Africa’s Horn have at least
one ur"ànic school. Only The Gambia has Islamic matters in the
curriculum of the state-run schools, and in Mali, Niger and Senegal,
for example, a few schools of a mixed type (Franco-Arabic schools)
are subsidized by the state (Daun, 2002; UNESCO, 1993). In Sub-
Saharan Africa modernized madrasa started to expand with the sup-
port from Middle East countries in the 1970s (Coloquio Internacional,
1993; UNESCO, 1993). Religious schools that prepare the pupil for
higher levels of education in the religious sciences and Islamic guid-
ance exist in Middle East, North Africa and some Asian countries.

According to some authors, Islamic education is mostly seen as
appropriate for religious and teaching professions (Eickelman, 1989),
but findings from case studies indicate that such an education is not
only for religious purpose and for insulated niches but is also an
important instrument for jobs in the informal sector which has
expanded rapidly in many low income countries (Daun, 2002; Oni,
1988; William & Amer, 1988).
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Western Type of Education

The independent states continued the path established by the colonial
or western states. They maintained the structures of the inherited
education system and change the content somewhat but it contin-
ued to be non-religious. The countries in Sub-Saharan Africa have
maintained the secular public education systems inherited from the
colonial powers. However, in practically all Muslim countries Islamic
elements were introduced into the curriculum. In the Middle East,
North Africa and some Asian countries, the state-run schools devote
more hours to religious subjects than other countries in the world.

According to an agreement (The Charter of the Arab Cultural
Unit established in Baghdad in 1964) and the Arab League Educational,
Cultural and Scientific Organization (ALESCO), all the Arab coun-
tries should have the same educational goals and objectives (Zouain,
1998). For this reason, among others, the aims of modern education
in Middle Eastern and some Asian countries, are, with a few excep-
tions, based on Islam. These countries differ educationally from other
countries in the world in at least three ways: (a) Modern education
expanded comparatively late, at least in the Gulf states; (b) the school
curricula contain a larger proportion of religious subjects than in
other parts of the world; and (c) they have comparatively centralized
education systems (Ben Jaballah, 1994; Hussein, 1994; Morsi, 1991).

The first modern school was established in Saudi Arabia in 1926
and in Oman in 1940 (Al-Baadi, 1994; Bird, 1995). Still in 1969/70,
only 90 pupils were enrolled in primary education in Oman (Morsi,
1990). In Saudi Arabia, the rate of literacy was 15 per cent for men
and two per cent for women in 1970. Twenty years later, the num-
bers were 73 and 48 percent respectively (Bird, 1995). As to the cur-
ricula, in Saudi Arabia, for example, 50 percent of the teaching time
is spent on religious matters in Grade 1, and in Grades 6–9, it is
over 20 percent (Bird, 1995, p. 287). Nearly one third of school time
is spent on the ur"àn and Islamic studies in Yemen (Daun and
Arjmand, 2002). Despite this large proportion of Islamic matters in
primary school, there are in most Muslim countries ur"ànic schools
that function as a complement to modern primary schools. In North
Africa, for instance, modern schooling has expanded rapidly since
the 1950s and as the system includes some Islamic matters, ur"ànic
schools have been relegated to the role of pre-school institutions or
institutions solely for initiation into Islam.
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Oman and Saudi Arabia have gender divided schools, and in the
latter country, there are two different education systems, one for
boys and one for girls and the education of girls is not placed under
the Ministry of Education, but is in the hands of a council of 'ulamà".
The first public school for girls opened in 1981.

In the drive for “Education for All”, Islamic education has received
unanticipated attention and support from UN bodies. Unesco orga-
nized a seminar in 1993 with leading representatives of Islamic edu-
cation in Africa in order to discuss how to use such institutions in the
struggle for education for all (UNESCO, 1993). Moreover, UNICEF
organized a number of seminars in Africa in order to find out what
Islamic educational arrangements could be used in the struggle for
increased school enrollment and, consequently, started to support
Islamic schools economically (Coloquio Internacional, 1993).

In countries with a large percentage of Muslims we find different
combinations of Islamic and Western type of schools: (a) the state-
run modern schools have Islamic matters in their curriculum. Apart
from this, there are other schools under the state; they are privately
owned and governed but receive subsidizes from the state, are mon-
itored/regulated by the state, and provide certificates that are valid
for continued education in the state system or for the labour mar-
ket. Small percentages of pupils attend such schools in Afghanistan,
Malaysia, Saudi Arabia and Turkey.

Some countries have two or more of the combinations shown in
Table 1.2. Afghanistan can be used as an example. State-run schools
teach Islamic matters and there are some modernized madrasa which
are “under state protection” (combination a). In addition to this, a
large number of mosque schools and other types of ur"ànic schools
do not have any links at all with the state (combination d).

(b) is similar to (a) except one thing: schools are neither regulated
nor monitored by the state. In both Egypt and Pakistan a small per-
centage of children attend ur"ànic schools or madrasa of this type.

(c) Apart from the state-run schools teaching Islamic matters there
are schools not belonging to the state system and they have condi-
tions similar to those in (b) except the fact that they do not belong
to the state system.

(d) State run schools teach Islamic matters, while these are pri-
vate Islamic schools that do not have any links to the state.

(e) State schools do not include Islamic matters but there is a
sector of private schools run in parallel to the state schools. These
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6 Sources: Al-Baadi, 1998; Aziz-Zadek, 1998; Daun & Arjmand, 2002; Djeflat,
1998; Ghafoor & Farooq, 1998; Hussein, 1994; Mahrouse, 1998; Massialas & Jarrar,
1991; Moegiadi & Jiyouo, 1998; Morsi, 1991; Unesco, 1993; Zouani, 1998.
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Table 1.2 Principal Educational Arrangements in Countries with Large Proportions
of Muslims6

State run Private Islamic schools are Examples:
schools include 
Islamic matters

under subsidized monitored/ give valid 
state by the regulated certificates
“umbrella” state by the state

(a) Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Afghanistan,
Saudi Arabia,
Turkey, 
Malaysia

(b) Yes Yes Yes Yes Egypt, 
Pakistan

(c) Yes Yes Yes Yes The Gambia

(d) Yes Afghanistan, 
Algeria, 
Egypt, 
Gambia, Iran;
Kuwait; 
Morocco, 
Pakistan, 
Saudi Arabia,
Tunisia, 
Turkey

(e) Yes Yes Yes Indonesia, 
Lebanon, 
Malaysia

(f ) Yes Yes Yes Senegal

(g) Countries in
Sub-Saharan
Africa incl.
Guinea-
Bissau: 
Senegal and
The Gambia

NB: It should also be mentioned that some Muslim countries have a national curriculum
while others do not.
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private schools are Islamic, are subsidized by the state and give valid
certificates.

(f ) The state sector schools do not include Islamic matters, but
some private Islamic schools are subsidized and monitored by the
state and give valid certificates.

Finally, (g) is a combination in which state schools do not include
Islamic matters but there are a large number of ur"ànic schools
and madrasa which are run by civil forces.

In all, Islamic non-formal educational arrangements in the civil
sphere seem to be comparatively frequent, where the state is secu-
lar and state-run schools do not teach Islamic matters. On the other
hand, in highly Islamized but comparatively modernized countries,
where state schools teach Islamic matters, Islamic educational insti-
tutions have become few, weak or both.

Muslims, Education and Choice in the North

The permanent presence of Islam in Europe, North America and
Australia has become a reality today. The difference between the
Islamic values and identity, on the one hand, and the predominant
cultures and value systems of the host societies, on the other hand,
has made educational policies problematic in that states in the North
have made attempts handle the tensions between integration and the
preservation of minority culture. The general processes of both reli-
gious revival and secularization take place also among Muslims in the
North, and the four orientations presented in chapter two are present
practically everywhere albeit in different proportions. Youths and
second generation immigrants tend to adhere to more secularized life
styles and beliefs and to attend schools not teaching Islamic matters.

As far as Europe, North America and Oceania are concerned, the
education systems vary in the opportunities they make available for
Muslims to have a modern and Islamic moral education. On the one
hand, the European Union finds that, despite processes of conver-
gence, education still differs a great deal from one country to another
in regard to, for example, the duration of compulsory schooling, the
structure of the system and the existence of mother-tongue teaching
for immigrant or other minority children (European Commission,
1994, 1997; Muñoz-Repiso, 1997). On the other hand, at a deeper
level of analysis, Sultana (1995) argues that strong forces are work-
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ing in a convergent direction: (a) an increased technocratic under-
standing of education (principally as formation of human capital and
the view of pupils as human resource to be developed; and (b) the
overriding aim of making education contribute to Europe’s compet-
itiveness. His arguments are highly relevant in a discussion of the
cultural, religious and linguistic diversity of Europe. Collot et al. (1993a)
argue in a similar manner when they state that the European coun-
tries, in the domain of education for immigrants (and other minori-
ties) tend to see educational matters from a narrow technocratic and
secular point of view. These features might be contradictory to the
demands from many Muslims for training in morals and values.

Despite EU efforts to harmonize laws and regulations related to
immigration, the practice still differs between the countries, due partly
to cultural-historical differences and partly to inertia. Traditionally,
the European countries have different “social paradigms” (Mauriel,
1993): an Anglo-Saxian model and a French model. The former
emphasizes plurality and favours diversity, while the latter is “assim-
ilationist” (Collot et al., 1993b). These models may be seen as extreme
poles, and most countries are situated somewhere between these
poles. The model predominating in a country determines the strategies
available to Muslim immigrants—socially as well as educationally.

Relevant within the educational domain itself are (i) the general
features of the education systems, (ii) linguistic policy in the educa-
tional domain and, finally, (iii) educational alternatives resulting from
these policies. Some countries have the ambition to create equal con-
ditions for all pupils and give more resources to schools with a com-
paratively large proportion of disadvantaged children (children with
learning disabilities, immigrant children, and so on). For instance, in
Belgium, France, the Netherlands and Sweden, supplementary resources
are allocated to areas or schools that have a certain proportion of
immigrant children (Fase, 1993; Skolverket, 2000; Verflot, 1993). In
Germany, on the other hand, such policies have not been imple-
mented in all Länder (states) (Boos-Nünning, 1993; see also chapter
ten). It is evident that some immigrant children (especially those from
the South) have a significantly lower level of achievement on knowl-
edge and skills tests in the OECD countries, due, among other things,
to the fact that education in the “host” country is performed in the
country’s own predominating language(s) and few (if any) efforts are
made to base teaching in and on cultural and/or socioeconomic con-
ditions (OECD, 2001).
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As far as linguistic policy in education is concerned, the European
Council and the European Commission have established that minor-
ity children have the right to be taught in their mother-tongue (where
it is reasonable to do so), but the degree of implementation of such
policies varies from one country to another and within one and the
same country. This means that children of Muslim parents do not
always have the opportunity to be taught in their language. In France
and Germany, for example, the policy mentioned has been far from
implemented. On the other hand, a large proportion of the Muslim
immigrants in France, were fluent in French before they immigrated
and Muslim immigrants in Australia, Canada, England and the USA
were fluent in English before they immigrated.

In regard to choice opportunities, the countries in the North have
different rules and regulations and different levels of subsidies to pri-
vate Muslim schools. Examples of some different educational policies
in this regard will be mentioned. Private confessional schools with-
out subsidies is a legitimate and recognized alternative in England
and the USA. Such schools—but with large subsidies—exist in
Australia, Belgium, and the Netherlands, while confessional schools
are integrated into the public sector in England, Germany, New
Zealand and Sweden in that they are private only when it comes
to ownership and governance but follow a curriculum established by
the state (OECD, 1994). In Sweden, schooling is compulsory, and only
schools that follow the national curriculum and the official require-
ments of teacher competence are allowed to exist. If the private
schools accept all the requirements, they are approved by the state
and highly subsidized but also controlled through monitoring and
inspection. According to the national curriculum, pupils are taught
about different (world) religions, but teaching in a particular religion
is not allowed. Religious teaching has to take place as an extra-cur-
ricular activity in the state subsidized schools after the ordinary school
day or in ur"ànic schools organized by Muslim associations out-
side of the school. All parts of the curriculum are, in principle, com-
pulsory, which means that Muslim pupils have to participate in sex
education and different subjects related to art, for example. Certain
groups of Muslims have been critical of this policy (Euro-Islam, 1995).

In France, schools can choose between four different “contracts”
with the state. In the simplest version, private schools are neither
subsidized nor regulated by the state, while in the most complex
arrangements, private schools are in all aspects (except ownership)
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run in the same way as public schools (they follow the national cur-
riculum, have the same requirements of teacher competence, and
are subsidized and controlled by the state). All Catholic schools have
one of these types of contract but the state has not approved any
such contracts with Muslim or Islamic schools, meaning there are
no recognized schools with the latter profile.

In England there are many private Muslim schools, and four of
them are now within the state-maintained sector. These four have
to follow the national curriculum, have only trained teachers and
are subject to regular inspection. In return, their current expendi-
ture is fully covered by the state and the bulk of their capital costs
are also met. In the state-subsidized Muslim schools, Muslim pupils
do not have to take part in all education (sex education and certain
types of art teaching, for instance). The Dutch case is even more
generous. That politically and religiously divided nation has long
accepted that all religious groups have a right to start their own
schools and to have all the costs fully covered by the state. In this
case, where minority religious groups meet the criteria (which are
mainly in terms of the number of pupils expected to attend), the
municipalities have to provide buildings and full costs. In return,
these schools are expected to cover the national curriculum, only
employ trained teachers and be subject to inspection. There are now
nearly 40 Muslim schools in the Netherlands and they are better
funded than the average Dutch school as the funding formula gives
more to children from ethnic minorities and from homes where the
parents have low levels of education. It is worth noting that, even
in the favourable situations in England and the Netherlands, most
Muslim parents do not want their children to attend separate Muslim
schools, and part of the reason for these schools starting is general
dissatisfaction with the academic quality of alternative schools and
perceptions about the degree of racism to be found in them. Most
Muslim parents would prefer their children to attend good, ethni-
cally-mixed state schools which take account of some of the special
religious needs of their children. There is a similar situation among
Muslim parents enrolling their children in state-subsidized Muslim
schools in Sweden.

In the United States, on the other hand, there is no national cur-
riculum and, according to the constitution, confessional schools can-
not receive state subsidies. Private Muslim schools are neither controlled
nor subsidized by the state. Also, such schools do not lead to diplomas
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or certificates that are valid for further education or for employment
in the formal sector of the economy. Pupils from religious schools
have to take tests before they are admitted to further education or
have to prove their knowledge when they seek employment in the
formal sector of the labour market.

Muslims have historically been present in Albania, northern Greece
and parts of Yugoslavia. In Greece, for instance, the Muslim minor-
ity has for a long time had two options: either to enroll their chil-
dren in ordinary state schools (teaching, among other things, Christian
matters and in Greek) or to enroll their children in minority schools
(teaching Islamic matters apart from other subjects and in Turkish)—
see chapter 13.

Eastern Europe has no long tradition of Muslims, since these coun-
tries were rather closed before the Soviet collapse. Countries aspir-
ing for entrance into the European Union have made attempts to
adopt recommendations and requirements established by the Union
and the European Council in relation to immigration, minorities and
education. The Czech Republic (CR) is one such example (see chap-
ter 12). This country has a long tradition of Polish, German and
Romany minorities. The former two groups have special rights and
are allowed to organize education in their own languages. Although
the Romany population has not received such rights, it has more
options than the Muslims, who do not have the right to establish
schools recognized by the state. Their children have to attend sec-
ular state schools and organize ur"ànic teaching as an out-of-school
activity.

All this means that the parameters according to which Muslim
parents can make the choice of school for their children differ con-
siderably between the countries in the North. For instance, the pos-
sibility of establishing private schools in general and confessional
schools in particular differs considerably. Some combinations are
shown in Table 1.3.

Combinations 1 and 2 are rare among the OECD countries and
have, in this study, been found only in the Muslim parts of north-
ern Greece, in Australia and the Netherlands. In combination 3,
Muslim schools have to follow the national curriculum, and in France
and Sweden, there are no exceptions, while in England, Islamic mat-
ters may be taught. Combination 4 applies to state-maintained Muslim
schools in England. Combination 5 is the option if Muslims in
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Germany and the USA choose public schools. (This is, of course, a
combination similar to the one applying to public schools in some
other countries—but then there is a national curriculum). Combination
6 means that Muslims are allowed to run their own schools with-
out involving the state, but pupils with certificates from such schools
often have to prove their knowledge on tests or in some other way,

       29

Table 1.3 Principal Combinations of Educational Policies in Relation to the Demand for
Private Religious Schools in the OECD countries (primary and lower secondary levels)

Combi- Pupils Schools National Schools are Islamic Examples
nation acquire are curriculum monitored elements in 

formal subsidized compulsory by the state curriculum
diploma or by the 
certificates state

1) Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Private Muslim
schools in the
northern part of
Greece. Muslim
schools in the
Netherlands.

2) Yes* Yes Yes Private Muslim
schools in some
states in
Australia.

3) Yes Yes Yes Yes Private schools
(among them
Muslim schools)
in Sweden and
France.

4) Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes State-maintained
Muslim schools
in England.

5) Yes Yes Yes Public schools in
Germany and
the USA.

6) Yes* Yes Private Muslim
schools in
the USA.

7) Yes ur"ànic and
Madrasa schools
in many 
countries.

* In the USA, the pupils have to take tests or examinations before they are admitted to fur-
ther education in the public system or before they are regarded by employers as “employ-
able”, at least in some branches of the formal sector.
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when they apply for continued education or formal sector employment.
Combination 7, finally, is the case of non-formal Islamic educational
arrangements organized by associations or private persons—often as
an after (primary or secondary) school activity.

Conclusions

Islam is affected by international and global events and processes.
At the same time, this religion is itself a globalization force in that
Muslims have migrated to most parts of the world and the Islamic
message is conveyed by the help of IT and mass media, and sev-
eral Muslim countries in the South resisted the world models.

Muslim immigrants in the North adhere to a variety of orienta-
tions of Islam and they have experienced different types of educa-
tion in their countries of origin. Once migrated to the North, they
encounter various policies, both socially and educationally. Muslim
parents make different demands and have different requirements in
relation to education, but most of them prefer at least some Islamic
moral training for their children. Their opportunities to choose school
and obtain financial support from the state for separate Muslim
schools vary from one country to another. Despite the spread of the
world models, several countries in the North have not implemented
all the elements of these models, mainly those referring to minority
rights. Chapter 2 describes different orientations of Islam, and Chapters
3–8 describe Islamic educational arrangements in different countries
in the South, while Chapters 9–13 make an account for the conditions
for and existence of Islamic educational arrangements in the North.
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Appendix 1.1 Themes and Subjects in Islamic Education

The Subjects in Islamic Education by Level

Level Contents, Subjects, Disciplines

Elementary Arabic letters, the Arabic alphabet, ur"ànic verses and 
(ur"ànic) sùras, the five pillars of Islam, skills in reading and writ-

ing, manual work, civics.

Post-Elementary Lu∞a (the Arabic language)
Fi˚h (legal theory of Islam; is the Islamic law in its theo-
retical form. It is studied with the help of the ur"àn
and other writings which the teachers have memorized
and then present orally to their pupils.)
hadìº (is, after the ur"àn, the most important source
concerning the ·ari'a. Óadìº contains the traditions, that
is, the sayings of the Prophet himself about problems and
events in everyday life.)
Taw˙ìd (unity of God; is the theology at its most abstract
level. It deals with the unity of God, unity between God
and man and unity between men. In ordinary post-
ur"ànic education these aspects are seldom treated.
Instead, the pupils are taught the doctrine of unity with-
out making any interpretation of the “inner core” of the
subject.)
Tafsìr (ur"ànic exegesis; the content of the ur"àn is
explained and commented upon by the teacher.)
Sìra (the biography of Mu˙ammad, it was developed very
early, i.e. before the traditions were standardized and
written.)
Riyadiyat (arithmetic and the subjects below are not taught
in all post-ur"ànic education.)
Na˙w (Arabic grammar)
Arabic poetry
Mad˙, praises addressed to the Prophet Mu˙ammad.
Natural sciences

Higher (Islamic Deeper studies of the above. 
university)
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37

CHAPTER TWO

ISLAMIC ORIENTATIONS AND EDUCATION

Sherin Sadaalah

Introduction

This chapter gives an overview of the principal religious and ideo-
logical differentiations and orientations within Islam. In trying to
grasp the essence of Islam as a religion, interpretative endeavor and
way of life (i.e. practice), it is important to delineate the most impor-
tant orientations within the religion. In spite of the claims to the
existence of different ‘Islams’ practiced locally within a variety of
countries, a basic universal categorization is evident throughout schol-
arly endeavors across different times in history, both in the East and
the West. Hence, and according to Dessouki (1982).

Islam is better understood from this perspective as designating an ‘ideal
type’, which should be analyzed in relation to special social structures.
The basic assumptions here are that unity and universality of the ideal
type are reflected in a multiplicity of actual historical experiences in
specific social contexts (p. 7).

The content and emphasis of this chapter however is limited to a
delineation of an analytical approach to contemporary Islam (as reli-
gion, interpretation and practice). The features Islam holds in its ori-
entations towards education will be traced. This mapping may be
illustrative of the position and locus of different case studies con-
tained in this volume.

Huntington (1993) described Islam as a militant religion blurring
the dividing lines between the religious and the secular, furthermore
maintaining that its “theocratic proclivity makes it extraordinarily
difficult for Islamic societies to accommodate non-Muslims. It makes
it very difficult for Muslims to easily fit into societies where the
majority is non-Muslim” (p. 19). This statement disregards the inter-
pretative diversity of Islam, the different historical schools1 (Kepel,

1 Also known as ma£àhib. These are the four historical legal schools mentioned
in chapter 1.
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1985, p. 79) and “different modern tendencies in religion and poli-
tics” (Ibid., p. 15) and reflects a clear orientalist stance. One of
Huntington’s principal arguments is that Islam is a monolithic unit
of reference. This is further complemented by the conception of
Islam as a unitary civilization (Huntington, 1993, 1996). This con-
ceptualization takes as given the premise that the “concept ‘Islam’
(is) something distinct, definable, essentially homogeneous”, a notion
strictly contradicted by reality (Hjärpe, 1996, p. 74). Islam, however,
is not a monolithic religion and cannot, therefore, be treated as a
single or unitary phenomenon (Hjärpe, 1991). In addition to cul-
tural variations springing from the spatial context where the religion
is practiced, and the major division between the Sunnì and ·ì'a
sects, other more important ideological variations have come to man-
ifest themselves within the body and structure of modern Islamic
thought. As Hjärpe (1991, p. 30) furthermore confirms “there is an
entire scale of interpretations of the essence of Islam and its societal
functions”.2 A predominant proportion of this body of thought is
modern Islamic political thought. It is also important to recognize
that Islam as a religion and socio-political system has undergone a
process of resurgence during the latter half of the twentieth century.
This process became more visible and prominent during the end of
1970s and the beginning of the 1980s. Dessouki (1982) described
this ‘Islamic resurgence’ as an illustration of the “increasing politi-
cal activism in the name of Islam by governments and opposition
groups alike. It designates a politicized, activist form of Islam and
the growing use of Islamic symbolism and legitimation at the level
of political action” (p. 4). This resurgence has contributed to a large
extent to consolidation of the fine lines between different Islamic/
Islamist orientations and ideological frameworks.

To fulfill the task of describing different orientations, this research
has borrowed as a basic framework, the classification introduced by
Hjärpe (1991, pp. 31–34); he distinguishes between four different
Islamic orientations: secularism, traditionalism, modernism and fun-
damentalism. This classification will, however, be supplemented by
theoretical approaches maintained by other scholars and contributors

2 Please note that all translation is carried out by the author of the research
unless otherwise specified.
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to the subject of Islam orientations. Most space will be given to the
analysis of the fundamentalist trend. One of the reasons for this is
the overwhelming scholarly theoretical work dedicated to this phe-
nomenon. Another reason is the preliminary assumption made by
the author of the importance of fundamentalism as a recent, dynamic,
and evolving trend manifesting both the highest levels of politics and
as a concrete activist agenda, that entails a distinctive identity for-
mation. This decision has also been necessitated by the diversity
within fundamentalism. A further reason for such a focus is the clear
illustration it provides of what Rudolph and Piscatori (1997) term
the ‘transnational civic society’ and transnational religions, whereby
a level of transnational identity is maintained, superceding at times
the national, context-specific one.

Orientations and Education

An overview of the orientations is made in Table 2.1. Then each
of the orientations will be described more in detail.

Table 2.1 Different Religious Orientations within Islam and Predominant Characteristics

Religious Sphere Concept Interpretation Sovereignty Identity Activism/ Education
Orientation for of Law (i¡tihàd) and and Islamic

Religion Political Supreme Political 
System Loyalty Implications

1. Secular- Private Man Freedom of Democratic/ National — Secular
ism made interpreta- pluralist identity and

tion/extended and modern
to Laymen loyalty as 

important 
as the 
religious

2. Tradi- Public God’s Interpretation Not Religious — Special- 
tionalism Law/ restricted to necessarily Identity ized

·ari'a ma£àhib Islamic 'ulamà"

and 'ulamà" education

3. Modern- Public Law Freedom of Not No Islam as Modern    
ism/Lib- man- interpret- necessarily conflict politically integrating
eralism made ation/ Islamic/ between neutral a religious

guided extended guided by national curric-
by to laymen Islamic and ulum 
Islamic principles religious
principles identity
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4. Funda- Public God’s Freedom Islamic Supreme Islam as Hybrid 
mental- Law/ of inter- state/ loyalty to a source between 
ism/ ·ari'a pretation/ politics Umma/ for modern
Islamism Supremacy religious political and

of 'ulamà" Identity activism religious

The Secularist Orientation

Secularism in Islam is an orientation that advocates the relegation
of religion to the private sphere, within an individualistic space and
context and the maintenance of a strict separation between the reli-
gious and the political. Secularism furthermore advocates the order-
ing of society, and the formulation of legal foundation on the basis
of a value system that includes both believers and non-believers. This
implies a separation of the religious from the profane. Muslim sec-
ularists support their orientation by the ur"ànic premise negating
compulsion in religion (sùra 2, 256), whereas the implication of reli-
gion in the ordering of society (and state) will result in some form
of compulsion (Hjärpe, 1991, p. 31). In addition to the narrow role
given to religious ideology in the conduct of life, society, and gov-
ernment, secularists do not leave the interpretation of texts i¡tihàd
to 'ulamà" but allow for freedom of interpretation. Parallel to this, is
the strongly held notion that law is or can be man-made, and deriv-
ative from sources other than the ·ari'a.

It is remarkable that the amount of literature and analyses of the
secularist trend within Islam has been minimal when compared with
other trends, especially the fundamentalist. In spite of the obvious
difficulties, this has made it necessary to use rhetorical text by fun-
damentalist scholars dealing with the issue of Islamic secularism to
further describe its characteristics. Hence, according to Mu˙ammad
Qutb (1994),3 a fundamentalist theoretician, the secularists embody

3 Mu˙ammad Qutb is brother and disciple of Sayyid Qutb who is classified as
a major exponent of Islamic fundamentalism and especially the revolutionary streak.
Qutb who had been a member of the Muslim Brethren (Egypt), has initiated the
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a trend that rejects the intermixing between Islam (religion) and state
(politics) and, accordingly, oppose calls by the fundamentalists for
the need to apply the ·ari'a (Ibid., pp. 5–6). Parallel to this, secu-
larists strongly advocate democracy and democratic rule, and key
words within their agenda are pluralism, political freedom, and alter-
nation of government according to the principles of democracy (Ibid.,
pp. 5–6). Calls against the application of the ·ari'a, and the merg-
ing of state and religion derive from a belief that under such a sys-
tem, political freedom according to the democratic model is
unrealizable. In addition no space would be allowed for political
opposition or the ‘other’ (meaning competing political entity(ies)) to
manifest and exercise its political rights. This agenda and call emanates
from the reaction to the absolutism that characterizes fundamentalism.

Piscatori (1983), however, has identified two main types of secu-
larists: The Marxist variant (Marxian dialectics of historical materi-
alism) which “views religion per se in public life as debilitating” and
prescribes a future scenario where “‘materialism and nationalism’
will replace that of ‘idealism and metaphysics’” (p. 5). It is important
to note here that this specific group focuses on the incompatibility
between religion and politics, and within the public sphere. A sec-
ond variant of secularism delimits the incompatibility to the “pecu-
liarly unhelpful qualities of Islam itself ”, emphasizing in their logic
the “desirability” and “prudence” of the separation mentioned. Both
variants “do not think of Islam as a civilization or an ideology”
(Ibid., p. 5).

With respect to education, the secularist recognizes the importance
of modern schooling and secular education. Notwithstanding Dessouki’s
assumption (1982) that “no contradiction is perceived between being
engaged in advanced science education or highly technical education
while upholding traditional beliefs on the family, the status of women,
or relation between the sexes” (p. 24). Today, this point is debat-
able, however, due to a emergence of a strong secular elite, whereby
total divergence from a religious raison d’etre is becoming more of

revolutionary, activist stance after his incarceration by Nasser between 1955 and
1964, and later in 1965 until his death in 1966. Two major works by Qutb devi-
ating from the moderate stance of the Brethren, and symbolising a reconstruction
of Islamist thought along more radical lines are Milestones and Under the Aegis of the
ur"an. For a more detailed discussion of Sayyid Qutb’s work and role refer to
Kepel (1985), chapter 2.
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a cause than an effect. This has led in many instances to the devel-
opment of alternative world-views within the same society, a point
well illustrated within our model for different Islamic orientations.

Historically, exchanges during the 19th century between the Muslim
Middle East and Europe led to Muslim students bringing back ideas
about education after being educated in Western countries4 (Tibi,
1988). In the absence of any type of schooling except traditional reli-
gious-based systems, this came as an innovation in Muslim societies
and into the domain of modern knowledge (or industrial ‘higher cul-
ture’) (Ibid., p. 98). Furthermore, western schooling became also an
extension and instrument of colonialism (Ibid., 1988).5 In addition
to this, missionary schools (developing during the latter part of the
19th century and early 20th century) have, according to Tibi (1991),
acted as a central locus around which the roots of modern educa-
tional systems and secularism in the Middle East, and specifically
the Arab World, were built. The period, which witnessed this tran-
sition from traditional Islamic education to modern education, was
also a period known as ‘al nahda’ (renaissance). Thereby, an ‘intel-
lectual awakening’ was perceived as taking place “legitimizing the
innovations which came in the train of military, scientific, technical
and educational imports from the West” (Livingston, 1996, p. 543).

The heritage remaining of modern, secular schooling in Muslim
societies is still considerable today, but is gradually being replaced by
alternative views on the role and value of education within an emer-
gent religious framework and identity illustrated by an all-encom-
passing Islamic resurgence. Furthermore, identification of secular
education with the elite (Tibi, 1988) has developed across socio-eco-
nomic lines and resulted in new sites for resistance and reactive

4 Although many scholars prefer to use ‘modern’ and ‘Western’ as synonymous,
I shall abstain from making such a generalization and categorize modernity as a
phase of development rather than a socio-ideological worldview expounded by a
specific region or political entity i.e. the West. This is also integral with the thesis
that what is modern is not by necessity Western, although it may be a state of
development reached and surpassed by the West. This is important especially in
discussions that follow on the fundamentalist trend, and calls for authenticity that
in many ways reflect a resistance to colonialism rather than a complete disengage-
ment with modernity or what the traditionalist and the fundamentalists falsely under-
stand as modernization i.e. westernization.

5 The ideological, indoctrinating features of western schooling, however, have
been weakened in the post colonial era to give way to modern schooling as such
in spite of its classification by some as a reflection of neo-imperialistic designs.
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response. This resistance is manifested at the popular level in a post-
elite society,6 where non-class actors and activists (predominantly reli-
gious) have a bigger role to play.

In spite of the delineation of variants, secularists converge across
the following lines:

– The separation of religion (Islam) from the political process, realm
and/or state.

– Religion (Islam) delimited and relegated to the private sphere, and
predominant within the domain of individual practice of Faith
(ìmàn).

– The acceptance of man-made laws that are not (by necessity) deriv-
ative from the ·ari'a, due to the important prerequisite of ensur-
ing equality under the law for both Muslims and non-Muslims.

– The importance and supremacy of pluralism and democracy with
active opposition to absolutism or absolutist agendas that will not
accept the manifestation of a political ‘other’ (a direct criticism of
the fundamentalist debate).

– Islam is not an ideology, and especially it is not a political ideology.
– Education as secular and modern.

This, therefore, allows us to place, as Hjärpe does, secularism in
direct polarity with fundamentalism. This polarity, however, it not
of equal magnitude due to the broader scope of the fundamentalist
orientation. And the common misconception held by some Western
scholars, and supporters of the “Islam against the West” thesis such
as Hungtington’s, accepting as ipso facto ‘the extreme Islamists’ claim
of representing ‘true Islam’ and all Muslim (Hjärpe, 1996, p. 76).

The Traditionalist Orientation

Traditionalism in Islam denotes the adherence to the traditional
Islamic heritage, be it traditional legal schools of thought (ma£àhib),

6 Post-elite society is the term hereby introduced to denote the development of
new fine lines redefining social actors, which transgress class lines in Muslim soci-
eties. Social transformations, and several other factors including globalisation have
led to the development of non-class actors, that accentuate the transcendence of
elitist value in lieu of a more popular, traditionalist world view and value system,
impregnated by religious symbolism and ideological facets.
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or traditional way of life. The sources of order in society stem from
the ur"àn, the Sunna,7 and the ·ari'a as maintained by early inter-
pretation (i¡tihàd ) by the four ma£àhib. Islam is, therefore, not only
a religion but also a way of life (dìn wa dunyà).8 The traditionalists
do not accept any changes, new or foreign ideas to Islam. For them,
true Islam is the one built through historical precedents, as main-
tained in the Islamic tradition represented by the different ma£àhib;
any innovation is by necessity a departure from the essence of the
religion (Hjärpe, 1991, p. 34).

Hjärpe presents a useful characterization of the traditional world-
view. This world view is “established in its main lines by about the
year AD 950 and certainly by 1200” (Ibid., p. 3). In addition, Watt
(1988) claims synonymity between, what he calls, the “traditionalists/
conservatives” and the “fundamentalists”. Like Arkoun (1984) he
maintains the traditionalists respresent the categories of the “unthink-
able and the unthought”, where ideological control confirms the cat-
egory of ‘unthinkable’ to be held true for everything related to Islam
(Watt, 1988, p. 1).

Kepel (1985, p. 79) also maintains that “according to orthodox
Islam, the four historical legal schools of medieval theologians and
annotators established the limits of legitimate interpretation of the
verses of the ur"àn. After them the doors of interpretation (i¡tihàd )
were closed”. “Orthodox” can be taken as synonymous with tradi-
tionalist. The view taken here is that the distinction between fun-
damentalism and traditionalism stems from the view of the former
as an innovative, modernizing force, advocating the reopening of the
door to the interpretative endeavor (i¡tihàd ) directly from Text (ur"àn
and Sunna), and departing from the adherence to tradition. This
important distinction shall be made clearer in the section dealing
with fundamentalism.

The traditionalists, therefore, have stopped in time at the era of
the four major schools of interpretation. Society should, therefore,
be arranged according to this world view, and innovation is totally
rejected. Strict limits to the interpretative exercise are not only set
in the time frame mentioned above, but interpretation is reserved

7 Sunnah is basically the process of taking the life of the prophet as example
and his sayings ˙adìºs as discourse, for more details refer to Hjärpe, 1991, p. 33.

8 Translated as religion and way of life.
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for to the 'ulamà". Law, accordingly, is God’s Law or the ·ari'a
(Hjärpe, 1991, p. 42).

It is important to mention here that the roots of the traditional
education emanate from the status quo ante of education systems
that existed during the Ottoman Empire. Hence, as Tibi (1988) main-
tains, during that period

The educational system was monopolized by the Islamic clergy, the
'ulamà". This monopoly in instruction and all other intellectual activi-
ties led to a situation in which the four pillars of religious education—
ur"àn, ˙adìº, ·ari'a, and Arabic grammar—became the only sources
of pedagogy. The central feature of this Islamic education was the
memorization of the sources of Islamic source. But problem-oriented
thinking cannot be learned through raw memorization. This view of
education corresponded to the absence of participation in a traditional
society whose hierarchy consisted of the 'ulamà", the military, and the
political authorities (pp. 95–96).

Within contemporary societies, traditionalists argue for the separa-
tion between religious and modern systems of education. For them
religious education is basically there to prepare and produce a body
of 'ulamà" (clergy) who shall furnish the society with guidance and
fatwàs (religious opinion). In this respect, education becomes more
specialized and more developed concentrating specifically on Islam
as a religion and its different interpretative and historical/method-
ological premises. Schools such as the religious schools in Saudi
Arabia or the Azharite schools in Egypt prepare the students for
higher levels of education in the religious subjects—fi˚h—and Islamic
guidance (irªàd ). Students graduate from such specialized traditional
schools to continue their education in a religious university such as
Al-Azhar University in Egypt, which produces a large number of
Islamic preachers for the greater part of the Muslim World.

Traditionalism, however, recognizes and does not directly com-
pete with modern schooling and scientific knowledge, but as stated
above, de-links the two world views. Furthermore, the premises of
the traditional education has been relegated after the advent of mod-
ern schooling into the role of preparation of the rank and file of the
'ulamà". Traditional ur"ànic schools such as the kuttàb in Egypt and
the madrasas in northern Africa are a legacy of traditional educa-
tion that has been weakened considerably not only by the forces of
the modern school system and education, but also by the pressure
of emergent and alternative forms of religious education. ur"ànic
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schools persist predominantly in rural contexts, where important fac-
tors such as underdevelopment, economic incapability, and geographic
isolation from a modern school enhance their survival (Houtsonen,
1994). Houtsonen (1994) further confirms that “we can better under-
stand the continuity of traditional Islamic education if we see it as
being closely bound to the popular understanding of Islam” (p. 489).

Traditionalism represents the following stand:

– Adherence to precedence of Islamic history and interpretative
schools.

– Interpretation (i¡tihàd ) is delimited in space and time to the four
main historical ma£àhib.—Innovation or new interpretation is not
permitted.

– Islam is a religion and way of life (dìn wa dunyà).
– The process of modernity, modern society and development are

external to the religious traditional worldview.
– The authority for interpretation (i¡tihàd ) lies with the 'ulamà", while

law is God’s Law or the ·ari'a.
– Traditional Islamic education is a system of religious education

inherited from the Ottoman period, but relegated by the advent
of modern schooling to becoming a specialized type of education
strictly dedicated to the development of the 'ulamà" (establishment9

clergy).

Other forms of traditional Islamic schooling such as ur"ànic schools
persist by force of popular understanding of the religion. And fac-
tors intrinsic with underdevelopment and economic and geographic
access to modern schools.

The Modernist/Liberal Orientation10

Modernism, as labeled by Hjärpe, entails advocating innovation and
new interpretation (i¡tihàd ) in Islam, and is in direct opposition to

9 Where ‘establishment’ denotes institutional Islam as distinctive from Organized
Islam or Fundamentalism.

10 It is very important to distinguish here between Western liberalism, and “pat-
terns of liberal responses to Islamic fundamentalism, for example, emanating from
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traditionalism. It is a trend that recognizes the all-encompassing realm
of the religion hence it advocates Islam as a religion and way of life
(dìn wa dunyà). Interpretation, however, according to this orientation,
is not the sole right or authority of the 'ulamà". This is a quality, in
addition to the acceptance of man-made law, that the modernists
share with the secularists. Law has, according to the modernists, to
be inspired by the principles of Islam. An example of the modernist
trend presented by Hjärpe (1991, p. 36) was the Egyptian Constitution
that declared Islam as the religion of the state and the source of
guidance when making laws. This, however, does not entail the sub-
ordination of the state to Islam because that law and the interpre-
tation of Islam and its principles are a man-made exercise, delimiting
the scope of religion as it is understood by the fundamentalists. The
law, therefore, is not the Islamic Law (except in the case of personal
law for Muslims), but is a more mundane attempt at interpretation
by laymen, with Islamic principles as guidelines.

The above mentioned trend is also represented in Islam in gen-
eral and termed liberal by Watt (1988), who argues that Muslims
who appreciated much of the Western outlook and felt that the
explicit or implicit criticism of Islam were partly justified, but who
at the same time thought of themselves as Muslims and wanted to
live their lives as Muslims . . . the liberals began to look for a new
identity which in some respects at least, would be more in accord
with Western values (p. 62).

While in agreement with the emphasis placed by Watt on Western
values as a yardstick for the liberal innovators, values reflected by
modernity are also central within this orientation. Salvatore, on the
other hand, stresses the liberal hybrid, which he terms neutralist,
emanating from an Islamic public arena as a reaction to funda-
mentalism, and viewing Islam as politically neutral (Salvatore, 1998).
Central within the fundamentalist call in its multiple variants, is the
strict connection between Islam as a religion and politics or the
state—dìn wa dawla (religion and state) (p. 77). This reflects what
Salvatore assigns the label of conflationist interpretative scheme which
tends to “conflate two poles that can be called Islam and politics,
or Islam and the state, or Islam as din and Islam as Dawla (Islam

within the Islamic public arena” as maintained in Salvatore, 1998, p. 75, and Binder,
1988.
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Din Wa Dawla)”. The neutralists, on the other hand, “see Islam as
limited to din (religion) or as also encompassing the dunyà or the
‘world’ (according to the formula Islam dunyà wa dìn)”.11

Salvatore (1998), while recognizing the Islamic particularity of the
liberalism represented by neutralism, does not however negate that
it takes on “an added transcultural dimension for being assessed in
the West as the area for the ‘Islamic liberals’, those who translate
Western values into an Islamic framework” (p. 72). But he strongly
refutes the assimilation of the neutralists to “liberalism in the Western
sense”, due to one element of their thought claiming “that even with-
out any reference to an actual form of state and government the
ur"àn necessarily provides the basis for an ‘order’ or ‘system’ (nizam)”
(p. 97). This tenet echoes a characteristic cited by Hjärpe (1991,
1992), namely the role of Islam and its principles as a guide in the
conduct of life, and exercise of processes such as the formulation of
laws. Neutralists, in spite of manifesting the political neutrality of
Islam, differ, however, from the latter along the more comprehen-
sive aspect held by the neutralists: Islam as dìn wa dunyà. By such
an understanding Islam is placed within the public sphere, while it
is taken seriously enough “as a socio-cultural regulatory force or ‘nor-
mative system’” (Salvatore, 1998, p. 92).

The Islamic liberals strongly advocate a modern educational sys-
tem, which is inclusive of a clearly defined religious curriculum that
enhances the child’s development as a Muslim and intellectual being.
Their approach to religious education as a foundation of an Islamic
moral code, conduct and way of life is essential within their under-
standing of a comprehensive body of education.

The main tenets of modernism/liberalism as an Islamic religious
orientation include:

– The acceptance of Western values and values of modernity trans-
lating them into an Islamic framework.

– Islam as politically neutral, delimited to the realm of dìn wa dunyà
(religion and way of life). The understanding of dìn wa dunyà, how-
ever, takes on a more expansive conceptualization where Islam
becomes a blueprint for life conduct (Salvatore, 1998, p. 95).

11 This is synonymous with Islam dìn wa dunyà introduced earlier but with a
different order of identical words.
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– Dìn wa dunyà in this expansive definition also entails Islamic prin-
ciples acting as guiding principles in the formulation of man-made
Laws, and the evaluation of systems (nuΩum).

– Freedom of interpretation extended to laymen, and the advocacy
of man-made law.

– The belief that claims for an Islamic reawakening or solution (to
the modern crises of Muslims) is a fundamentalist attribute that
departs from the essence of the religion confined to the realm of
Faith (ìmàn) (Ibid., pp. 93–94).

– Education is basically of modern type, integrating a well-defined
religious curriculum.

The Fundamentalist Orientation

The term “Islamic fundamentalism” has been used by many writers
interchangeably with Islamism and political Islam. And as Moussalli
explains

some scholars prefer to use the term ‘political Islam’ instead of Islamism
or fundamentalism. . . . where the whole issue of preferring one descrip-
tion to another relates not only to the phenomenon itself, but to the
perspective of the analyst as well as his/her discipline of knowledge
and method of inquiry. To a religious scholar, it is probably funda-
mentalism, to a political scientist it is most likely Islamism or political
Islam (Moussalli, 1998, p. 3).

Hence, and as Moussalli concludes, the terms may be used inter-
changeably. Islamic fundamentalism should however be distinguished
from any connotations that may derive similarities to other forms of
religious fundamentalism, especially Christian fundamentalist move-
ments. As Ciment (1997) confirms, “Fundamentalism is a problematic
concept when applied to Islam as a religion and Islamism as a polit-
ical ideology” (p. 62). Fundamentalism as a form of Islamism, “while
seemingly a return to Islamic roots, is, in fact, inherently modern in
its outlook . . . It tries to modernize authentic Islamic sources” (Ciment,
1997, p. 79). Furthermore, the word fundamentalism in this sense
strictly denotes ‘those who regress to the fundamentals, which dis-
tinguishes it from the negative implications that this term may carry
as a result of media coverage and sensationalism.

Islamic fundamentalism, furthermore, has an inherent activist
agenda. To understand the nature of this activism, the relationship
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between Islamic fundamentalism and politics should be taken as a
given, reinforced by its being a body of thought that “changes Islam
into political ideology or an ‘ism’” (Moussalli, 1998, p. 3). Hjärpe
(1991), who maintains that “Islam has always been a phenomenon
with political consequences” (p. 30), has also explained the rela-
tionship between Islam and politics within a historical framework.

Fundamentalism in Islam, however is not uniform; it includes var-
ious trends and variants that reflect different interpretative discourses
and ideologies. While the unitary factor between the different cate-
gories of Islamic fundamentalism is their ‘explicit affirmation’ of the
scriptural foundations12 of Islam, the diversity emanates from the
implicit counterpart of what this affirmation is used for, or is intended
to reject or deny (Arjomand, 1995, p. 182).

Variation may be the result of variables such as the ideological
and institutional context where the fundamentalist movement (and
or identity) emerges or develops, thus influencing its political role
and reaction (Arjomand, 1995, p. 183).13 In addition to this, the vari-
ation in the climate of the international political culture is cited as
another eminent reasons for variance (Ibid., pp. 192–193). The main
types that will be identified here are mainstream fundamentalism
(also known as reformist), and radical fundamentalism. The choice
of these two typologies, in spite of an existence of a variety of oth-
ers, and a set of evolving hybrids, has been made here.

But before identifying the predominant characteristics of each, a
delineation of the basic tenets of fundamentalism per se is necessary.
Fundamentalists share the following basic tenets:

– Islam (as derived from the scriptural foundations of ur"àn and
Sunna) is a source for a comprehensive social system and way of
life (dìn wa dunyà) and for politics and government (dìn wa dawla).

– The return to the scriptural foundations of Islam within a process
of reform (ißlàh) and revival ('ahwa).

12 Basically the ur"àn and the Sunnah which includes the tradition of the Prophet
or ˙adìºs (sayings).

13 It is important to clarify here however that Islamist (i.e. fundamentalist) theo-
rists strongly oppose the notion of “‘political Islam’ as based on the formula of a
‘politicization of religion’” an argument presented in Salvatore, Discursive con-
tentions, p. 88. For a more detailed dicussion refer to Yusuf al-Qaradawi, Al-sahwa
Al Islamiyya Bayn al-juhud Wa al-tataruff. Qatar: Marba"at al-Dawha al-Haditha, 1982.
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– Law is God’s Law (·ari'a), and God is Sovereign.
– ·ari'a is both a system of law, and a source of guiding princi-

ples. Its application is inherent within fundamentalist designs to
establish the Islamic state, the ultimate state for believing Muslims.

– Opening the door of interpretation (i¡tihàd ), which is in direct
contrast with the traditionalists (Salvatore, 1998; Hjärpe, 1991;
Arjomand, 1995).

– Supreme loyalty to the Umma (community of believers).
– Education combining both modern and religious education. Religious

education, however, is given a role as an instrument, central in
enhancing the expansion of the fundamentalist movement.

Within the renewal of interpretation, Hjärpe (1991, pp. 39–42) delim-
its this right in fundamentalism to the 'ulamà", taking the example
of Iran and the post-revolutionary Iranian Constitution. This point
however is refutable since within the development of fundamental-
ist ideology and more specifically the radical variant, interpretation
emanated from intellectuals and members of the intelligentsia who
regarded their religious knowledge as sufficient for interpretation
(i¡tihàd ) and theorization. Hence Arjomand confirms that “the oppo-
sitional lay intelligentsia played the leading role in the intermediate
stages of the Islamic movements from the 1930’s to the 1970’s and
was largely responsible for the creation of the new Islamic funda-
mentalist ideologies” (Arjomand, 1995, p. 187).

However, currently the Islamist ideological scene is witnessing an
attempt by its theoreticians and especially the advocates of the al-
sahwa (Islamic awakening) stance (representing the mainstream), to
restore the centrality of the 'ulamà". Their definition of 'ulamà" is,
however, more expansive in that it includes the category of “‘Islamic
propagandists and intellectuals’ (al-du"at wa al-mufakkirun al-Islamiyyun)
only through stressing their belonging to ahl al-'ilm, scholars of Islamic
science” (Salvatore, 1998, p. 85).14 Thus they are seen as a sub-cat-
egory to the 'ulamà" preoccupied more directly with the social sphere,
while the 'ulamà" are to be recognized as the primary interpreters of
the Islamic Sahwa (awakening) within its theological connotations

14 As represented within an analysis of an argument presented in al-Qaradawi,
al-Itar al-'amm li al-Sahwa al-Islamiyya al-mu"asira, in Sa"id al-Din Ibrahim (ed.)
al-Sahwa al-Islamiyya wa humum al-Watan al-Arabi. Amman: Muntada al-Fikr al-Arabi,
1988.
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(Salvatori, 1998, p. 85). This has been deemed as an intellectual
necessity in the light of the development of radical fundamentalist
thought and conscious attempts by the mainstream at hampering its
momentum.

With these general features as a background, we proceed with the
delineation of the selected variants of Islamic fundamentalism.

Mainstream fundamentalism

As a starting point, it is important to stress the evolutionary char-
acteristic of Islamic political thought. Ciment (1997, p. 78) main-
tained that the origins of “modern political Islam . . . traces its origins
to the Muslim Brotherhoods of Egypt and Pakistan of the 1920s”.15

Fundamentalism as a movement and trend of thought was preceded
by another type of revivalist Islam, namely the reformist trend.
Intellectuals and thinkers such as Al-Afghani, Mu˙ammad Abduh,
and Rashid Rida championed this reformist trend, also known as
Pan-Islamism (Huband, 1999, pp. 76–81). It was however a body of
thought that was reactive to foreign, European colonialism, calling
for the reassertion and revival of a true Islamic ‘civilization’. The
terms Islamic state and polity did not appear within their discourse
but focused more on the internal cohesion of the Umma and Islamic
civilization; the renewal of i¡tihàd; and the need for a “unified sys-
tem of Islamic Law” inspired by the ·ari'a (pp. 76–81). After the
liquidation of the caliphate by Gamal Ataturk in 1924, the devel-
opment of modern Islamic thought took on a new level. The Muslim
Brotherhood (Egypt), and its ideology came to the fore and repre-
sented a continuation of the legacy of Al-Afghani, Abdu, and Rida
“in the field of active politics. . . . whose ideology marks the break
of fundamentalism with the notion of the parallel existence of reli-
gion and politics and insists on the subordination of the former to
the latter” (Enayat, 1982, p. 83).

The Muslim Brotherhood was established in 1928 originally as a
society and was turned into a political organization by its founder

15 Arjomand (1995, p. 183) confirmed this point by stressing that “two intellec-
tual watersheds mark the ideological conditioning of contemporary Islamic funda-
mentalism”, citing Abu Al-Alaa al-Mawdudi (Pakistan), and Sayyid Qutb (Egypt’s
Muslim Brotherhood movement). Both Mawdudi and Qutb however, represent a
more radical view of Islamic fundamentalism. This radicalism had its foundations
in the movements they derived from, and in the case of mainstream fundamental-
ism the Egyptian Brotherhood is of particular importance.
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Óasan Al-Banna in 1939. In spite of this, the main ideological focus
was on establishing an “islamic order” in contrast to an Islamic state,
and the strengthening of Islam within society. Three main princi-
ples were the basis of ideological direction and activism, mainly:

– Islam is a comprehensive, self-evolving system; it is the ultimate
path of life in all its spheres.

– Islam emanates from and is based on two fundamental sources:
the ur"àn and the Sunna.

– Islam is applicable to all times and places (Hassan Al-Banna, 1939,
p. 85).

Thus the societal features of the fundamentalist call were more promi-
nent during the founding and early years of the brotherhood.This,
however, changed gradually with the developments that led to the
appearance of the radical trend. As a result the implementation of
the ·ari'a, as a symbol proceeding the establishment of an Islamic
system of government/state came to predominate. This is a factor
that both mainstream fundamentalism and the radical fundamental-
ism share. The dividing lines have grown to be clearer during the
last four decades along the logic adopted for the achievement of this
goal of establishing the Islamic state. The mainstream opted for a
gradualist endeavor within a pluralist political system, while the rad-
icals adopted a revolutionary stance supported by a more complex
system of ideas (Karlsson, 1994, pp. 56–57).

Religious education plays a central role and has an intrinsic value
in reform (ißlàh) of society. This does not negate the importance of
modern schooling (to prepare the Muslim subjects intellectually), as
long as it is combined with a more extensive and specific religious
education based on fundamentalist principles. Ideologically, however,
it is important to note that mainstream fundamentalists are in many
ways conducting an Islamist movement (˙araka Islàmìyya) that moves
to deeper levels of intellect. In essence they have championed their
movement through promulgating an intellectual discourse with their
opponents, predominantly the secularist. This discourse is in essence
supportive of Islam as being the basis of a new renaissance, whereby
the Fundamentalist/Islamist16 is defined by Emara (1995, p. 17) as 

16 The term Fundamentalist and Islamist are used interchangeably pending the
term used by the ideologue in question. Fundamentalist is referred to in Arabic as
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“a Muslim implementing a project aiming at change, renewal and
renaissance”. This is one facet of change in the realm of knowledge
and its production. In correspondence to this, Emara (1995) strongly
voices the position of his camp with regards to perceived threats of
Western infiltration and especially intellectual infiltration—Al Ghazou
Al 'a˚lì or Al Ghazou Al Fikri. Hence, modern education and instruction
is to take place within the cognitive framework of the Fundamentalist/
Islamist movement and its confines.

One of the most illustrative representatives of the mainstream fun-
damentalists is the solutionists (Salvatore, 1998, p. 83)17 who advocate
the following:

– The politics of Sahwa (revival), instigating a comprehensive Islam-
ization of discourse, the public sphere, and the political arena.

– The importance of the application of the ·ari'a, which gains a
symbolic significance in the establishment of an Islamic government/
state.

– The necessity that the establishment of the Islamic State is based
upon ideological and logical premises.

– Evolution is stressed within their discourse due to their emphasis
on gradualism, and the centrality of the idea of the reform (ißlàh)
of society.

– Gradualism is also stressed in political activism where a call for
participation and the use of a pluralist political system is eminent.

– A renewed focus on the centrality of the 'ulamà", in spite of its
expansive definition, where the term 'ulamà", in addition to the
category of Muslim scholars, may also include a sub category of
‘the people of Knowledge’ (ahl al-'ilm) represented by propagan-
dists and intellectuals.

Usuli Pl. Usuliyuun, while Islamists are referred to in Arabic as Al-Islamiyyuun and
the Islamist Movement as Al-Haraka Al-Islamiyya. The dilemma of which term to
use is reflected here, and problems of definition and content of meaning do evolve
when trying to delimit the use to one term or another. It is however evident that
the term Islamism/Islamist is more used today by representatives of the mainstream
trend and in pertinent evolving ideological discourse(s). The concept and what it
denotes however has in itself presently developed to entail a more comprehensive
categorization, as reflected within contemporary discourses.

17 The name is derived from their call “that Islam can provide political solutions’’
(Salvatore, 1998).
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– The refutation and clear rejection of the radical, revolutionary
stance within fundamentalism especially the most extreme (Ibid.,
1988, pp. 83–92; Arjomand, 1995, p. 193).

Religious education on the practical level serves as an instrument of
indoctrination, and recruitment into the Islamist movement. Religious
study circles (˙ala˚at al-dars al-dìnì) conducted within mosques and in
the privacy of the homes of movement members are one of the
major alternative forms of non-formal religious education taking
precedence over curricular religious education. Such study circles
figure as the site for expanding the movement and consolidating its
recruited members. They serve also as a locus for the Islamization
of society18 (independent from recruitment) to enhance its compati-
bility with the Islamist message and ‘higher cause’.

Radical Fundamentalism

Mawdudi and Sayyid Qutb have been claimed to be the benchmark
of modern militant Islamist thought. For Mawdudi, Islamic govern-
ment was an uncontested reality that had to be realized. Sovereignty
was God’s sovereignty (al-˙àkimìyya li’l-Allah), while the Worship of
God in His unity (Al Ubudiyyat li-llah) was a complementary principle
to be realized (Kepel, 1985). These two principles were also adapted
and extended by Qutb. The means to achieve the delineated two
pillars of the Islamic state was to be a revolutionary break with the
status quo. One major difference diverted the two thinkers, mainly
in the typology and activist agenda parallel to the concept of revo-
lution. As Arjomand (1995) confirms “although Mawdudi’s ideolog-
ical elaboration included the appropriation of the modern political
myth of revolution, this appropriation remained more semantic than
substantive” (p. 184). However, the revolutionary path must be led
by a vanguard, who for Mawdudi was represented by “the pious
vanguard”, while for Qutb the vanguard’s duty was made achiev-
able, by means of the activist implications of a movement (˙araka)
that would first remove any obstacles to him (Kepel, 1985, p. 55).

18 For a discussion on Islamism in society and its effects on raising level of
Islamization of social, cultural and political life in Muslim-majority countries of the
Middle East, see refer to Pipes and Nafisi, 1999.
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Mawdudi in many ways furnished Qutb with the background on
which to build his own ideological militancy base and transition to
higher levels of militancy. The supremacy of Qutbian thought within
the sphere of radicalism has come to be recognized; whereby his
works “Signposts” and “Under the Aegis of the ur"àn” are con-
sidered the counterpart of Lenin’s “What is to be done?” to this
strand of fundamentalism (Ciment, 1997, p. 74). But what are the
main tenets of Qutbian/radical thought? A complex system of ideas
is hereby presented as simply as possible:

– ⁄àhiliyya: “There are only two types of societies: Muslim and
¡àhiliyya. The latter is identified as a society where Islam is not
applied” according to the parameters of ˙àkimìyya and 'Ubuddiyya
(Kepel, 1985, pp. 50–51). Thus, most societies live in a state of
¡àhiliyya (a state of ignorance, anarchy, and idolatry analogous to
the one that was present in pre-Islamic times). The role of the
vanguard is to redeem Muslims from this ¡àhiliyya by showing the
Right Path and effectuating the major principles of ˙àkimìyya and
'Ubuddiyya.

– Many types of societies were explained and deemed as ¡àhiliyya
societies, including Western democratic systems and societies where
“modern forms of idolatry” exist, allowing “the belief in the ulti-
mate sovereignty of the people” (Ciment, 1997, p. 78).

– To establish and proceed towards an Islamic state guided by the
rule and sovereignty of God and His Law, the rightly guided
Muslim had to fulfill different types of action. First among these
was the execution of 'uzla (separation). By this is meant, accord-
ing to Qutb, the “spontaneous mental withdrawal of the pious
and practicing Muslim from those who do not feel bound by
Islam’s obligations” (Kepel, 1985, p. 64).

– Thus believers in this credo formulate what is called the Islamic
society. If three believers professing this credo exist, then they may
be considered an Islamic society which “exists in deed”. The new
founded society of three shall expand to include other members
who after secession from the surrounding ¡àhiliyya society, engage
in a constant struggle with it. This struggle and the credo that
moves it become a movement (˙araka), which is propelled by a
“sacred combat” or struggle ( Jihad ) (Kepel, 1985, p. 54).19 Thus

19 With reference to Sayyid Qutb. Ma"alim fi’l-Tariq (Signposts). Beirut-Cairo:
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for Qutb the world must be cleansed and purified by means of
this struggle or Jihad, even if Islam is not threatened; while existing
conditions in a specific country or another should have no impact
on the nature and practice of Jihad (Huband, 1999, p. 89).20

– The Umma (community of believers) is idealized, and in its con-
ceptualization it has no national boundaries or internal divisions
(Ciment, 1997, p. 71).

Thus for the radical fundamentalist, all societies that do not follow
the discourse and principles necessary to implement a more authen-
tic form of Islam, (including 'Ubuddiyya and ˙àkimìyya are declared as
¡àhiliyya). Hence, the fundamentalist with this belief practices two
important duties: 'uzla (isolation) in the form of spiritual withdrawal,
and Jihad, struggle to purify the ¡àhiliyya society and initiate a move-
ment that will eventually overcome obstacles and lead to the estab-
lishment of an Islamic state. According to this ideological discourse
all Western societies and practicing democracies are considered
¡àhiliyya societies. Radical fundamentalism is an ideology with a rev-
olutionary stance and an explicit form of activism. Later radical and
extremist movements and theoreticians, however, interpreted the
dynamics of revolution verbally, where Jihad and revolution were
combined, and translated into armed struggle. This however is an
ultra radical trend, which transgresses into militancy. (This chapter
will not attempt to venture into this.)

Sayyid Qutb (1980) in deliberating about education and its value
and role clearly distinguished between types of modern education on
the basis of the following assumptions:

A Muslim cannot go to any source other than God for guidance in
matters of faith, in the concept of life, acts of worship and human
affairs, values and standards, principles of economics and political
affairs, values and standards, principles of economics and political affairs
and interpretation of historical processes. It is therefore his duty that
he should learn all these from a Muslim whose piety and character,
belief and action, are beyond reproach.

Dar El Shorouk, 1980 and edition of the World Islamic Union of Students, no
location, n.d. (Kuwait).

20 As Kepel and Huband affirm, for Qutb Jihad was mainly a process of purification
to redeem the status of the Muslim religion din, not necessarily an endeavor that
precludes forms of aggression. This, however has been a point on which interpre-
tation by later radical, more extremist movements varied, where Jihad in some
instances was synonymous with “holy war’’.
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However a Muslim can go to a Muslim or a non-Muslim to learn
abstract sciences such as chemistry, physics, biology, astronomy, med-
icine, industry, agriculture, administration (limited to its technical aspects),
technology, military arts and similar sciences and arts; although the
fundamental principle is that when the Muslim community comes into
existence it should provide experts in all these fields in abundance
(Qutb, 1980, pp. 108–109).

He further added:

However, a Muslim can study all the opinions and thoughts of ¡àhilì 21

writers, not from the point of view of constructing his own beliefs and
concepts, but for the purpose of knowing the deviation adopted by the
¡àhiliyya, so that he may know how to correct these man-made devi-
ations, in the light of true Islamic belief and rebut them according to
the sound principles of Islamic teachings (Qutb, 1980, p. 110).

Sayyid Qutb, in writing his treatise was focusing on the Islamic State
Project, and the parameters for its establishment. Hence an apolo-
getic stance is taken up in his writing towards what he denotes as
‘the practical sciences’ enhancing development of the human condi-
tion. The Muslim community according to him has to equip itself
with all the necessary tools for its progress, including scientists who
can realize this goal.

For the contemporary radical, however, the value and role of edu-
cation has become modified to fit the level of Jihad, and constant
struggle, with an eminent threat from the West and modernity.
Mu˙ammad Qutb, brother and disciple of Sayyid Qutb, took the
interpretation of the latter’s works a step further towards the extrem-
ist spectrum. In doing so a total disengagement with Western and
modern education was evident. In addition to this, the de-linking of
Muslims with this type of education was considered as a duty in try-
ing to face up to the claimed threat and conspiracy aimed at Islam
by the Western Christian/Judaic civilization (Qutb, 1994). The mate-
rialization of anti-western discourse is eminent within contemporary
radicalism. One major locus for these forces of power and claimed
intellectual competitiveness was education. Modern education, hence,
is considered as an instrument of intellectual infiltration that did
away with the essence of Islam (pp. 77–89). It is viewed as a sophis-
ticated form of neo-imperialism. This view has been more promi-
nent under the aegis of globalization.

21 Those belonging to ¡àhiliyya society(ies).
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In spite of this, it is evident within the radical trend that the use
of IT and technological advances will help in promulgating the move-
ment and fulfilling its agenda. Thus certain areas of modern science
are still considered important. This selective use of modern educa-
tion especially in science and technology lies within the confines of
the exercise by radical organizations (a phenomenon here denoted
as ‘selective modernization’), whereby aspects of modernity are serv-
ing the Islamist movement (such as technological know-how, and use
of information technology) and are considered as essential.

On the practical level, the radical fundamentalists also concen-
trate on non-formal forms of education such as religious study cir-
cles (similar to the mainstream fundamentalist but different in content
and facets of indoctrination) to recruit and expand the Islamist move-
ment. Such activities and circles are usually carried out underground,
or in specific and renown mosques identified as under the hegemony
of a specific radically inclined group or cell. Islamist schools for
younger students and children are expanding as a form of early
socialization and indoctrination. It is also a ramification of the exer-
cise of 'uzla—i.e. separation (on the mental level). Such schools are
present in both Muslim societies and among Muslim minorities in
predominantly non-Muslim countries.

Table 2.2 Fundamentalism Deconstructed: major categorical tenets and differences

Type Means Form of Political Prerequisites Role of Interpretation Education
towards Political System  ·ari'a
Islamic Activism 
State

Main- Gradualist Political Demo- Societal Symbolic Formalized Hybrid
stream Partici- cratic/ Reform— between 

pation Pluralist ißlàh modern and
non-formal 
religious 
education

Radical Revolu- Jihad/ Absolutist A society Funda- Freedom of Non 
tionary struggle of Muslims/ mental/ interpretation formal/ 

with a movement Law of tool for  
¡àhiliyya God indoctri-
society nation and

recruitment
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Conclusion

This chapter has attempted to present a general outline of different
orientations within Islam. The predominant ideological framework
for each orientation with its implications for education illustrate the
variance that exists within Islam. It is hence important to recognize
such variance in trying to approach a deeper understanding of the
connotations that the term ‘Islam’ can manifest both on the episte-
mological and cognitive level. It is also illustrative of the ramifications
of competing ideologies that predominate in a religion that surpasses
in many ways the theological sphere to becoming a potential for a
way of life and system of rule. As M. Najjar (2000) affirms,

Tension between Islamic fundamentalists and liberal Muslim intellec-
tuals is as old as the beginning of modernization in the Muslim world.
Western institutions, ideas and values have swept over the Arab-Muslim
world, breeding suspicion and resentment among Muslim conserva-
tives. Most feared and resented are Western secular laws and educa-
tion, which have gradually supplanted Islamic laws and religiously
controlled educational systems. This onslaught of Western culture pre-
sents Muslims with a serious dilemma: how to become modern, and
remain Muslim. While liberal intellectuals seek a modernized Islam,
fundamentalists seek to Islamize the modern age, calling for a return
to pristine Islam (p. 177).

Najjar’s account reflects the war of ideas, alternative worldviews, and
cognitive realities existent within Islam.
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CHAPTER THREE

EDUCATION AND EMPOWERMENT OF THE 
RELIGIOUS ELITE IN IRAN

Reza Arjmand

Introduction

The Iranian Islamic revolution, the most vivid illustration of resur-
gent Islam in recent decades, is regarded as one of the latest endeav-
ours to interpret and implement a religious discourse in a modern
social and political setting leading to the establishment of a theo-
cratic system. Education is, among religious authorities in Iran, con-
sidered as the foremost means for the reproduction and expansion
of Islamic culture and the shaping the Muslim believer: a potential
member of the Global Muslim Community (Umma).

This chapter examines Iranian post-revolutionary education in
order to trace the implication of religious discourse for the desecu-
larization of the educational content through curriculum changes,
the hidden curriculum and social control and domination of the soci-
ety. Particular reference is made to the intellectual leadership of
'ulamà" in ·ì'a. Focus is limited to the first years after the Islamic
revolution in 1979, in which the main objective of education was to
produce the religiously committed Muslim (musalmàn-i muta"hid-i mak-
tabì ): the incarnation of Islamic ideology. The ideological hegemony
over and through education in post-revolutionary Iran has resulted
in the empowerment of the religious elite in Iran.

Background 1

Iran, one of the largest oil rich countries in the world with a pop-
ulation of approximately 66 millions ( July 2001), is the land bridge

1 All the statistics of this part are from: (SCI, 2002) otherwise specified.
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between the Middle East and Asia. Though the Iranian constitution
does not recognize ethnic and language minorities as opposed to reli-
gious minorities, the country is a composition of different ethnic and
language group. The largest ethnic groups are: Persian (51 percent),
Azeri (24 percent), Gilaki and Mazandarani (eight percent), Kurd
(seven percent) and Arab (three percent). The majority of Iranians
(89 percent) are ·ì'a Muslim while ten percent are followers of
Sunnì Islam and some one percent practice Zoroastrianism, Judaism,
Christianity, or Bahà"ìsm.

One third of the population is under 15 years old. The rate of
literacy in the country is 79.5 percent and of the total literate pop-
ulation, 54 percent are male and 46 percent are female. The school
age population and gross enrollment rates in years 1990 and 1996
are presented in Table 1.

The number of students in higher education institutions in the
year 2001 were 1,573,322 of which 744,918 (ca. 47 percent) were
female. In the same year 1,443,860 were undergraduate, 66,492 stu-
dents of Master’s Degree and 62,970 Ph.D. The gross ratio of enroll-
ment in tertiary education institutions in years 1990 and 1996 is
presented in the Table 2.

The Ministry of Education is the main institution responsible for
providing primary and secondary education in Iran. Education is
highly centralized and ethnic minorities are not entitled to receive
education in their own languages. Religious education for certain
religious minorities such as Bahà"ìs is also excluded from the cur-
riculum. The 5+3+4 system was introduced in the 1970s and lasted
up to the late 1990s when the upper secondary level was reformed
through the introduction of a pre-college period as a pre-requisite
for admittance in academic tertiary education.

64  

Table 3.1 School age children and rate of enrollment (1990 and 1996) in Iran

Educational School-age Gross enrollment rate (percentage) 
level population Total Male Female

1990 1996 1990 1996 1990 1996 1990 1996

Primary 8,351 9,385 112 98 118 102 106 95

Secondary 9,132 11,446 55 77 64 81 46 73

Source: (USAID, 2000).
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Table 3.2 Rate of enrollment in tertiary education (1990 and 1996) in Iran

Number of students Gross enrollment rates (percentage)
per 100,000 
inhabitants Total Male Female

1990 1996 1990 1996 1990 1996 1990 1996

936 1,763 10.0 17.6 13.7 21.9 6.2 13.1

Educational Development

The absence of a certain scholarly agreement on the religion of
Achamenid (525–404 BC) has spread a shadow of uncertainty over
the educational tradition of the era. While many believe that
Achamenid were Zoroastrians, some other believe that the ancient
pre-Zoroastrian Iranian religion, Mithraism practiced along with one
version of Zoroastrianism.2 Although there is not enough evidence
to argue that there was formal education in Iran in the Achamenid
era, there is extensive evidence that the Egyptians and Babylonians
under the Persian Empire continued to follow their traditional edu-
cation with scribal schools (Oppenheim, 1977). The curriculum was
composed of reading, writing, grammar, mathematics and astronomy
intended solely for boys. In the strictly hierarchical administrative
system during the Sassanid dynasty (224–651 AD), however, edu-
cation was a privilege only for the elite (nobility, clergy and secre-
taries). Urban merchants were familiar with writing and numeracy,
while peasants in rural areas were mostly illiterate. Children of the
nobility started school at the age of five to seven years. General edu-
cation was composed of reading, writing, religious instruction, phys-
ical education and courtly arts and would last to the age of fifteen.
The training included not only hunting and the arts of war but also
social manners and etiquette. The teaching methods relied heavily

2 As Ahura Mazda (“The Wise Lord”, supreme God of Zoroastrians) was regarded
as God, and the one who bestowed kingdom to the Achamenid kings and Hoama
cult (a ritual using an intoxicant plant (Hoama) with medicinal and spiritual prop-
erties) was practiced in Persepolis with fire as the sacred element, some scholars
consider Achamenids as Zoroastrians. Some archeological findings show, however,
that Mithraist traditions such as worship to Anahita (Iranian goddess of royalty,
war, and fertility) practiced in the court and there is no clear evidence to prove
that sacrifice (blamed among Zoroastrians) obliterated from the Achamenid court.
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on memorization of the sacred texts and following the instructors
( farhangbud ) in their practices. The ultimate aim of education was to
contribute to good conduct which was one of the principles of Zoro-
astrianism, the predominate religion.

With the arrival of Islam in the 7th century, Iranian boys came
to attend elementary schools (maktab), known as kuttàb in Arabic coun-
tries, which in its early stages focused on the memorization of the
ur"àn and traditions (˙adìº). Girls, on the other hand, participated
in home schooling. The sessions for boys took place at the neigh-
bood mosque and on some occasions in the homes of the teachers.
Students paid tuition fee for the education they received. Lecomte
(1954: 324, quoted in Landau, 1999) argues that “There is some
evidence that the structure and teaching methods of the kuttàb were
modeled on the Byzantinie primary school”, while the curriculum
was modified to suit the Islamic context and to fulfill the local
demands. “The early kuttàb was an important agent for socializing
different ethnic groups into the Islamic faith and its way of life”
(Landau, 2002).

Kuttàb and maktabs were private institutions which sometimes were
organized in the homes of wealthy people, partly to make the atten-
dance of girls possible. There was neither any age restriction nor
any grading system to assess the progress or evaluate the educational
outcome of the maktabs. In Iran, maktabs and their traditional approach
in education survived to 1920s when they were replaced by mod-
ern elementary schools. Maktabs, however, survived as an extra-cur-
ricular institution long after their removal from the formal educational
scene in Iran and played a vital role in the absence of a formal pre-
school system. They were the main centers of religious teachings and
for learning to recite and memorize the ur"àn.

The history of higher education in Iran could be traced back to
the time of the King ·àpùr I (241–272), of Sassanid dynasty who
established the first medical academy in the world, known as Academy
of Jundi-Shapur, a leading research institution and scholarly sanc-
tuary of the time. With the Islamization of the country the exten-
sive establishment of mosques and ¶àns (guest house) created an
academic campus. Development of such institutions, especially in big
cities and cultural centers, facilitated the mobility of students in the
quest for knowledge that was an essential requirement for the schol-
ars of traditions (ahl al-˙adìº). This in turn, necessitated the estab-
lishment of madrasas, which appeared as independent entities in early
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10th century and grew rapidly all over the Islamic world. The estab-
lishment of NiΩàmiyya, by NiΩàm al-Mulk in Ba∞dàd and Nayªàbùr,
starting in 11th century were among the first endeavors to unify the
curriculum, though the impetus of the founder was to spread the
·àfi'ì school of thought—one of four legal schools of Sunnìs, derived
from teachings of Abù 'Abd Allàh al-·àfi'ì (767–820). NiΩàmiyyas,
as a network of Islamic higher education institutions were spread all
over the Islamic world which became the research centers attract-
ing scholars and scientists of the time. Madrasas contributed exten-
sively to the advancement of sciences especially narrative sciences
('ulùm-i na˚lì ).

Education and empowerment of 'ulamà"

The history of ·ì'ism3 and the development of various sub-sects
within it, cannot be presented in this short chapter. However, it is
worth looking at one of the theoretical debates which led to practi-
cal consequences in later periods. The doctrine of imàmat (religious
leadership) suggests that the Imàm is the source of true knowledge.
In the absence of the infallible Imàm and in the era of occultation
(∞ayba), the Muslim society should turn to the ur"àn, Sunna (tra-
ditions transmitted through a chain of credible successors—tawàtur)
and consensus (i¡mà"). This idea was supported by a group of Imàmì

(Twelver) scholars known as the A¶bàrìs who were criticized by ratio-
nalists who argued for the role of rational knowledge ('a˚l ) as the
main distinguishing feature between a religious expert ( fa˚ìh) and a
layman.

This theoretical shift in the early eighteen century in the ·ì'ite
thought resulted in more assertive empowerment of the religious elite
in modern Iran. The Ußùlì thought, which was adopted by the ·ì'ite
religious leaders and accordingly the believers thereafter, bestowed
more authority to 'ulamà" through the doctrine of emulation (ta˚lìd ).
Ußùlì scholars believe in the involvement of reason ('a˚l ) as an essen-
tial and prominent qualification of the religious expert which enables
him to develop and adjust the ·ì'ite jurisprudence appropriately to

3 The term ·ì'a is meant the Twelver ·ì'ia (Iºnà "Aªarìyya) which is the sub-
ject of discussion here, unless otherwise specified.

       67

DAUN_F5_62-80  3/1/04  3:37 PM  Page 67



the requirements of a modern society. According to the tenet of
emulation, the religious leader is the source to be emulated (mar¡a'
al-ta˚lid ) and demands obedience from the followers (mu˚allidìn).

This theoretical evolution was perfectly suited to a methodologi-
cal approach to the education of religious students proposed and
practiced by the prominent ·ì'ite scholar ·ai¶ Morti∂à Ansàrì
in the textbooks Kitàb al-Rasàil and Kitàb al-Makàsib. The approach
known as rational jurisprudence ( fi˚h-i istidlàì ) was an educational
innovation using a methodology known as mas"ala sàzì, which may
be translated somewhat awkwardly as ‘argumentation through hypo-
thetical construction’. As a result of this innovation in methodology,
·ì'a religious students have acquired a dazzling brilliance in the art
of abstract discursive argumentation in the dialectical manner (Akhavi,
1980: 121).

This, in turn, contributed to the dynamic of fi˚h—to hypothesize
and theorize the individual and social realms of Muslim life and to
insert ·ari'a in a modern society. Scholarly interpretation of dogma
(i¡tihàd ), which the ·ì'ite argue to be open to examination by reli-
gious experts (mu¡tahidìn), resulted in new interpretations of the pri-
mary texts: ur"àn and Sunna. Control over the interpretation of
such texts is of a vital importance since, “political power lies in the
control over religious interpretation and the discourse that the reli-
gious group uses to exert such a control” (Talbani, 1996: 68).

The unity of 'ulamà", Bazaar (the commercial sector of the economy)
and the state—particularly from Íafavid era (1499–1736) onwards—
paved the way for attainment of the power of 'ulamà", who in turn
propagated and legitimized the state ideology through religious inter-
pretation. The collaboration of 'ulamà" in the courts of the kings was
justified as for the best of Muslim community. This collaboration
turned to be the field of scholarly debates through which several
theories were introduced. ·ì'ite scholars endeavored to explain the
division of power and legitimacy of non-fa˚ìh political leader over
the Muslim community in the absence of the infallible Imàm, which
led to different theories. One can recall certain theories by Allàmeh
Óillì, al-Karakì, Mu˙ammad Ba˚ir Ma¡lisì, Mu˚addas Ardabìlì and
·ai¶ Yusuf al-Ba˙rànì, which each became a source of inspiration
and were subject to development by scholars thereafter. The legiti-
macy of the 'ulamà"’s involvement in the state is questioned by some
of Iranian Muslim thinkers. Ali Shari"ati, a west-educated Muslim
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sociologist, criticizes it by discussing the “triangle of sword, gold and
rosary” as one of the main factors to encourage and sustain ortho-
doxy among ·ì'a (Shari"ati, 1971: 241).

The Iranian constitutional revolution of 1906 is considered as the
first demonstration of the power of the religious leaders ('ulamà") in
modern Iran. This revolution resulted in the creation of a constitu-
tional monarchy. After the à¡àr dynasty (1795–1925) who main-
tained a cooperative relationship with 'ulamà", the Pahlavi Dynasty
came into power in 1925 and ruled the country until 1979. The
Pahlavi dynasty copied the Western state model and pushed for rapid
modernization. Such processes threatened the religious elite who had
dominated Iranian education for more than one millennium.

The Revolution of 1979 overthrew the last Shah of Iran, closed
the chapter of two and a half millennia of Persian monarchy and
established an Islamic republic. This revolution led to the empow-
erment of the religious elite ('ulamà") in Iran. These two revolutions
were similar in the sense that they continued and articulated the tra-
ditional claims on legitimacy of the ruling authority by the state and
the religious elite ('ulamà"). The 'ulamà" reinforced the religious lead-
ership, which paved the way for their political authority in the society,
initially in the nation-state and later extended to the macro com-
munity of Umma. One of the means to achieve this was through the
interpretation of the ur"ànic texts as mentioned, for instance, in
IV: 59, to “Obey Allah, obey the Apostle and those in authority
from among you”. In the eyes of the ·ì'ite leaders, “those in author-
ity” are religious leaders ('ulamà") who are considered as the true and
righteous inheritors of the Prophet. Arjomand (1976: 12) argues that
Allah does not use political authority; rather, lordship over the uni-
verse. He is “not directly involved in mundane political events nor
in the explicit source of political authority.”

However, the doctrine, of acquisition (iktisàb) suggests that the
notion of sovereignty as exercised by human beings is acquired and
contingent upon the sovereignty of Allah. In practice, this idea led
to the formulation of the Wilàyat-i fa˚ih (authority of the juriscon-
sult). This doctrine flourished and was practiced by Ayatollah Khomaini
and crystallized in the Islamic Republic of Iran. This view is not
limited to any specific nation-state but aims at unifying the Muslims
worldwide in order “to create a government of universal justice in
the world” (Khomaini, 1979: 66). For Khomaini, the Global Muslim
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community of Umma “is a real community in this world” (Akhavi,
1980: 166), composed of the essential unity of Muslims in diversified
cultural settings.

In the Islamic political system practiced in Iran, the highest author-
ity is a qualified pious jurist known as fa˚ìh who, according the ·ì'ite
doctrine of leadership, gains power from the divine source and extends
the domination to all three state powers—legislative, juridical and
executive. Emulation and obedience are the main expectations from
a Muslim person as the necessary principle of the religion.

The theocratic outcome of the Iranian revolution, in spite of the
contribution of the secular and leftist factions, is explained by the
resources at the disposal of the religious elite, namely, the mosques
and religious students. The estimated number of mosques was 75,000
in 1982; the estimated number of religious students in 1980 was 1,500
only for um—a city known as the main centre for Islamic educa-
tion (the Islamic World Review 1982, quoted by Goldstone et al.).

The revolution was financed by the Iranian economic sector (bazaar),
as a reaction to the economic policies implemented by the Shah to
open the domestic market to international enterprises and allow
dependence on the United States and Europe. These measures led
to a weakening of the bazaar which traditionally had acted as one
of the wings of power in Iran.

The massive rural-to-urban migration, an outcome of the Shah’s
economic policies, changed the structure of the cities in 1960s and
early 1970s. In the cities the traditionally minded immigrants felt far
stronger support and influence from restive 'ulamà" than from the
Shah’s government and the migrant peasants who became mobilized
by the religious establishment generally suffered from bad conditions
in the shantytowns (Goldstone et al., 1991).

The migration trend accelerated the emergence of new lower-mid-
dle classes, for instance, craftsmen and petit merchants. The new
Iranian identity was the embodiment of the values and attitudes of
such classes. This group assisted the Iranian revolution and main-
tained the newly established Islamic government. It is from these
classes that the government received its strongest support.

Health services and more mosques were the two most frequently
cited demands of the urban poor (Kazemi, 1980: 78), and the fact
that there were “1843 mosques only in Tehran as early as 1975”
(Akhavi, 1980: 208) indicates that there were plenty of centres where
these groups could be mobilized. The ideology of ·ì'ite Islam,
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appealed strongly to lower and lower middle class migrants, and the
masses, and lower-level leaders, were absorbed into the religious orga-
nizations such as Mosques and received financial support from bazaar
merchants. This grouping provided the religious opposition with more
troops than the secular forces could possibly hope for. The religious
leaders of the opposition groups, enjoyed the organizing efforts of a
vast network of mosques, religious schools, and shrines which ulti-
mately led to empowerment of the religious elite in Iran (Goldstone
et al., 1991).

Post-Revolutionary Education

The Iranian Islamic constitution stipulates that it is the responsibility
of the government to provide free education for all up to secondary
school and for the expansion of free higher education to attain the
self-sufficiency of the country (Article 30, cf. Art. 3 and Art. 43). The
revolution was followed by a cultural revolution which in turn resulted
to the establishment of The Higher Council of Cultural Revolution
in 1980, aiming to modify Iranian education. The cultural revolu-
tion necessitated the reestablishment of the philosophy, objectives,
policies and assessments of education in both basic and higher levels
in accordance with Islamic principles. The four ideological doctrines
of Iranian Islamic Republic namely (a) inseparability of religion and
politics, (b) Islamic revival, (c) Islamization of the society and (d) the
creation of the committed Muslim, are considered among the primary
objectives of the post-revolutionary education. The goals set for basic
education are the emphasis of ideological principles along with accep-
tance of the absolute authority of the jurisconsult (wilàyat-i mu†la˚a-
yi fa˚ìh), fortify and support of the political, economic and cultural
unity of Muslim community (Umma) and oppressed people (mosta∂'afìn);
rejection of any form of oppression, suffering, and domination; and
strengthening of the country through military training in the values
of independence and territorial integrity (MoE, 1983). The objectives
above manifest the politicized ideological tenets set for integration
in a global society beyond what was perceived as arbitrary divisions
according to racial, geographical and ethnic boundaries. To fulfill
the promise, education is expected to be developed to increase pro-
ductivity, achieve social and national integration, and cultivate social,
moral, and spiritual values, to strengthen the faith of Islam and to
expand them to the global society of Umma. The first fundamental
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educational reform introduced by the revolutionary government aimed
at the transformation of the curriculum, initially through revision of
textbooks, especially those in social studies, humanities, and religion.
The objective claimed to be: “demonarchize” the curriculum and to
replace “colonial and tyrannical” topics with Islamic and revolution-
ary subjects (Sazman-e Tahqiqat, 1980: 8, quoted in Mehran, 1989:
221). In fact, this was the first step of a series of endavours to dom-
inate education so as to control the channels of reproduction. As
Apple (1995) argues the “critical element in enhancing the ideolog-
ical dominance of certain classes is the control of knowledge pre-
serving and producing institutions of a particular society”.

The reform started with the content of the curriculum and con-
tinued with the replacing the old textbooks, increasing the hours
devoted to religious issues and the introduction of the Arabic lan-
guage as the basis for Islamic principles. In the process of the trans-
formation of education, schools were expected to inculcate values
and beliefs appropriate to the Islamic community (Umma). The “specific
changes in the nature of the state, the position of the elites, and the
conditions of popular groups combined to create the revolution”
(Goldstone et al., 1991) and while in the process of the revolution,
the non-religious (nationalist and leftist) groups were among the main
contributors, new the education system lacked any set of values other
than Islamic ones. The nationalist forces were seen as the support-
ers of the secularism, which, it was said, the previous regime had
“fostered in order to achieve the dual goals of increasing govern-
ment control and of destroying the power base of the religious estab-
lishment (Ibid., p. 123).

A body (The Organization of Textbook Research) was created in
the Ministry of Education and it was composed of members of the
religious authorities 'ulamà". Its role was to regulate and control the
ideological content of the textbooks as well as the trend of Islamization.
In the new textbooks secular figures like scientists, writers, poets, and
political personalities are never presented as role models, whereas
Persian religious figures; prophets and the ·ì'ite Imàms have been
elevated into figures for emulation (Mehran, 1990 quoted by Ferdows,
1995: 334). Nafisi (1992, quoted in Higgins and Shar Ghaffari, 1992:
341), in his comparative analysis of pre- and post-revolutionary Iranian
education, finds out that “the Pahlavis emphasized the pre Islamic
Persian heritage to legitimise their rule, similarly, Islamic Republican
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textbooks concur with other ideological statements in emphasizing
the Islamic era of Iranian history, the pulpit, and the faith itself as
sources of legitimacy.”

The revolutionary government revised the textbooks to focus only
on the Islamic history of the country as a way to reinforce the Islamic
ideology. It was argued that the textbooks should strengthen an
Islamic world view according to which “one single focus: the devel-
opment of a thoroughly committed individual to one God” (Shurish,
1988: 62) was emphasized. School children are presented with a
sharply defined image of the world, divided into pious, brave, uncom-
promising, honorable, morally superior Muslims and secular, unjust,
greedy, inhuman, oppressive ‘Westerns’ and ‘Westoxicated’ intellec-
tuals (Mehran, 1989: 289).

Pupils were exposed to a comprehensive Islamic environment and
were expected to establish a relation with this environment. In order
for the students to habitualize appropriate actions, they were pro-
vided by both “patterns of conduct” and “social control”.

The Islamic government continued the habitualization through the
process of purification in which, the textbooks in use before the rev-
olution have been “purified” and cleared of “the misguidance and
decadence of the despotic former regime,” as well as foreign “cultural
influences” “700 topics from 636 primary and secondary-school text-
books had been changed, especially in social sciences, humanities,
and religious studies” (Mehran, 1990, quoted by Higgins and Shoar
Ghaffari, 1995: 339). All the teachers in Iran had to pass the process
of purgation in which approximately 8,000 professors, about half the
total university faculty members were dismissed from their jobs. The
study of religion was emphasized from primary grades through col-
lege, and teachers were forced to ensure that only those who under-
stood the “true meaning of Islam” could complete their education
or continue after the elementary stage of education. Regulations for
behavior and dress, conforming to Islamic tenets, were established
and the pupils were compelled to follow them in the schools.

The Iranian Islamic regime emphasized the role of the intellectuals
and underlined religious commitment as the necessary requirement
for their admittance to the elite of Islamic society. The new so-called
“committed intellectual” was shaped as an alternative to what per-
ceived as “Westoxicated intellectuals” to create a hegemonic situa-
tion in which the new ruling group is supported and their legitimacy
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justified through new intellectuals.4 The new faction of intellectuals
after the revolution, known as “Religiously committed Intellectual”
(Roshanfekr-e Mota"hed Mazhabi ), was an effort to hinder the impact of
secular intellectuals, and to maintain the power of the ruling elite
('ulamà") in Iran. The emergence of the new faction entitled “reli-
gious intellectuals” in Iran, was a by-product of the rapid economic
growth during the Pahlavi era, by which a large group of rural
inhabitants moved to cities. The migration of many traditionally-
minded peasants, marginalized in big cities, played a significant role
in supporting the revolution and revival of religious values, in spite
of fifty years efforts of Pahlavis to secularize the country.

Schools were considered as the main platform for the Iranian
Islamic system to establish and internalize the desired qualities in
children through both textbooks and the activities of Muslim teach-
ers. The school, teachers and students were regarded as the human
and cultural capital of both the country and the Islamic Umma,
through which it would be possible to “recreate forms of consciousness
that enable social control to be maintained without the necessity of
dominant groups having to resort to overt mechanisms of domina-
tion” (Lzere, 1977: 755). The extent of the attempt to attain the
new consciousness and “ideological conformity is evident from the
government’s attempts to encourage students to spy on their own
parents” (Spencer, 1988, quoted in Goldstone et al., 1991: 131).
Islamic education has to some extent succeeded in transforming the
new generation of Iranians. Those who were born in the early 1970s
have not experienced adult exposure to the “imperial” system. The
change in the educational system has been so successful that now
“kids teach parents revolutionary values” (Ibid.).

The content of the textbooks, the moral codes presented by com-
mitted teachers and the hidden curriculum in the official schooling
assisted the Iranian Islamic regime to create and maintain a new
religious consciousness as an inseparable part of the transmission of
knowledge. Iranian “textbook-based instruction” inherited from the
traditional Islamic education practiced in maktabs, ur"ànic schools

4 Gramsci introduces the concept of pseudo-hegemony in which the system “in
order to gain a functional equivalent of hegemony, pretends to exercise its power
in the name of a class which in reality it does not represent” (Gramsci, 1972).
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and elementary levels of madrasas and seminaries are used to mem-
orize the sacred texts especially the ur"àn. Along with the strict
examination system, the use of these textbooks has been the pre-
dominant approach in Iranian education, supporting the internal-
ization of the new values and forming the Islamic consciousness. The
teachers act in the school to manage and track the development of
the internalisation process as well as a part of the intellectual fac-
tion of the society who are formed “in connection with the domi-
nant social group . . . to assimilate ideologically” (Gramsci, 1972: 10).
School acted as the instrument through which the “intellectuals of
various levels are elaborated” (Ibid.).

The reconceptualization of intellectualism based on religious values
and the creation of new intellectuals based on Islamic and revolution-
ary principles are instances through which one could trace the role of
intellectuals in forming the new set of values in post-revolutionary
Iran. “It is not an exaggeration to suggest that never before in Iran
has the teacher been as important a role model for students as in
the Islamic Republic today” (Ferdows, 1995: 327).

School children, especially those from the lower middle class fam-
ilies—the main group supporting the revolution—are exposed to a
dominant official ideology in school to which they could find the
live representations through their family life and social relations. This
synchronization saturates the pupils through a process of habitual-
ization and hegemony: they read the books, observe the behavioral
codes and practices and internalize the values that the authorities in
the society, teachers in schools and parents in the families are their
real models.

It would be appropriate to study the achievement of Iranian stu-
dents in an international and comparative perspective. This may give
a better understanding of the impact of the social milieu on scientific
advancements of the students. The study known as TIMSS (Third
International Mathematics and Sciences Study) was conducted by
the IEA in some 45 countries from 1992 to 1997. Three target
groups were nine years old (fourth and fifth grades in primary school)
and thirteen years old (second or third grades in junior high school).
The study tested the performance of the students in mathematics
and sciences. The result showed that the average performance of
Iranian fourth grade primary school children in the respective tested
groups were at least 18 percent and at most 22 percent lower than
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the average performance of students in 24 other countries and that
their overall performance is lower than that of all participating coun-
tries. The average performance of children in fifth grade was 17–25
percent lower than students in 26 out of 28 participating countries.
In the second group, also, the average performance was eight per-
cent lower than 39 and 41 other countries (Harmon et al., 1998).
The study showed that not only the learning level of the Iranian
students in such activities as data collection, demonstration and inter-
pretation of data, design of experiment, problem solving, employ-
ment of necessary means to solve problems and the use of common
sophisticated guidelines is low but also Iranian students are weak in
answering the questions which require ability to write and describe
processes. Although the average performance of female and male
students in both categories showed no difference, in the field of mea-
surement the average overall performance of female students in both
categories was 90 percent lower than that of male students.

The poor results of Iranian students is partly explained through
other parts of the study: the educational level of teachers in Iran is
lower than that of other countries. The number of students per
teacher is high. The educational period in an academic year is
shorter. The number of books and other cultural means available
for families are few; and education is lecture based which heavily
relies on textbooks as the only educational source (Martin, Mullis,
Gonzalez, Smith, & Kelly, 1999). As the ideological criterion for
admission of teachers has emphasized by the authorities, the scientific
merits became of secondary importance and the number of unqualified
teachers increased. Extra-curricular activities devoted mostly to reli-
gious events, in some occasions extended even to the hours intended
for science. The amount of expenditure on education decreased
despite the rapid population growth at the same period (Table 3).

Table 3 Current public expenditure on primary education as a percentage of GNP

Year 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998

Percentage 2.7 2.4 2.2 2.3 2.4 2.0 2.3 2.6 2.5

Source: (MoE, 2000)
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The number of hours devoted to the religious studies boomed from
9.3 percent for primary and 5.9 percent for lower secondary level
in pre-revolutionary period (Ashraf, 1989: 194) to 20 percent in post-
revolutionary era, while new subjects such as the testament of the
supreme leader Khomaini and military training were introduced to
the curricula.

The traditional Islamic elementary education which gradually dis-
appeared from the educational scene of the country due to the
Pahlavis nationalized primary education, never could return to its
former status. The post revolutionary government retained the struc-
ture suggested by the Pahlivis and did not re-establish the traditional
primary schools. Thus, in the elementary level, parents have no alter-
native other than formal schooling which claims to be Islamic in
content and modern in structure. However, the religious higher edu-
cation practiced in traditional seminaries (˙awza) and madrasas at both
undergraduate (sa†h) and post-graduate (¶àri¡ ) levels is recognized
as the higher education degree by the Ministry of Science and Higher
Education to be continued in universities. Islamic education institu-
tions grew in certain fields such as theology and law in the advanced
levels, partially due since “the revolution gave clerics the opportu-
nity to assume the central roles that they had played in the courts
and legal education prior to secularization reforms of 1920s” (Mayer,
2000: 343). Iranian post-revolutionary education is perceived as an
example of an education in an Islamic state and has been one of
the area which observed by other Muslim countries. The post rev-
olutionary changes in the education system in Iran are considered
by many Muslims as Islamization of education and “Islamists from
Morocco to Indonesia are demanding educational changes similar to
Iran’s” (Reid, 1995).

While the process of Islamization favored religious forces and the
supporters of the revolution, it has demonstrated the regime’s intol-
erance to any criticism. All criticisms considered as heresy and ques-
tioning the principles of Islam and are treated by the Islamic law
·ari'a. More than two million Iranians, mostly intellectuals and well
educated opponents of the government fled to Western countries.
Some 1800 Iranian professors are teaching in universities in United
States, while the estimated number of professors in Iran hardly reaches
1000. Among 61 developing countries, Iran is ranked as the first in
terms of brain drain and exodus its of highly educated elite (Kadivar,
2003). Beyond any doubt, the processes of migration as well as the
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restriction of domestic counter-hegemony forces through elimination
of infrastructures, banning newspapers, and to arrest and imprison-
ment of intellectuals have had devastating consequences on the eco-
nomic development of Iran.

Globally the Iranian revolution contributed to the rise of Islamic
fundamentalism in the world and a substantive number of Islamic
movements appeared thereafter. But the Iranian model has not been
emulated by other countries. In the eyes of many fundamentalists,
the Islamic Republic of Iran is a failure as an Islamic polity, because
it has a specific Iranian character . . . [they believe that] in Islam the
only legitimate political entity is Umma, and the nation-state and
nationalism are inherently un-Islamic (Mayer, 2000: 348). On the
other hand, the national character of the Iranian revolution stimu-
lated a sort of Islamic nationalism and demonstrated “the capacity
of Islam to symbolize social identity has been merged into national
feeling” ( Juergensmeyer, 1993: 47). In last two decades, Islam has
been the driving force behind many national and ethnic movements
in the world. In short, “Islamic nationalism in one country can
encourage the growth of Islamic nationalism in other countries (Ibid.)
and the Iranian revolution contributed to such a growth in the global
arena more than any other phenomenon in recent years.

Conclusion

The correspondence between the dominant ideology and culture, on
one hand, and indigenous religion and culture (·ì'ite Islam), on the
other, facilitates the creation and maintenance of the hegemonic
force. The education system through the content of the textbooks
and moral codes, as a part of the hidden curriculum, penetrates the
minds of new generation whose values and cultural norms are shaped
throughout by the revolution. The amplification of the Islamic era
of the Iranian history and the ignoring of pre-Islamic cultural herit-
ages also contributes to an effective hegemonic process in which the
new generation has been saturated by the Islamic codes.

Finally, it should be added that the formal education in Iran leaves
no room for parental choice. Islamic education at the elementary
level—once fruitful—is no longer an alternative to formal education,
but has become a marginalized extracurricular activity for families
with stronger religious ties.
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CHAPTER FOUR

ISLAMIC AND WESTERN-STYLE EDUCATION IN
AFGHANISTAN—CONFLICTUAL OR COMPLEMENTARY?

Pia Karlsson and Amir Mansory

Introduction

Afghanistan is among the countries with the lowest rates of enroll-
ment in modern education and of adult literacy. At the same time,
the country has a long tradition of Islamic education. This chapter
describes the development of Islamic and modern education and the
conflicts and tensions over the content of modern education, fric-
tions that are evident not least in the current post-conflict state of
the country.

The Country

Afghanistan, located in the heart of Central Asia is one of the poorest
countries in the world. GNP per capita was estimated to 164 US$
in 1998 and the country’s human development index ranked 169
(out of 174 countries). Life expectancy at birth is around 45 years;
under five mortality rate is 257 per 1000. The population is esti-
mated to be 25 million inhabitants, of which some 2–3 million still
live in exile. The main ethnic groups are Pashtuns (45–50 percent),
Tadjiks (30–35 percent), Hazaras (5–10 percent) and Uzbeks (5 per-
cent). 99 percent are Muslims, 85–90 percent are Sunnì and 10–15
percent are ·ì'a Muslims. The country has two official languages,
Pashtu and Dari (UNDP, 2000; UNICEF, 2001; CIA, 2000).

Many countries have experienced wars for long periods but few,
if any, have suffered so immensely as Afghanistan. The destruction
of the country was tremendous, leaving practically nothing untouched.
Nearly two million people died, four million were disabled and one
third of the population, around six million, fled the country for a
refugee life, mostly to the neighbouring countries. In addition, several
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natural disasters have devastated the country. An almost total, next
to inconceivable, destruction of the country is the result.

Afghanistan has not seen any positive development for decades.
The industrial sector is asunder, exploitation of natural resources has
collapsed, agricultural production has declined, the physical and
administrative infrastructure has broken down, and the social sector
has almost totally collapsed. The literacy rate—for men is 45 per-
cent and for women 11 percent, among the lowest in the world—
was low also before the wars but there were more schools and more
students in schools in the 1970s than in 2001. Although the Taliban
fall in end of 2001 is bringing a change, at least in the cities, it is
doubtful whether there is any other country with such a low rate of
female literacy as Afghanistan. Moreover, the ‘illiterate environment’
in Afghanistan is conspicuous: there are hardly any newspapers, mag-
azines, bookshops, or libraries and very few written messages such
as posters, advertisements, and signboards. This situation is rapidly
changing from 2002.

However, the country has a rich history of highly developed civil-
isations where art, literature and sciences have flourished. Written
languages have existed for thousands of years. The upper classes of
the population have been literate and have practised their literacy
for centuries. Moreover, Islam has been dominating most parts of
the country for 1,200 years or more, which implied that Islamic edu-
cation has reached large parts of the population, including rural peo-
ple living in remote areas. The ur"ànic education did not only
teach the ur"àn but also reading, writing and counting were learnt
by a number of rural villagers (boys and men). Islam also includes
the ·ari'a laws, which implies that legal regulations and legal docu-
ments have been spread and used even among illiterate people for a
long time. These contradictory facts, the dominating ‘illiterate environ-
ment’ in combination with the ‘literate history’ and the long existence
of Islamic education, make the educational situation in Afghanistan
unique.

The history of Afghanistan goes back thousands of years. The
country is connected with the old Persian and Turkish empires, with
Alexander the Great, the Ghaznavid dynasty, Genghis Khan and
others. Afghanistan was never colonised despite three British attempts
to conquer the country. At the end of the nineteenth century the
state had been consolidated and strengthened, Islam was defined as
a state religion and the country isolated itself from the West. In the
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early twentieth century the rulers tried to modernise the country,
influenced by developments in Turkey. The first constitution was
adopted and education opportunities were established for both boys
and girls. During the reign of Afghanistan’s last king, Zahir Shah
(1933–1973) governmental power was reinforced, and a new consti-
tution was adopted.1 By the end of the 1970s, the modern sector
had grown considerably. An Islamist movement was crushed in 1975
and its leaders fled to Pakistan. In April 1978, Marxist sympathis-
ers in the army, trained in the Soviet Union, murdered the Prime
Minister and seized power through a military coup. Widespread rural
revolts followed. Soviet troops invaded the country in December 1979
and installed a puppet regime.

In 1989 the Soviet troops had to withdraw only to be followed
by a long and violent power struggle involving hundreds of local
“commanders” (warlords). Anarchy and chaos dominated the entire
country. This situation remained up to the end of 1994, when the
Taliban (students of Islam) entered the arena and installed law and
order—at the cost of human rights abuses. In particular women and
girls in the cities were denied work and educational opportunities.
Foreign extremist Islamists infiltrated the Taliban movement and
after the US bombings at the end of 2001, the Taliban lost power
and were replaced by an interim administration. In June 2002 a
new Islamic transitional government was appointed, which, accord-
ing to plans, will lead the country up to 2004 when free elections
will be held.

Islam in Afghanistan

In the development of Afghanistan from a tribal confederation to
today’s state, religion and politics have been intimately connected.
Islam has been the means for unifying the country and for sanc-
tioning both the absolute monarchy in the beginning of the last cen-
tury and for the “re-sacralization” of the state by the Islamist movement
(Olesen, 1995). Islam reached Afghanistan during the seventh cen-
tury and gradually replaced the existing religions—Zoroastrianism,
Buddhism and Hinduism. Islam spread rapidly all over the country

1 Zahir Shah returned to Afghanistan in 2002 and was appointed Father of the
Nation.
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with the exception of the eastern part, Nuristan, where the inhabi-
tants converted only in the end of the 19th century. Today, 99 per-
cent of Afghans are Muslims. Islam is the basic cultural identity and
defines the frame of reference for social morals, rights and obliga-
tions for all Afghans, regardless of ethnic origin. The religion influences
all parts of life; in politics, in education, in science, in daily life at
home, in the mosque, at the office or in the field—references to the
ur"àn and to the ˙adìºs justify and motivate actions and opinions.
“[F]ew Muslim peoples in the world observe the rituals and the
piety of Islam with such regularity and emotion as the Afghan”
(Rashid, 2000, p. 82).

The first constitution (1964) confirms that “Islam is the sacred reli-
gion of Afghanistan” (cited in Samuelson, 1981). The ·ari'a, dom-
inated the 1964 constitution but included also secular law (Ibid.).
Other religious beliefs were not allowed to be propagated but non-
Muslims were allowed to practise their religion. The Communist
regime in the 1980s had to retreat on the question of Islam and
wrote in its constitution: “The Holy and Faithful religion of Islam
will be respected, complied and protected in the People’s Republic
of Afghanistan; all Muslims are granted freedom to perform all the
religious rites of Islam”2 (Utas, in Davidsson et al., 1990).

The tribal and popular uprisings that have occurred throughout
history have all been waged in the name of Islam. Rural mullas have
been at the core of these upheavals (Roy, in Maley, 1999). Islamism
in Afghanistan, on the other hand, recruited followers among the
intelligentsia and modern urban people, also among educated women;
it was rather a political ideology addressing politics, economics, cul-
ture and law than a purely religious revivalist movement (Ibid.). It
emerged in the mid sixties among the students of Kabul University
who launched a failed uprising in 1975 and were at the core of the
different Mujaheddin groups during the war against the Soviet Union
(Ibid.). After the Soviet withdrawal in 1989 their influence decreased
and after 1992 Islamist ideology played just a small role in politics.3

The Taliban movement was one of few radical Islamist movements
rooted in a rural society.4 The Taliban government (1996–2001)

2 Translation/Pia Karlsson.
3 The Soviet troops were defeated and left the country in 1989 but the Communist

puppet regime held its power over Kabul and some other cities until 1992.
4 The rural origin is of importance when understanding the Taliban movement

and its conduct in the capital of Kabul.
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enforced Islam as a state religion by proclaiming Afghanistan as an
Islamic Emirate and imposed an extremely strict interpretation of
the ·ari'a law. The role of Islam and ·ari'a was hotly debated at
the Loya Jirga in June 2002; several ministers assured that ·ari'a
would still be the main legal system in the country.

The strict gender segregation has been strengthened in the last
decades. With references to Islam, the gender issue has been an issue
in all insurrections and battles in Afghanistan. Most often when
women’s role in education has been improved, this has provoked
counter-actions.

Educational Development

From an educational perspective, three issues have been important
in many upheavals and rebellions in Afghanistan throughout mod-
ern history: i) the role of Islam in education, ii) education for girls
and iii) governmental (state) control of Islamic education.

During the reform program of the 1920s launched by King
Amanullah many new reforms were tolerated at first but, when the
government also sought to control all kinds of Islamic education, the
cup was full to the brim. Second level madrasas were introduced, gov-
ernmentally financed and in many aspects organised as secondary
schools with timetables and curriculum, examination system and
grades. Two such schools were first established in Kabul. The reform
programme also included a certification system i.e. government author-
ities should approve all madrasas and their mulla-teachers before any
teaching was allowed. With graduates from governmental madrasas 
the king intended to set up a proficiency system for imàms, mullas
and maulawis. On this and other points he met strong resistance from
particularly rural conservative mullas and he had finally to resign and
go into exile. Another, maybe an equally important reason for the
King’s resignation was the introduction of girls’ education (the girls
were dressed in European school uniforms, blue skirts and white
blouses). After the King’s resignation, girl schools closed down but
the governmental madrasas remained and, later on, several govern-
mentally financed madrasas started—but no more than nine such
schools ever existed.

During the period from mid 1930s up to mid-seventies the Islamic
and Western-style educational systems lived on side-by-side, seemingly
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in peace. Local communities continued to run elementary Islamic
education in the mosques and in madrasas and the government slowly
expanded a Western-style education system. From the fifties there
was education for girls, mainly in the cities. Islamic subjects were
included also in Western-style education.

By the end of the sixties Western-style education had increasingly
produced “revolutionaries”, particularly in the (few) big cities. These
rebel students were of two kinds, one group influenced by the Com-
munist parties of the Soviet Union and China and another affected
by Islamist movements in the surrounding and Arabic countries. With
the Soviet invasion, the Communist faction gained power and ruled
from 1978 to 1992. The Communist government introduced a mod-
ern education almost free from Islam but wisely left the traditional
madrasas to the local communities. The madrasas survived but kept a
low profile during this period. The teachers were officially accused
of backwardness and the students at higher levels were called ‘black
reactionaries’ (because of their black beards). However, the govern-
mental madrasas remained; there was still a need for Islamic judges
as the ·ari'a system partially remained. The regime was careful not
to allow these institutions to develop into resistance centres; heavy
investments in Communist propaganda and the employment of only
Communist teachers were among the means employed. Also during
this period girls’ education was at stake. Pictures of girls dressed in
short skirts with red neck-scarves and clenched fists were hardly cher-
ished by the Afghan people, particularly in rural areas. Girl schools
again closed down, this time due to lack of students.

The leadership of the mujaheddin in the resistance struggle (1979–1992)
often had its origin among students and teachers in the Islamist
movement. Western-style schools sprang up everywhere in liberated
areas, including schools for girls. Mujaheddin soldiers acted as teach-
ers or teacher trainers in low intensity fighting periods. Financial
support was obtained from international NGOs. The ur"àn and
Islamic subjects again played an important role in these schools and,
when the Communist government was replaced in 1992, the new
curriculum dedicated around 30 percent of the timetable to the
ur"àn and Islamic subjects. The government plans for some 30
government madrasas, one in each province, were never realized.

That the Taliban, who emerged in 1994 after some chaotic civil
war years, focussed on Islam in education and on girls’ education
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in their policy is not surprising considering their extreme interpre-
tation of Islam. Originally themselves students of Islam, it was only
natural that their education aimed at making the young generation
true followers of the right Islamic path—as interpreted by the Taliban
themselves. With the very limited resources they possessed for any-
thing else but fighting their educational ideas only had any impact
the last years. People did not initially oppose them either; they
brought the long desired peace, law and order and their Islamic
ideas were by no means alien to the ordinary (male and rural) Afghan.
Their ban on girls’ education was not adhered to in rural areas and
it was only when they grossly exaggerated their Islamic revivalist
ideas and actions (e.g. extreme public punishments and the destruc-
tion of Buddha statutes) that not only educated but also ordinary
people turned against them.

  -    87

Table 4.1 Changes in Governments and Weekly Time Tables in Afghanistan

Daud Govt: Communist NGOs (SCA Taliban Govt: Interim 
1960–78 Govt: 1984–2001 a) 1996–2001 b Govt: 

1978–90 2002 c

Grades 1–3 4–6 1–3 4–6 1–3 4–6 1–3 4–6 1–3 4–6
Subject

ur"àn 4 5 1 2 12 10 11 16 3 4 
and 
religion

Math:s 4 5 6 6 6 6 6 4 5 4

Language 12 9 12 6 9 7 6 8 10 11

History 0 6 0 6 0 6 0 2 0 6 
and 
Nat. Sc:s

Other 8 5 6 6 3 3 0 0 6 5

Total 28 30 25 26 30 32 23 30 24 30

a) Curriculum introduced by the Mujaheddin Government in 1989; b) Curriculum introduced
in 1999, but very seldom applied in NGO supported schools, c) Curriculum introduced by
the Interim Administration in 2002 and taken over by the Transitional Government the same
year

Sources: Teaching program for primary schools issued by Temporary Mujaheeden government
1989, Ministry of Education 2001 (Taliban), 2002 (Interim Administration)

DAUN_F6_81-101  3/1/04  3:00 PM  Page 87



With the interim administration installed in December 2001, the
girls have returned to their schools in the cities but also rural schools
have seen a slight increase of girl students. After only a few months
in power, the curriculum was again changed so that the ur"àn and
Islamic subjects corresponded to twelve percent of the timetable, four
hours out of 30. This is a measure that may please the international
aid community but—considering the historical backlashes—this may
affect the Afghan parents negatively. Islam cannot by definition be
separated from the daily activities of human life, of which education
is a part. All parties have advocated a single Afghanistan and an
Islamic Afghanistan.

Education in Afghanistan

In Afghanistan as in other Muslim countries education has a long
history. Within the frame of Islam, education has existed for many
centuries. Today, education includes three different categories: (i) tra-
ditional or indigenous, (ii) Islamic education, and (iii) Western-style
education.

Indigenous Education

When Louis Dupree (1973) travelled in Afghanistan in the 1960s
and 1970s, he found Islam mixed with pre-Islamic customs; some
were contradictory to the ur"àn, e.g. revenge and blood vengeance,
even on fellow Muslims. Black magic, witches, jinns and malangs5

existed parallel to Islamic practice. As an effect of the modernisa-
tion process (from the 1960s) popular beliefs contradictory to Islam
started to disappear, a process that continued and was reinforced by
the mobility and refugee experiences due to the wars.

Education as the transmission of skills needed for survival in a
subsistence agricultural or nomadic setting has of course occurred
and been common in Afghanistan long before any formal education
system was introduced. Teaching of skills, traditions and beliefs, 

5 A malang is a holy man who wanders around the country and is thought to
have been touched by the hand of Allah.
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values and culture is a kind of indigenous education transferred from
generation to generation, often through oral transmission of poetry and
stories. The stories usually have a moral message: they advice and
counsel. Children (as well as other listeners) are expected to learn
what is required by the individual with regards to responsibility and
behaviour toward human beings and society. The overt or covert
moralities include virtues such as honesty and kindness, respect and
empathy. Children are taught the importance of unity, obedience
and helpfulness, the obligation to share gained knowledge, to fight
against oppression in all its forms and to struggle for equality.

The traditional, indigenous education also includes teaching about
Islam. The non-formal Islamic education that is transmitted by the
adults and adolescents around the child consists of Islamic references
on everyday issues and moral values. Also popular beliefs, some of
which are alien to Islam, may be communicated as Islamic, even by
some mullas. Virtues such as generosity, courage, kindness and hos-
pitality are regarded as essential to becoming a good Muslim and
constitute a considerable part of this indigenous education. The his-
tory of Islam and the life story of the Prophet are also included.
The illiterate Afghan society has a living tradition of oral storytelling
and poetry; many poems with origins in the classical literature are
known by heart in many layers of the population. For example, the
short poem of landay is a Pashtu popular poem, often anonymous
and often aphoristic, which when recited by women is often used as
a satire against the power and superiority of men (Forsberg et al.,
1995). Moreover, there are some 30–40 similar poems transmitted
orally during hundreds of years from generation to generation. These
stories are mostly told to small gatherings in private houses during
the long winter nights by a good storyteller, often an older man in
the family. In the end of the 19th century many of these stories
were compiled in a book called Mili Hendara, National Mirror. This
book was available in almost every village (in Pashtu areas) and was
read by a literate person while others were listening. In Dari-speak-
ing areas they read ancient books in Persian, written hundreds of
years ago. These include Islamic moral issues and Islamic knowl-
edge. Two of these books are also used in the mosque schools for
children.

The indigenous education also strongly transmits gender roles.
Afghanistan is characterised by strict gender segregation and the girl
is taught to prepare herself for marriage and learn useful domestic
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skills and the boy to be a protector of his family and family honour.
The woman should be a good caretaker and maintain the family’s
well-being while the man is the breadwinner and the provider for
his family. The goal in life is a large family, preferably with many
sons. These gender roles are often thought of as induced by Islam.

Islamic education

There are four types of Islamic schools in Afghanistan: Mosque
schools and traditional madrasa (first level); traditional madrasa (sec-
ond level) and modern madrasa. The formal Islamic education differs
from the informal and non-formal Islamic instruction in at least three
aspects: 1) It takes place in a specific setting, usually in the mosque.
Most mosques, even the very simple ones, have a special “classroom”
for teaching and learning. 2) Not everyone is allowed to teach; a
special teacher is appointed—namely the mulla of the mosque. 3)
Written texts are used, always the ur"àn and the ˙adìºs but some-
times also other kind of written literature.

Islamic education has a long tradition in Afghanistan. It began
with the arrival of Islam. Various men considered to possess religious
knowledge and experience have been teaching in the mosques for
hundreds of years. Such Islamic schools have been prevalent all over
the country (Amaj, 1991, Kamgar, 1998, Rafi, 1998). To learn the
Holy ur"àn is the first objective. People, young and old, are taught
to memorise parts of the ur"àn. A person who can memorise the
entire ur"àn is still highly respected in Afghanistan and is called
Kari.6 In the ancient Islamic schools reading, writing and arithmetic
were also often included (Kamgar, 1998, Rafi, 1998). Moral educa-
tion, such as the individual’s duties and obligations towards him/her-
self, the family and the society was also an important part; sometimes
also vocational training such as calligraphy, and accounting was
included (Mansory, 2000).

Today, some children attend madrasas (only for boys) where they
receive religious education and some children attend ordinary primary
school, which also has several hours per week of Islamic education.

6 Originally, the Karis were graduates of a Darulhifaz (= “home for memorising
the ur"àn”), where mostly blind people learned to memorise the Book.
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The Mosque School provides the elementary level of Islamic edu-
cation. It provides a basic Islamic learning for all children in its
neighbourhood. It is non-formal in character; it is not regularised
and has no specific administrative or institutional rules. There are
no entrance admission criteria, no fees, no examinations, and no
certificates. There are mosque schools in all villages except some
extremely poor and isolated villages where the population cannot
afford a mulla. Practically all children, boys and girls, attend a Mosque
school when they are of pre-school age. Besides teaching the ur"àn,
these Mosque schools prepare the children for the next educational
stage (if there is any) in as much as they acquaint the small chil-
dren with the type of activities and situations they will encounter.
They learn to listen to the teacher, to take turns, to raise hands
when asking questions, they become familiar with letters7 and some
learn to read. There are also children who attend Mosque schools
in addition to attendance at a primary school in the afternoons or
weekends.

Virtually all children from four to five years of age attend the
mosque school. The length of attendance is up to their parents but
usually children stay there until they commence the primary school
or the madrasa, the modern or the traditional one. If no school exists
in the neighbourhood the boys can continue for many years in the
mosque school with irregular attendance, but girls tend to leave when
they are around ten to eleven years old. Students pass through indi-
vidually in their own pace. The classes can be quite big (and noisy!)—
up to 100 students.

The mulla teaches a couple of hours per day to those who appear
in class. He is head of the mosque; informally “employed” by the
surrounding community, i.e. by the people who inhabit the area
“belonging” to the mosque. Besides teaching the children, the mulla’s
duties include the guidance of the villagers in Islamic matters—
women as well as men (but for the former in reality only to a lim-
ited extent), leading the prayers, performing ceremonies at deaths
and marriages, and suggesting names for the new-born. In Afghanistan,
a man can be a mulla and simultaneously have another profession,
farmer or businessman or whatever. A mulla is simply a learned

7 There is very little difference between the Arabic letters and the letters used
in Dari and Pashtu.
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person in the domain of Islam. The Afghan imàm, like imàms in other
countries, leads the prayers. Sometimes the imàm and the mulla are
the same person, sometimes not. In some villages the mulla is paid
through the zakàt system, i.e. the Islamic tax collection system, where
everyone should contribute ten percent of his income for financing
collective needs and for assisting the poorest. If paid, the mulla’s
salary is more or less equivalent to the salary of a primary school
teacher. Usually, however, there is no fixed salary rate—the villagers
pay according to zakàt in cash or in kind. The poorest have no
obligation to pay anything but the mulla is still obliged to guide and
teach everyone. He has achieved more Islamic knowledge than oth-
ers and therefore has a duty to share his knowledge.

It is generally agreed that every child should receive some basic
Islamic education. Still today that means learning to read the Holy
ur"àn, memorising some minor parts, learning the five pillars of
Islam, the prayers and the praying rituals as well as certain Islamic
morals and values. Before reading the ur"àn, children often use an
alphabet book, called Baghdadi Qaida, the Baghdad Principle. It is
phonetically organised and consists of Arabic phonemes and letters
and the children learn all the phonemes one by one. After that starts
the reading of the first part of the ur"àn, the first separa.8 If one
separa is read then all the others can easily be read too. Most chil-
dren learn to read the ur"àn in two to three years. Often parts of
the last separa are memorised (i.e. from the 90th to the 114th sùra)
as these verses are recited when praying. Only occasionally are parts
or verses of the ur"àn translated or explained to the children. They
learn to read, mostly without really understanding it.

Direct teaching (i.e. the teacher is speaking while the students are
listening) is the dominant method and often regarded as an expres-
sion of respect for the teacher. Respect for teachers is mandatory
and the teacher, i.e. the mulla, is usually highly respected for his
knowledge (but there are also many good jokes about mullas!). The
children are also respected; to be kind and decent to children is
regarded as an Islamic obligation. When teaching Islamic morals the
mulla uses a book titled Panj kitab (Five books) in Dari and when
translated into Pashtu called Rashid Bayan (Rashid’s exposition). These
books are also used for learning how to read. When writing is taught

8 There are totally 30 separas in the ur"àn.
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in the Islamic school it is done through copying a book or the
teacher’s writings. Simple arithmetic is often taught as well. Later
on, students may also learn how to set up contracts or papers of
agreement, following the commonly agreed rules for such documents.
Such contract and agreement letters are compiled in a “book” called
Mulatefa, which consists of a series of paper sheets clipped to the
next one in a progressive degree of difficulty (Rafi, 1998). The stu-
dent reads, repeats, writes, memorises, copies until he or she mas-
ters them, one at a time.

Learning in the Mosque School (as in most educational settings
in Afghanistan) is a passive act. One can, however, find mullas with
inborn pedagogical talents who adapt their teaching to the children’s
level. Older children often teach the younger ones, while the chil-
dren take turns at being taught by the mulla. The children learn the
rituals of praying, the Islamic five pillars, good manners and habits,
and some of the ethics that the mulla considers to be consistent with
Islam. The mulla is usually a very respected person but there are
examples of mullas whose reputation is not so good or whose knowl-
edge is poor. People complain—sometimes loudly—about mullas who
are not punctual or who are unkind to the children and it some-
times happens that they are dismissed.

Traditional madrasas have a long history. The boy students, the tali-
ban,9 learn a broad spectrum of religious subjects (and only religious
subjects), including fi˚h ( jurisprudence), logics and rhetoric and the
Arabic language. The students are usually highly motivated and often
dedicate many years to their studies. Traditional madrasas exist in
most villages but also in the cities. The local community is respon-
sible for running the school. Traditional madrasas have always been
a community affair and villagers did often not perceive the difference
between them and Modern madrasas. Students attend on irregular
and individual basis; they decide themselves at what pace they might
wish to learn and for how long. Some choose to walk long distances
to attend a special madrasa with a famous teacher. Also in traditional
madrasas the education is free. They study the tafsìr (interpretations
of ur"àn) and the curriculum includes study of other interpreta-
tions as well. They study the ˙adìºs and the sìra, and taw˙ìd (unity
of God) and they learn rhetoric and logic (Socrates) as well as Arabic

9 Taliban is the plural form of talib, which means student of Islam.
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and Persian literature (Sharif, 1987, Appendix 1.2). A good student
might pass through and complete the entire training in ten years in
such a school.

Less ambitious and smaller traditional madrasa exist all over the
country. They are boarding institutions and students from different
villages attend the school and live together. The aim of the tradi-
tional madrasa is to provide for the specialists that an Islamic soci-
ety needs or, in other words, to produce masters in Islamic theology
and law. A student from the madrasa, after completing a certain num-
ber of books in the different subjects and through a special cere-
mony, is acknowledged as Maulawi or 'Alim. He is then authorised
to work as judge, as well as an imàm or mulla. Anyone, who has
studied Islam, can become imàm or mulla, but to become judge or
lawyer a particular training is stipulated by the government. Principally,
only graduates from the ·ari'a Faculty of the University are allowed
to function as judges but graduates from traditional second level
madrasas have also been approved and permitted to work as judges.

Few students continue to the second level of the traditional madrasa
and only few such schools exist—some 15 to 20. This is less than
one per province. The training aims at producing imàms and mullas,
missionaries and teachers and maintaining the high status of the
Islamic learned person. In addition, nine governmentally run second
level madrasas have existed. The curriculum in those schools was fixed
and decided by the government. It consisted of six grades and, when
graduating after grade 12, students were allowed to enter into the
faculties of ·ari'a and Law of Kabul University. The aim of gov-
ernment madrasas and Islamic education at the University was to pro-
duce judges, governmental cadre and teachers for Islamic schools.

Girls have always been excluded from formal Islamic education.
After the elementary instruction they get in the Mosque schools their
opportunity to get Islamic education is only through attending the
primary school—if there is any and if it is offered to girl students.
Consequently, on strong grounds one can assume that girls and
women in Afghanistan have a much more limited Islamic knowledge
than boys and men unless their father, husband or brothers have
taught them at home, something which actually is quite common.
The few women with some type of university training are excep-
tions. Those at these institutions often attended Islamic classes and
constituted a considerable share of the students at the Faculty of
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·ari'a, following a training that aimed to produce the necessary
female teachers in Islamic subjects in primary and secondary schools
for girls.

That the female literacy rate in Afghanistan is extremely low (even
compared to other Muslim countries) has no support in Islam.
According to Islam the man and the woman have the same oblig-
ation for and the same right to education and both are obliged to
learn about Islam. This is expressed in the ur"àn as well as in the
˙adìºs. The famous sùra 21, verse no 7 in the ur"àn says: “If you
don’t know, you must ask and find out from 'alim” (the one who
knows). One famous ˙adìº says: “To seek knowledge is farz” (oblig-
atory for men and women). Another saying is from the figh: “There
is no excuse for those who claim that he/she does not know”.10

The Modern Madrasa School is a boarding school for some 50–100
male students aged ten to fifteen years. Before the wars, i.e. in the
1960s and 1970s there were very few such madrasas, but from the
1980s, and even more so in the Taliban period (1994–2001), an
expansion took place. The Islamic revival during the Jihad, the lib-
eration war against the Soviet occupation 1979–1989, prepared the
ground for the rehabilitation of modern madrasas. Another reason
was the decline of primary schools. Many school buildings were
destroyed by the war, but even if the school remained intact the
number of students decreased as parents withdrew their children
from what they perceived to be the Communist influenced teaching
during this period. During the Taliban period modern madrasas were
the only form of education encouraged by the government.

In the modern madrasa several mullas teach. The subjects are 
the ur"àn and other Islamic scripts, Islamic ethics and in addition,
subjects of the ordinary primary school (the reason why we label
this education modern madrasa). The length of the education is six
years and the school year includes nine months. More than 50 per-
cent of the time is spent on religious subjects. With the modern
madrasa the Taliban aimed at educating students with a correct and
strict (= Taliban) view of Islam while simultaneously training them
in modern subjects and thus making them able to compete with
what was called the secular school students. That is why subjects

10 These quotations are frequently used to convince conservative mullas about
girls’ right to education.
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such as English sometimes were also included—if any teacher was
available. The mulla-teachers are sometimes from the village but as
often from other areas and have usually graduated long ago from a
higher type of Islamic education. During the last years of the Taliban
regime younger teachers (young Afghans trained in Pakistani madrasas),
were also working in the modern madrasas.

During the Taliban period there were special governmental grants
for the students in modern madrasas. The schools were located in
simple buildings constructed by the villagers and financed by wealthy
individuals (inside or outside Afghanistan) or by the government.
Many students were lodged in homes of the villagers, who also pro-
vided food for the students. The fact that food was included was
sometimes a reason for poor students to attend the modern madrasa.

If there is a primary school in the village, parents usually prefer
that kind of education for their children but some still choose the
madrasa, as it provides a more profound Islamic education. Some
parents still regard primary education as godless and as a work of
Shaitan, some primary school students also attend the madrasa if
they have the opportunity. Children often walk a long distance to
their primary school but when it is too far away, they may enrol in
a distant madrasa; in so doing they will get food and lodging and
access to the primary school. With the fall of the Taliban many of
these modern madrasas have closed down.

Arabic schools in the Afghan context are (a few) schools supported
by Saudi Arabia and by some individual Arabs. They appeared first
in the refugee camps in the 1980s, some of which had exclusively
Islamic education and others with a curriculum mixture of ‘modern’
and Islamic subjects. Inside Afghanistan there are also a few Arabic
schools for male orphans.

Western-style education

Free and compulsory primary schooling was introduced in Afghanistan
as far back as 1935. Primary education in Afghanistan covers grades
1–6, i.e. for children of age seven to eight to thirteen to fourteen
years. The first modern school—for boys only—was established in
Kabul in 1903. After 1919, schools were also established outside
Kabul. The first girl school was instituted in 1921. Some students
(male and female) were sent to Turkey, Germany and France for
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higher education.11 German and French support of education was
not only financial; the school curriculum and the use of school uni-
forms of these countries were copied into Afghan education. In 1930,
there were, in all, thirteen primary schools with 1,590 students in
the country (Mansory, 2000). In the 1950s, the education sector
expanded rapidly. In 1956, there were 126,000 students enrolled
(Ministry of Education, 1968, cited in Mansory, 2000). The consti-
tution of 1964 guaranteed free education for all but only limited
possibilities for implementation were at hand. In 1975, around 900,000
students were enrolled; about 80 percent of these were pupils in pri-
mary school (Ghani, 1990, cited in Christensen, 1995). In 1990, the
number of primary schools was 1,200—less than in 1978—and dur-
ing the 1990s the situation continued to deteriorate. By 1983, the
war had destroyed 50 percent of the schools (Ibid.).

From the 1950s girls’ education expanded rapidly in the cities. In
1955, there were girls’ schools in seven provincial capitals (out of
29), while in the rural areas, very few such schools existed. At the
end of the 1970s, around one third of all children were enrolled in
primary schools—but only seven percent were girls. In Kabul, how-
ever, girls constituted 35 percent of all students (Ghani, 1990 and
Kraus, 1994 cited in Christensen, 1995). A majority of the children
in primary schools dropped out after grade three (Daun, 1990). In
rural areas there were still very few—in many areas not any—girls’
schools until the mujaheddin set up such schools in the 1980s with
support of NGOs.

The Taliban ban (1996–2001) on girls’ education mainly affected
girls’ schools in the cities. In rural areas, where 80–90 percent of
the Afghan population live, this edict was seldom enforced and a
large number of schools for girls appeared—often with financial sup-
port from the local community. However, the total enrolment rate
for girls decreased during the 1990s as an effect of the closure of
city schools for girls, but also due to the low priority given to this
type of education and, not least, due to the security situation and
parental concern of safety for the girls.

11 The first graduates of the first girls’ school were sent to Turkey to get higher
education in nursing, an event that caused a lot of discontent among religious lead-
ers. Education for girls quickly experienced a severe backlash, most girls’ schools
closed down in the 1930s and did not recover until the beginning of the 1950s.
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From the eighties and up to 2002 only few educational services
were provided by government authorities. However, in early 2002,
education was proclaimed a national priority, and the government
is now the main provider of education—but financing is completely
dependent on foreign aid. International NGOs still play a significant
role in education delivery. The biggest NGO, the Swedish Committee
for Afghanistan (SCA) enrolled around 240,000 students in the end
of 2003, of which 32 percent were girls. It is estimated that less than
20 percent of all school-aged children had access to school in 2001
(with a primary school age population estimated to more than four
million children) but according to official statistics more than 3 mil-
lion children enrolled in schools in the beginning of 2002. This figure
increased to 3.7 million in 2003.

“Chalk and talk” is the dominant teaching method. When Islamic
subjects are taught the students are even more passive listeners—the
teacher reads and the students memorize. The examination system
includes two tests per school year; the tests are produced by the
individual teachers and are not standardized. Traditionally, teachers
have been highly respected in the Afghan society, something that
slowly has changed during the last years. Teachers, as many other
educated people, belong today to the poorest layers and as such their
status has declined. Teachers employed by the NGOs are usually
paid with additional contribution from the communities.

The school year lasts for nine months with six days per week.
The textbooks have been a controversial issue. The books printed
during Jihad included an abundance of fighting and resistance mes-
sages, glorifying the soldier and his weapons. After 1994, new books
excluded the war and peace messages were introduced. In the late
nineties several NGOs agreed on more pedagogically developed text-
books. Islam and Islamic messages have all the time constituted a
substantial amount of the text in most subjects. The Taliban regime
tried to impose a new curriculum with more religion on the timetable
(see Table 4.1) but this was hardly successful. They also rejected the
NGO textbooks and tried to introduce the books used in traditional
madrasas, written in Arabic. As can be seen in the table above the
hours per week dedicated to religious subjects constitute the main
difference when comparing the pre-war schools, the Communist time-
table, the NGO supported schools, the Taliban education and the
recent timetable introduced by the interim government in June 2002.
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As can be seen in the Table 4.1, the Interim Administration of
2002 has decreased religious subjects to only four hours per week
in Grades 4–6, as compared to ten in NGO supported schools and
sixteen in the Taliban schools. Before the wars, in the 1970s, Islamic
subjects constituted four to five hours per week. Interestingly, the
“Communist” schools also taught a couple of hours of Islam per
week. In NGO-supported schools textbooks on Islam (with the excep-
tion of the ur"àn) are written in Dari and Pashtu, while all text-
books in Taliban schools were in Arabic. The covered topics are
similar to those in madrasas, i.e. reading and memorising the ur"àn,
learning about the Islamic five pillars, praying, and not least, Islamic
values and morals.

Conclusion

Teaching in educational institutions has been widespread in Afghanistan
as in many other Muslim countries for a millennium or more. Islamic
education reached wide layers of the population very early, although
it struggled and still does with popular beliefs and superstition. Not
always known is the fact that the Islamic schools quite often also
included what are called ‘secular’ subjects, such as mathematics, read-
ing and writing, literature and sometimes also vocational training.

Traditionally, local communities have been responsible for pro-
viding Islamic education but from the 20th century the governments
have in various ways intervened, mostly unsuccessfully. The Taliban
government tried to introduce a modern madrasa, by including parts
of primary school subjects into traditional Islamic education. In gen-
eral, however, the modern madrasa was only rarely fully implemented.
Lack of textbooks and other school material and mulla-teachers with
deficient knowledge of secular subjects were, together with a general
disinterest among the people, the main causes of difficulty.

Traditional madrasas and possibly also modern madrasas will cer-
tainly remain in Afghanistan, particularly in areas where it takes a
long time to establish primary schools or if the curriculum becomes
too secularised. However, the fact that the name of the students in
such schools (taliban) has been so soiled has today scared students
from admitting their attendance in madrasas or even scared them
from attending at all.

  -    99

DAUN_F6_81-101  3/1/04  3:00 PM  Page 99



Today, in spite of widespread illiteracy nearly all ordinary Afghan
men and many Afghan women are able to “read” the ur"àn, mem-
orise some parts and know the basic Islamic rules and values. Islam
is the cement that still keeps the Afghans together, in spite of all
conflicts during the last decades.

For the Afghan Muslim, Islamic education is a duty as well as a
right and few have the opinion that such education should be sep-
arated from the Western-style education. To develop the pedagogy
for teaching Islam in primary school and promote the understanding
of Islam by e.g. developing pedagogical materials at children’s level
and in national languages is likely to be more in line with the views
of the Afghan people than reducing the hours for teaching Islam in
the timetable of Western-style education.

Outside pressure, aid dependency and internal power struggles
may again affect the education system negatively. There is fear for
a return to previous situations when Afghan values and culture as
well as Islamic morals were neglected. The rebuilding of trust in
modern education among rural people in the 1980s and 1990s, which
resulted in an expansion of education in rural areas was to a large
extent a result of the curriculum that was practiced in the primary
schools. Today, girls have returned in big numbers to the schools
in the cities. Also rural schools have experienced some increase of
girl students.

The present situation can be described as having three actors: On
the one side the Afghan parents, particularly the great majority in
rural Afghanistan, who demand education for their children, increas-
ingly also for their daughters. They demand an education that respect
and promote Afghan culture and with Islamic values permeating the
teaching and learning. At the other end, the numerous international
education “experts”, advisers and consultants, donors and aid agen-
cies who stress the need for modernising—westernising?—the edu-
cation system in Afghanistan. In between is the government, eager
to appear modern having to please the financiers and at the same
time all to well aware of the popular pressure. This dilemma remains
to be solved.
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CHAPTER FIVE

PAKISTAN: THE CLASH OF GLOBALIZING FORCES

Allan Pitman and Farrukh A. Chishtie

Introduction

Pakistan is faced with the dynamics of two powerful globalizing forces:
the continuing rise of orthodox Islam as a political and moral force
and the fundamental transformations taking place in international
economic and trading relations. These pressures are brought to bear
on a country which, in 1998, had an estimated literacy rate of 38
percent (Ministry of Education, 1998) and which, while being the
fifth fastest growing economy in the 1980s, ranked 120th on the
human development index (Mujahid-Mukhtar, 1999). The thrust of
the analysis is that, during the 1990’s, Pakistan responded to the
religious force at the expense of the economic in curricular reform
initiatives.

School systems in nations emerging from a colonial past have a
double problem with identity. On the one hand, much of the resid-
ual structures and forms of knowledge which have been superimposed
on the indigenous cultures represents, objectively, aspects of power
both at the local and the international levels. For example, in a
number of such countries, the European colonial language—usually
French or English—is the one non-regional tongue. Further, with
the international discourse in science and in mathematics, certain
standard forms of notation have become broadly accepted. On the
other hand, there is an imperative to use the schools to help forge
a national identity; this is particularly the case in those parts of the
world in which vast migrations occurred at the time of the forma-
tion of these nations. This is the case in Pakistan, where it is pos-
sible to see the interplay of colonial and post-colonial influences with
the much older traditions of culture and religion.
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Pakistan: The State, Religion and Global Economics

Pakistan is located geographically in that part of the world in which
the “Great Powers” of the nineteenth century played out their “great
game” of establishing spheres of political and economic influence.
From the days of the Raj, Crimea, through the maneuvering fol-
lowing the First World War to the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan
and the American-led overthrow of the Iraqi regime of Saddam
Hussein, the region has been in the fulcrum of profound political,
economic and ideological pressures.

Building identity: the Nation and the Faith

Pakistan was established as a result of the partition of the Indian
subcontinent into two States, one predominantly Hindu, the other
Islamic. The present State of Pakistan carries in its formation the
history of its colonial past. The partition was achieved only at the
cost of massive transmigrations, as members of the two major faiths
relocated. The task falls, at least in part, upon the schools to create
a national identity based upon the primacy of the Islamic faith. The
National Education Policy 1998–2010 makes this explicit: “Pakistan is
an ideological Muslim State” (p. 9). A clear line is drawn between
secular western and Marxist countries and their education systems
and that which is appropriate for Pakistan.

The secular western countries or the Marxist-oriented countries always
make sure that their ideology is fully reflected and integrated in the
educational system not only in the social sciences but also in other
disciplines. Secularism and materialism are the two most sacrosanct
principles of their educational approach. It is, however, important to
note that western secular education allows a few slots in their scheme
of studies that deal with moral or religious education. This, however,
does not change the basic secular character of their educational sys-
tems (Ministry of Education, 1998, p. 9).

In contrast, the claim is made that it is a constitutional requirement
that Pakistani educational policy be developed that ensures the preserv-
ation, practice and promotion of Islamic ideology and principles.
with this in mind, the policy is expounded that

Curricula and textbooks of all the subjects shall be revised so as to
exclude and expunge any material repugnant to Islamic values, and
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include sufficient material on ur"àn and Islamic teachings, informa-
tion, history, heroes, moral values etc. relevant to the subject and level
of education concerned (p. 13).

Despite its original inception as a secular state (Talbani, 1996),
Pakistani education has been infused with the belief that the “sys-
tem should be inspired by Islamic ideology” ( Jalil, 1998, p. 36), a
view stated explicitly in the 1998 policy: “Pakistan is an ideological
Muslim State” and “Pakistan is not a secular country” (Ministry of
Education, 1998, p. 9). A question which is begged in such pro-
nouncements is the one concerning the nature of Islamic thought
implied: As with other great religions, Islam is rent with sectarian
divisions as well as great diversity with respect to the levels of ortho-
doxy practised by its adherents. The conflict between the compet-
ing pressures can be seen in the fundamentalist view of science (and
mathematics): “science is seen as an ideological tool in which Western
civilization extends its hegemony over Muslim societies” (Talbani,
1996). Further, “modern science is guided by no moral values but
naked materialism and arrogance (Engineer, 1986, quoted in Talbani,
1996). This rejection of what is seen as two key characteristics—
political and moral—lie at the heart of Pakistan’s dilemma. This
paper explores a combination of long held cultural beliefs, govern-
mental decisions concerning Islamization, and their effects upon the
structure of courses, texts and in particular external examinations
drive mathematics teachers to a mode of teaching reliant on drill,
repetition and a close knowledge of the text as authority.

Under successive governments since the partition of India in 1949,
and, in most strongly, those of the Zia regime (1977–1988) and later,
there has been a conscious effort to insert “Islamic thinking” into
modern Pakistani schooling. Within this context, the state of Pakistan’s
formal school system and the resources available within it make any
response to the changing technological realities of communication,
trade and commerce doubly problematic.

It is within this context of a deep suspicion of the values under-
lying the Western scientific program that governmental recognition
of the human capital gains of a well educated population is situated.
Globally, trade agreements and trading blocs are emerging which,
in all countries, bring the relation of the State to the commercial
and economic activities within its borders into question. Such dynam-
ics spill over into the educational domain in a number of ways: ques-
tions concerning the desired attributes and skills of student products
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of schools arise; the economic planning policies and their implica-
tions for skills needs become important as nations move to position
themselves to survive in the evolving world economic reality. It is
in respect to this latter concern that the human capital value of an
educated population is set beside the responsibility of the State in
an Islamic nation to bring knowledge to its people. What should be
the nature of this knowledge? To what degree is the knowledge
required to meet the economic world commensurate or antithetical
to the religious and moral?

The dilemma is captured succinctly by the second 1997–1999
Sharif government’s 1998 National Education Policy, in the section deal-
ing with Higher Education.

Education, particularly higher education, cannot be divorced from
its milieu and social context. Religious, moral, historical and cultural
ethos permeate through the fabric of the education system of a coun-
try. The context of higher education in Pakistan, therefore, is to be
within the Islamic ideology which is the genesis of Pakistan and its
cultural and religious traditions.

Having established that position, the document continues “To real-
ize the vision of a developed nation, we need to enhance the level
of skills of its population and to produce highly educated and tech-
nically skilled manpower” (p. 75).

Therein lies a profound tension, given the deep suspicion of the
ideological nature of foreign (Western and Marxist) education and
the rejection by a proportion of Islamic thinkers of the moral dan-
gers inherent in Western approaches to science and mathematics dis-
cussed later in the chapter. Further, in a system starved of resources
(over 20,000 primary schools lacked even a building in 1998 accord-
ing to the government’s own policy document), the demand for the
use of information technology in education must be problematic. As
the 1998 National Education Policy notes:

Information technology is developing as a major industry in the world.
Several small countries have become major information technology
producers or sophisticated users. The potential of information tech-
nology as an industry in Pakistan has yet to be capitalized. The gov-
ernment of Pakistan has already shown deep interest in it. However,
for such an interest to bear fruit, there is a need for a platform for
both the public and private sectors to communicate with each other,
The most important question is, as to how best we can benefit from
this revolution for the development of our education and give access
to our teeming millions who cannot afford books. How best can we
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use it for the distance learning process? The country also needs highly
trained computer scientists and engineers who would carry out research
and development in this field and provide effective teaching and train-
ing support to academia and industry as well as the intellectual back-
ing for software industry to be able to compete at the international
level (Ministry of Education, 1998, pp. 88–89).

Schooling in Pakistan: Formal and Informal

There is a vast network of official schools, government run, which
provides formal schooling for the general population. Parallel to this
system is a system of religious schools, or madrasas, usually operated
in mosques and sponsored by a religious organization.

The formal school system

The DHS1 comparative study of education (Gardner, 1998) in the
developing world provides stark data for Pakistan. The rate of Western
schooling has shown progress (see Table 5.1). Whereas among those
18 years or older, 61% received less than one year of schooling and
35% four years or more, 55% of children under 15 were in school
in 1996.

Table 5.2 shows two stark contrasts: while considerable strides
were made in the period to 1996 in retention of students in school, it
was to the advantage of rural men and urban women. Rural women
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1 The Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS) is a 13-year project to assist 
government and private agencies in developing countries to conduct national sur-
veys on population and maternal and child health. It is primarily funded by the
U.S. Agency for International Development.

Table 5.1 Percentages of Individuals with Different Levels of Western Schooling
and Enrollment in Western Type Education (15 years or older)

Western Schooling Enrollment in Western Type Education

1 year 4 + years Median 6–14 years old 12–14 years old

(in years) Boys Girls All Boys Girls All

61 35 0.8 64.5 44.5 55 67 41 55
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born up to 1981 continued to be virtually excluded from a formal
education.

Among the children born since then, the situation is considerably
better, but one in which universal elementary education is an aspi-
ration rather than a reality (see Table 5.3). With 29 percent never
attending primary school and over half not reaching Grade VIII, a
drop in participation rates for 1996–97 to only 38 percent at the
secondary level and 11 percent at the higher secondary level Govern-
ment of Pakistan, 1998, p. 43) is not surprising.

In 1996–97, out of a total of 19.2 million primary school age (5–9
years) population, only 13.72 million were in school and 5.5 million
were left-out, who were never enrolled. This represented gross enrol-
ment rate (GER) of 71 percent (males 84.6 percent and females 57.5
percent) (Ministry of Education, 1998, p. 26). At the secondary level,
the participation rate stood at 32 percent in 1998, with 11 percent
at the higher secondary level.

As a guideline for the future, the projected goals from the 1998–2010
education policy (p. 26) state lofty increases in school facilities and
teachers. The existing benchmark (based on 1996/1997 statistics) has
145,000 new formal primary schools. The policy targets this to
increase to 190,000 by 2010.
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Table 5.3 Children Enrolled and Not Enrolled in Primary and Middle School.
Numbers and Percentages of Appropriate Age Cohorts Enrolled

In school Not in school

Boys Girls Total, percentage Total number 
and number (thousands)
(thousands)

Primary (Age 5–9), 84.6 57.5 71 (13,720) 5,500 
Grades 1–5, percent

Middle (Age 10–12), 56.0 35.0 46 (4,350) 5,150 
Grades 6–8, percent

Table 5.2 Educational Attainment (Median Years of Schooling) by Residence, Age
15 and Older

Age Urban women Urban men Rural women Rural men

35–49 0.5 8.3 0.5 0.8
15–24 5.3 8.5 0.7 5.3
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The madrasa schools

The madrasa schools have long been a part of the Pakistani educa-
tional landscape. However, the influx of millions of Afghani refugees
during the soviet occupation of that country accelerated the growth
of the movement. From a total of 235 madrasas in 1947, there were
2,862 by 1987, according to a government survey (Ministry of
Education, 1988), with about 100 new madrasas opening annually by
that time. These schools range from primary grade level to degree
granting institutions. The growth since is suggested by Nayyar (1998)
as having accelerated, but in the absence of more recent surveys this
is unconfirmed. Ideologically, they tend to be most strongly sup-
ported by the orthodox groups within the religious community. In
discussing the attractions of these alternative schools to the formal
governmental system Nayyar makes the following points: They gen-
erally provide free accommodation, free books and sometimes cloth-
ing; they lay an emphasis upon discipline; they resonate with a
religious sentiment of many in the population; and the formal sys-
tem is often seen as burdensome with a doubtful value in return.
The political and religious influence of the rise of the madrasas has
been profound in ways far beyond the provision of an education to
their students. In the wake of the Afghani war, “(s)upported by the
USA, Saudi Arabia and the Persian Gulf states, and aided logistic-
ally by the Pakistani military agencies, religious parties with madrasas
got their cadres trained and battle hardened” (Nayyar, p. 241). The
Taliban was very much a product of the madrasas.

The madrasa holds an ambiguous place in the official educational
fabric of the country. It has been variously tolerated, encouraged
and held in suspicion over the half century since independence. In
the 1998 Policy document, the role of the madrasas is recognized, in
that a policy provision is enunciated to the effect that steps be taken
“to bridge that gap between the formal education and Deeni Madaris
systems and to eradicate sectarianism, the curricula of Deeni Madaris
shall be upgraded and improved to enhance the prospects of employ-
ment” (p. 12). Further, the government of the day wished to move
to the integration of willing madrasa schools with the formal system,
along with curricular reform and financial support for the payment
of teachers’ salaries.
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Mosque schools

This effort was initiated by the government of Zia-ul-Haq who
received the support of 30,000 mosque leaders at the time to increase
the numbers and function of these religious schools. The meshing
to the traditional primary school curriculum was required in these
new variants of madrasas or mosque schools, which were to be imple-
mented along with ur"ànic teachings. The official policy called for
each school to have a teacher to be paid by the government who
would follow the primary curriculum for three years. This was com-
plemented by the ur"ànic teachings and lessons in Islamiyat by the
mosque leader, who was to be financially supported in a similar vein.
These schools received free textbooks and uniforms and were super-
vised by provincial officials. One of the motivations for this step was
to increase enrollment of students, in particular girls, at a very low
cost, especially in the rural areas. 

Mosque schools show a mixed record of success. Their greatest
achievement was to increase the enrollment of boys and especially girls
through low-cost co-educational schools managed by mosques. The
government correctly judged that parents would send their daugh-
ters to school with boys if those schools were supervised by religious
leaders. The greatest potential weakness of mosque schools is in the
quality of education they offer. Though no studies have been done
on the quality of mosque schools, government officials question the
teaching credentials of the religious leaders and the teachers work-
ing under them. The three year schools also raise doubts whether
graduates who receive no further education have learned to read,
write and work with numbers (Warrick & Riemers, 1995, pp. 126–127).

The Sharif government policy saw the mosque schools as an
effective way of addressing the low literacy rate, singling out these
schools as a major area for governmental support in addressing the
problem. The 1996/97 figure for the number of mosque schools was
37,000. This figure is expected to increase two-fold, namely 57,000
in the 1998–2010 policy (p. 26).

Higher education

By the late 1990s there was deep governmental concern about the
world standing of the country’s universities and the value abroad of
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their degrees. Again, the ideological imperative holds equal promi-
nence with the economic in the policy.

The objectives of higher education are multi-dimensional and may
be termed as personal, social, economic and cultural. In the context
of Pakistan, it has ideological meanings attached to its purposes as
well. Pakistan, as an ideological State, cannot ignore its ideological
moorings, national unity, individual and economic development and
the needs of modern society for building a competitive nation whose
individuals are scientifically trained persons and make their contri-
bution to the socio-economic development of the country (Ministry
of Education, 1998, p. 75).

In the next paragraph, “The context of higher education is Pakistan,
therefore, is to be within the Islamic ideology which is the genesis
of Pakistan and its cultural and religious traditions.” Having estab-
lished that position, the document continues “. . . To realize the vision
of a developed nation, we need to enhance the level of skills of its
population and to produce highly educated and technically skilled
manpower” (p. 75).

Therein lies a profound tension, given the deep suspicion of the
ideological nature of foreign (Western and Marxist) education and
the rejection by a proportion of Islamic thinkers of the moral dan-
gers inherent in Western approaches to science and mathematics.

Textbooks and curriculum as ideological discourse

Talbani (1996) documents the politicized nature of the Islamization
of the Pakistani curriculum, in particular drawing attention to the
use of Social Studies to rewrite aspects of history. In his chapter, he
provides a valuable discussion of the way in which Islamic content
enters the curriculum, in the identification of the use of Islam as the
legitimating frame for forms of knowledge, and the invocation of
Islam as justification of the state. The tensions between the secular
and sectarian have a long tradition in Islam, as in other religions.
Initially, two forms of knowledge were recognized as coexistent in
Islamic schools: the secular and the sectarian. The merging of the
two under the legitimating framework of the sectarian, or religious,
started in the twelfth century, and is related to the historical estab-
lishment of the madrasa schools. In this shift is embedded the inter-
pretative frame of those holding political power.
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There has been a significant power shift in Pakistan since inde-
pendence, from secular visions to a religious state. As Talbani makes
clear, even the image of Jinnah, the founder of the country, has
been transformed from a westernized intellectual striving for a sec-
ular home for Muslims, to a devout Islamist. The links with the
power structures need to be understood in the long term; the madrasa
schools provide an insight into this. Nayyar (1998) provides a use-
ful account, from their eleventh century foundation to their role in
present day Pakistan.

That the Pakistani education is still inspired by the Islamic ideol-
ogy case is evident, at least from the policy point of view in the
Matriculation Federal Board’s 1994 Education examination paper,
in which Question 2 asks “What is the concept of education from
Islamic point of view? Explain in the light of Muslim thinkers.”

Traditions of rote and the nature of knowledge

Embedded in the traditions of the faith is the reverence of the power
to recall and recite the ur"àn, in particular to be able to identify
and recite accurately the appropriate sections for a particular ques-
tion. The extent to which this view of what it means to learn and
to know prevails can be gleaned from the same Education exami-
nation paper, in which Question 1, in part, asks the candidate whether
it is correct that “Learning is confirmed by recapitulation.”

Hoodbhoy (1991) writes in relation to Pakistani schooling, “. . . to
a significant degree, the rote nature of contemporary education can
be traced to attitudes inherited from traditional education, wherein
knowledge is something to be acquired rather than discovered, and
in which the attitude of the mind is passive and receptive rather
than creative and inquisitive. The social conditioning of an author-
itarian traditional environment means, as an inescapable consequence,
that all knowledge comes to be viewed as unchangeable and all books
tend to be memorized or venerated to some degree. The concept
of secular knowledge as a problem-solving tool which evolves over
time is alien to traditional thought” (Hoodbhoy, 1991, p. 39).

If there is in fact “traditional thought” as a process, interwoven
with religious belief, then it is not surprising that it reaches far beyond
the teaching of religion. The 1964 thesis by Zaki draws a negative
correlation between attitudes to science and to religion among sci-
ence teachers (cited in Hoodbhoy, 1991, p. 39).
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The conflict between “traditional” Islamic thinking and that of the
Greco-European tradition can be traced as far back as the 11th cen-
tury Islamic theologian Al-Ghazzali, who recorded some of the most
cogent criticisms of the nature of scientific and mathematical think-
ing. It is essential to understand that the concern with mathemati-
cal and scientific knowledge is not one particularly of content, but
rather one of the way of thinking. Hoodbhoy (1991, p. 123) sum-
marizes the differences between what he calls Traditional Education
and Modern Education:

Traditional Education Modern Education

Other-worldly orientation Modern orientation

Aims at socialization into Islam Aims at the development of individuality

Curricula unchanged since Curricula respond to changes in subject 
medieval times

Knowledge is revealed and 
unchangeable

Knowledge is acquired because Knowledge is obtained through 
of a divine command empirical and deductive processes

Knowledge is needed as a 
problem-solving tool

Questioning of precepts and Questioning of precepts and 
assumptions not welcomed assumptions welcomed

Teaching style basically Teaching style involves student 
authoritarian participation

Memorization is crucial Internalization of key concepts is crucial

Mind-set of student is Mind-set of pupils is anti-positivistic
passive-receptive

Education is largely Education can be very specialized
undifferentiated

Official policy in Pakistan is to encourage the Islamisation of the
population. This means not only assuring instruction in the beliefs
of Islam-religious education—but also instilling the curriculum with
the ways of thinking and of dealing with problems which are taken
as part of the Islamic tradition. Thus the historical tension enters
the curriculum.
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A traditional view of schooling, then, can be seen as based around
the belief in the centrality of revelation, particularly as found through
authority, including the text. Knowledge is externally real to the
recipient and to be learnt with accuracy. In his discussion of what
he describes as “the crisis of legitimacy of science in Islamic schools”,
Talbani (1996) identifies the critical and innovative aspects of sci-
ence as being incommensurable with traditional Islamic schooling.

[In Islamic society] originality, innovation, and change were never
upheld as intrinsic values. The ideal of Islamic culture was not mechan-
ical evolutionary progress but the permanent immutable transcenden-
tal divinely revealed moral, theological, spiritual values of the ur"àn
and Sunna (pp. 77–78).

In contrast, a modern (that is, in this context, Western) view is based
on ontological, epistemological and psychological assumptions that
are based on diametrically opposing assumptions. Nayyar’s (1998)
work dealing with the history of madrasa education provides a use-
ful summary of the evolution of this traditional education, tracing it
to eleventh century Baghdad. The pressure to Islamise the school
system has been accompanied by the growth of the madrasa schools,
which, although diverse in their nature, are generally characterised
by a fundamentalist curriculum which purposefully eschews character-
istics of modern education. As Nayyar (1998) points out, these schools
have in recent years been receiving financial support through the
government’s zakàt fund. It is in these schools that we can see, albeit
in an extreme form, the elements of Islamic traditionalism which are
brought to bear on mathematics education in the system as a whole.

The true thought is the sectarian: secular thinking stands in oppo-
sition to it and is therefore to be treated with caution. Mathematical
thinking is of value only insofar as it can contribute to utilitarian
application.

What is mathematics education?

The lens through which we will focus is the mathematics curricu-
lum, with emphasis upon the content of Punjabi student texts and
the Punjab matriculation examination. We will now consider such
evidence of Hoodbhoy’s claims as they arise first in the textbooks
for year 1 to 8, and then in the level 9/10 text and its culminating
external examination.
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In the texts for the lower grades, attention is paid to the ways in
which explanatory text and problem exercises are used to reflect or
actively promote particular aspects of social, religious and political
imperatives in Pakistani society. In the case of the secondary school
material, the focus is on the nature of the mathematics in the stu-
dent texts and the relation of the content of the matriculation paper
to those books.

The mathematics textbooks for the State of Punjab are produced
in two language editions: one series in Urdu, the other in English.
In their organizational structures, there is an extremely high level of
correlation between the mathematical content of the two sets of
books, but there are also subtle differences. We will deal first with
the similarities, and then draw those contrasts which strike us as
important.

The student mathematics texts and mathematics examination papers
were reviewed page by page, and the content noted as to its math-
ematical topic/content, content of explanatory text, nature of math-
ematical tasks required of students, and content of examples. The
results of this review were classified by emergent themes. These
themes were then retested against the content of the material.

Elementary school mathematics: The elements of ideologies

One nation, two languages: The texts in both languages are explicit in
their proclamation of their mission to promote nationalism and Islam.
All books carry religious and patriotic symbolism on their covers:
The outside back cover carries the Pakistani National Anthem, in
Urdu, for both English and Urdu editions. The further injunction is
offered: “. . . the Board also takes care, through these books to incul-
cate in the students a love for the Islamic values and an awareness
to guard the ideological frontiers of your home land”.

Each book contains on the inside back the same green drawing
of trees. In the Urdu books the caption translates as “The caretaking
of trees is equivalent to free prayer to God.” In English, the corre-
sponding caption reads “Greenery is the evidence of Allah”. At the
high school level, the English text starts with a quote from the Quaid
(that is, Jinnah), “You must devote yourself wholeheartedly to your
studies, for that is your first obligation to yourselves, your parents
and to the state”. The Urdu text carries a markedly different quote
from Jinnah: “Your attention should only be toward the acquisition
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of education. It is only through this that you will attain glory in
making your country the biggest, the most powerful and the most
technologically advanced in the world”. It follows the Islamic quo-
tation, not provided in the English version: “In the name of Allah
the most merciful and beneficent”.

This use of stronger nationalistic language in the Urdu texts occurs
consistently from the beginning of primary school. The extent to
which the mathematics texts are used to form national identity as
Islamic can be seen in the ways in which religion is incorporated into
the materials. We identified three major strands, which we termed
Islam as identity, Islamic ethics, and Islamic law. These strands pro-
vide an insight into the official interpretations of religious life as it
is to be inculcated through the schools.

Islam as identity: The Urdu texts give explanations of the back-
ground of the mathematical content. For example, the Islamic and
Christian months are discussed in Grade 2 (p. 111) in Chapter 10.
The lunar months are referred to, and the solar year is called Eiswy
months, that is the months of the followers of Jesus; it has 12 months,
counting from the year the prophet Eisa ( Jesus) was born.

The accounts of the origins of algebra differ markedly in the two
language series. The English Grade 7 text refers to the Arabic origin
of the word, to Greece, Egypt and the mathematician Al-Khawarzmi.
More detailed information concerning the history of algebra is given
a year earlier in the Urdu Grade 6 book. Here the emphasis is
different, in that Al-Khawarzmi is described as being a Muslim math-
ematician, and “the crown for its invention is given to the Muslim
Mahomet ben Musa al Khawarzmi.”

Islamic Ethics: Percentages, zakàt and a lack of interest: That part of the
curriculum dealing with percentages provides excellent examples of
the ways in which a particular ethic can be infused into a subject
such as mathematics. It is to be seen here both as a filter for the
inclusion of some classes of problems and the exclusion of others:
In particular, the inclusion of discussion and problems relating to
the responsibilities of the rich to provide for the poor (zakàt) and the
exclusion of any reference to interest problems.

English: Section 5.8 of the English Grade 7 text (p. 56) begins:

Zakàt. Islam has laid down fundamental principles for all aspect of life.
In order to establish equity and fraternity in social and economic life,
the rich have been exhorted to look after the economic need of the
poor Muslim brothers. Accordingly in Islam, the rich are duty bound
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to deposit every year 2½% of their savings in a Fund meant for meet-
ing the needs of the poor. This amount is called “zakàt”. It is the reli-
gious duty of every Muslim who saves in a year 6 hectograms of silver
or 8.7 decagrams of gold or any amount equal to the value of these
metals to give 2½% of that amount as “zakàt”.

Examples follow. In the English edition, no mention is made of how
one should dispose of the zakàt obligation. In the Urdu book (p. 51ff.,
with the zakàt starting on S5.13, p. 75), the explanation differs, pro-
viding the Arabic root of “zakàt”: to be clean and pure (that is, from
the evil of too much wealth). This implies that the provision of mon-
etary help is incumbent on every Muslim with the means, to follow
after prayer and fasting. The help to poor Muslims is then discussed:
2.5 percent of the wealth (annual income) and this seen as the equiv-
alent of 6 hectograms of silver or 8.7 decagrams of gold, or any
amount equal to the value of these metals. The government’s 1980
zakàt Fund is mentioned. It is suggested that one give to this fund
for the government to distribute.

In Grade 8, the Urdu book deals with zakàt at the start of the
chapter on percentages; referring to the importance of reading the
ur"àn, and of prayer. The giving of zakàt for the cleansing of one’s
wealth, gives rise to truth and helps prevent the spoiling of money,
and gives the donor protection from the agents of bad luck. In
English the text starts without explanation—it only refers to the pre-
vious year.

There is a total absence in the textbooks of both languages of any
discussion of the calculation of interest. This can be ascribed to the
strictures under Islam regarding the taking of interest on loans. Thus,
in Grades 7 and 8, there are sections dealing with profit and loss
as percentages, but all such problems are based upon transactions
involving goods or services. No problems deal with the situation of
a bank making a percentage profit, although Pakistani banks employ
the term “profit” in defining the return to investors.

Islamic law: Proportions and Wills: Again we found the inclusion of
particular classes of problems which specifically provided instruction
and practice in one aspect of what can only be read as an official
interpretation of Islamic law. In Exercise 7.4 of the Urdu Grade 6
text, questions 5–10 deal with the distribution of estates through
wills. In every case, debts are paid first; of the balance, the widow
(if still living) is to receive one eighth of the estate, and sons and
daughters to gain shares in which the sons receive twice the value
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given to the daughters. In the English text, no mention of Islamic
Law is made in the introduction, or in the worked examples (although
they all conform to the law). The 10 English language problems
include other proportions in the distribution, although when the ratios
vary from the one eighth and 2:1 condition, the relation of the
beneficiaries to the deceased is vague. Question 4 has a father leav-
ing an inheritance to be divided in the ratio of 3:5:7, after paying
Rs. 1500 in the fund for the poor; questions 7 and 8 assume that
students know that sons should receive twice the inheritance that the
daughters obtain. The role of Islamic law is mentioned only in the last
(tenth) problem, in which students are supposed to know the appro-
priate ratio to apply.

Traditions of thought: The examination and the text

Embedded in the traditions of the faith is the reverence of the power
to recall and recite the ur"àn, in particular to be able to identify
and recite accurately the appropriate sections for a particular ques-
tion. The extent to which this view of what it means to learn and
to know prevails can be gleaned from the matriculation Education
examination paper, in which Question 1, in part, asks the candidate
whether it is correct that “Learning is confirmed by recapitulation.”
Similarly, every question on old matriculation examination papers
could be found, verbatim, in student texts, either as problems or as
worked examples.

Discussion

The conscious decision of a series of governments to use the school
system to help in the Islamisation process has clear effects on both
the content and the processes in the mathematics curriculum—and
hence the view of mathematics projected to students.

The effects of the Islamisation push is most obvious on the con-
tent of the grades 1 to 8 texts, in the references in explanatory text
and in problems, to Islamic law and traditions, some small mention
of Islamic mathematics, and in the absence of any content dealing
with interest gained from investment or loans. Interestingly, there is
a heavier intrusion of nationalistic and Islamic content and exhor-
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tatory language in the Urdu texts than in the English, and, insofar
as there are differences in difficulty between the two sets of texts,
the more challenging work is in the Urdu version.

At the grades 9/10 level, the history of mathematics is almost com-
pletely ignored, except for the “Islamic mathematician”, al-Khawarzmi
and a passing mention of two Islamic mathematicians who made
contributions to trigonometry. The rich mathematical tradition of
the subcontinent is entirely ignored. The naming of mathematical
theorems, etc. reflect the European traditions: Euclid, Pythagoras,
and so on are given with European pronunciations even in the Urdu
texts, and, at the secondary level, are reproduced in English.

The use of constant repetition, with its emphasis on the impor-
tance of the power of recall, reflects an Islamic tradition of recita-
tion and of viewing knowledge as external and to be revealed.
Hoodbhoy’s recollection of the teaching of chemistry comes to mind
in this context. Indeed, a study of the questions in the 1998 Matric-
ulation Federal Board examination in Mathematics and their direct
location within the student text reinforces this view. The memo-
rization of the ur"àn as a precedent to coming to an understand-
ing of its meaning is consistent with the approach that one should
come to understanding of mathematics only after one is able to quote
and reproduce its contents.

Evidence was found to support the view that both short term and
long duration influences were inextricably bound in the mathemat-
ics curriculum of both elementary and secondary schools in Pakistan.
As a case, the country is unique; there are, nevertheless, two gen-
eral issues which become evident. First, mathematics curriculum is
culturally and politically embedded. Secondly, long established world
views, with their concomitant assumptions about the nature of knowl-
edge, of learning and of the relation of the intellect to the tempo-
ral and the spiritual worlds render problematic assumptions about
the simple flow of educational reforms between countries.

Conclusions

The analysis points to the complex ways in which deeply ingrained
world views, combined with the policy decisions of successive gov-
ernments, have penetrated the mathematics curriculum. The influences
emerge not only in the nature of examples and content included
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and excluded; they also emerge in tacit understandings of the rela-
tion between knowledge and the learner. It is instructive to revisit
the differentiation made by Hoodbhoy between what he terms “tra-
ditional” and “modern” education.

The current mathematics curricular reforms in much of the Western
countries aim at the development of the individual student, with cur-
ricula which is developing in response to changes in the subject itself.
Further, they are predicated upon the use of empiricist activities in
combination with both inductive and deductive processes, at least
partly with the aim of encouraging the student to become an inde-
pendent solver of non-standard problems.

In contrast, we found considerable evidence that the Pakistani
mathematics curriculum takes a conservative approach to mathe-
matical content, and Islamic principles are incorporated into prob-
lems and explanatory text at the primary (elementary) level. The
didactic nature of the texts, in concert with the nature of the matric-
ulation examination point to an externalized view of knowledge,
revealed through the authority of the text. Memorization of pre-
scribed procedures encourage conformity at the expense of original-
ity in the dealing with standard problems.

The study of the mathematics curriculum provides strong support
for the claims made concerning the collapse of the traditional
differentiation of the secular and the sectarian forms of knowledge
in Pakistani education. Dominance of the revealed view of knowl-
edge has important consequences that emerge from the analysis. In
the context of the current international reforms in the teaching of
mathematics, it becomes virtually impossible for the Pakistani system
to take up the most defining aspects of the reforms as instituted in
the West in the face of the incommensurability of the epistemolog-
ical and ontological assumptions of such new mathematics curricula
and those of traditional Islamic educators. The use of Islam in the
elementary school mathematics, in particular, as the glue for rein-
forcing a national identity exacerbates the problem, as it becomes
not only one of addressing long held world views, but also the shorter
term political concerns of those involved in the struggle for the school
curriculum.

Further, the policy directions toward a particular form of Islamisation
of formal schooling (not least in the aim to bring about a degree of
convergence between formal and madrasa schooling) militate against
responding in an effective way to the other external pressures to
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bring the content and purposes of schooling to bear on meeting the
educational outcomes requisite to providing the workforce and exper-
tise needed to meet the human capital aspirations of the government.

As the 1998 Policy document puts it, “Islam emphatically requires
the quest for knowledge for all individuals and makes provision of
education an obligation for the State” (Ministry of Education, 1998,
p. ix). In this context, the aim is “(t)o achieve excellence in different
fields of higher education by introducing new disciplines/emerging
sciences in the universities, and transform selected disciplines into
centres of advanced studies, research and extension” (p. 8). The fun-
damental questions are: What knowledge, and for what end?
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CHAPTER SIX

MODERNIZATION OF EDUCATION AND UR"ÀNIC
ADAPTATION IN MOROCCO

Helen N. Boyle

Introduction

This chapter focuses on providing the reader with information on
contemporary schooling in Morocco, especially the varying roles of
ur"ànic and public schooling. With the modernization of Morrocan
society, ur"ànic schools have had to change their initial functions.
However, with the most recent reform—which is highly influenced
by the educational world models described in chapter 1—Morroco
has, paradoxically, something to learn from the way ur"ànic edu-
cation is organized.

In order to discuss contemporary Moroccan education, it is nec-
essary to look briefly at Morocco’s educational history, as the pre-
colonial and colonial periods were characterized by differing models
of education, both of which persist to this day.

Pre-Colonial History

Morocco was conquered and settled by the Arab armies which swept
across North Africa en route to Spain, during the heyday of Arab
expansion in the 7th century AD. The armies brought Islam to the
indigenous Berber peoples, and Islam remains the religion of Morocco
and the whole Maghreb (North African) region. By the end of the
seventh century, most Berber tribes had converted to Islam. In the
early eighth century, using Morocco as a foothold, Arab armies began
their incursions into Europe.

A succession of Arab/Berber dynasties rose and fell across North
Africa. By the 13th century, still under the Almohad dynasty, North
Africa split into what are today Tunisia, Algeria and Morocco.
Morocco fought off threats from Portugal, Spain and the Ottoman
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Empire under different dynasties. Under the Saadians, Morocco expe-
rienced an influx of Muslims from southern Spain when the Christian
monarchs reconquered southern Spain and expelled (or killed) non-
Christians. By the mid-seventeenth century, Alaouites established
themselves as the ruling family of Morocco and they remain so to
this day (Gordon, 1998). The Alaouites are of Arab origin and claim
ancestry from the Prophet Mu˙ammad through his grandson, a very
key factor in legitimizing the present ruling family’s claim to power.

Islamic Education

As Islam came to North Africa, so Islamic educational institutions
followed. Islamic “primary” schools are often referred to as ur"ànic
schools, or kuttàbs, because the goal of the schools is to teach chil-
dren to memorize and recite the ur"àn according to an accepted
recitational style. The schools are modeled on the educational prac-
tices of the Prophet Mu˙ammad and his companions and their cen-
tral and defining feature is their focus on memorization of the ur"àn.
At higher levels, Islamic madrasas and universities teach lessons on
Islamic jurisprudence, philosophy and other subjects.

The underlying philosophy of Islamic education is that knowledge
comes from the development of the whole person, the physical, intel-
lectual, moral and spiritual dimensions of the person. That these
aspects cannot be separated is attested to in the ur"àn, which refers
to aspects of the soul—the essence of a human being—as ruh (spirit),
˚alb (heart), nafs (self ) and 'a˙l (intellect). In Islam, formal education
is concerned with developing the essence of the human—i.e. the soul
(Bin Omar, 1993). This is in contrast to more recent European and
American traditions where the intellect is often emphasized as the
primary focus of formal education. Thus, education—the quest for
knowledge—for Muslims necessarily includes religious study; spiritual
knowledge is as important as scientific, empirical knowledge and
indeed compliments it.

In Islamic education memorization is generally considered the first
step in understanding (not a substitute for it) as it ensures that sacred
knowledge is passed on in proper form so that it can be understood
later. Wagner quotes the philosopher Al-Ghazali who pointed out
five centuries ago that memorization of the ur"àn, as a first step
to learning did not necessarily preclude comprehension later on:
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[The] creed ought to be taught to a boy in the earliest childhood, so
that he may hold it absolutely in memory. Thereafter, the meaning
of it will keep gradually unfolding itself to him, point by point, as he
grows older. So, first, is the committing to memory; then understanding;
then belief and certainty and acceptance (Wagner, 1983b, p. 185).

Thus, memorization was the first step in a life-long enterprise of
seeking understanding and thus knowledge. It did not seek to replace
understanding with dogmatism, but to plant the seeds that would
lead to understanding. The same idea is echoed by historiographer
Ibn ‡aldùn, cited as part of a project report on kuttàb innovations:

Ibn ‡aldùn suggests that this system took advantage of children’s
submissiveness in order to teach them what they would only be able
to understand later: ‘Only children are capable of learning a text that
they don’t understand now and will understand later,’ he wrote (Bou-
zoubaa, 1998, p. 3).

The idea that memorization did not preclude understanding but was
a precursor to it is an important distinction since much of the crit-
icism that is leveled at traditional Islamic education centers on the
emphasis it places on memorization.

Moroccan Islamic Education

Islamic education in Moroccan education was organized around a
system of kuttàbs, madrasas and mosque-universities. Kuttàbs existed in
both rural and urban areas and often constituted the only formal
education a child would be exposed to in pre-colonial Morocco.
Mosque-universities and to a large extent madrasas were generally
only located in cities and usually only children who had distinguished
themselves in the kuttàb or whose parents were wealthy went on to
study at a madrasa.

Because of their focus on rote memorization of the ur"àn, not
to mention their use of corporal punishment, traditional Islamic edu-
cation was often described as backward, uninspiring to the student
and unproductive socially. MacDonald in 1911 said of Islamic educa-
tion: “It trains the memory and the power of reasoning—always in
formal methods—and then gives to neither any adequate materials on
which to work (MacDonald, 1911, pp. 288–89).” Sixty one years later,
not much had changed; Zerdoumi characterized ur"ànic education
as “. . . a purely mechanical, monotonous form of study in which
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nothing is likely to arouse his [the child’s] interest. The school thus
tends to curb his intellectual and moral activity at the precise moment
when it should be developing rapidly (Zerdoumi, 1970, p. 196).”

However, a general description of the structure of learning in
Islamic higher education in Morocco portrays it as very open and
well rounded, emphasizing choice, autonomy, access and personal
development:

. . . its internal structure nevertheless showed an originality which made,
for example the Quarawiyin university comparable to an American
college. This originality could be seen: (a) in the material organization
of education since the place of learning was open both to the student
(in the restricted and classical sense of the term) and also to the ordi-
nary citizen who wished to deepen his knowledge of theology without
being hindered by strict and paralyzing administrative procedures; (b)
in its independence from the administrative and political authorities;
(c) in educational terms, for real importance was attached to the peri-
ods of training being imposed, emphasis was placed on the freedom
of choice of the student and on continuing individual efforts to acquire
knowledge; and (d) in that the notions of backwardness, wastage, fail-
ures, and maladjustment to school, so important in an educational 
network subject to the modern demands of production were not con-
siderations in this system of education (Lahjomri, 1985, p. 3417).

These same features characterized the kuttàbs and madrasas. Students
studied and progressed at their own pace in mastering material.
There was no set school year and no formal tests. In their empha-
sis on students learning at their own pace, absent notions of uni-
formity and failure, Islamic institutions had put into practice centuries
ago many educational ideals that we embrace today as positive, holis-
tic and student centered.

In addition, ur"ànic schools tended to be loosely organized from
an administrative point of view, usually supported and run by com-
munity members and, in the larger cities, by wealthy patrons. In
this sense, they were genuinely community institutions, responsive to
community needs and values without being highly centralized or
overly bureaucratic (Wagner, 1983b).

In terms of actual classroom activity, students, especially kuttàb stu-
dents, copied ur"ànic verses onto wooden “law˙” which were flat
wooden slates with a whitewash applied to them that allowed them
to act almost like chalkboards. Students wrote on them with pens
dipped in a black inky mixture. When they memorized the verse
they had written out, they cleaned the law˙ and began writing and
memorizing another verse (Abu-Talib, 1987). Teachers coached stu-
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dents individually or in small groups, listening to them recite and
correcting their mistakes both oral and written. After memorizing
the ur"àn, students who stayed in school moved to other subjects
and other texts. Methods also evolved to include more explanation.

Teachers of the ur"àn were given great respect in Morocco and
there is a proverb that says when fathers brought their sons to the
fa˚ìh (traditional teacher) to learn the ur"àn, they would tell him
“if you kill him I will bury him” meaning that the fa˚ìh had free
reign with the child. This also points to the great prestige associated
with learning the ur"àn. It was considered so important and sacred
that learning it was worth almost any punishment. Another folk say-
ing goes “any part of the body struck while memorizing the ur"àn
will not burn in hell (Wagner, 1983b, p. 184)”. Traditional ur"ànic
schools did rely heavily on corporal punishment to discipline stu-
dents and to “correct” mistakes and to “motivate” students to learn
better. When students were struck, it was usually on the palms, the
back, or the soles of the feet.

The Colonial Period

By the early 20th century, the European colonial age had begun in
earnest and there was much competition for colonial territory in
Africa. Morocco was taken over as a French protectorate in 1912,
in a deal that left Britain to pursue its claims to Egypt while grant-
ing Morocco to France. Within this arrangement, Spain obtained
the right to occupy the North of Morocco. The period of the pro-
tectorate lasted until 1956. The French built roads in Morocco, built
the port of Casablanca, introduced European-styled schools into
Morocco and built a series of new city sections (practically new cities
in and of themselves) next to the old walled medinas (cities) of Fes,
Marrakech, Meknes and Rabat.

Nationalist feeling grew stronger after World War two and the
ruling sultan, Mu˙ammad V was sympathetic to the nationalist aspi-
rations. Eventually, in the eyes of the French, the sultan became too
sympathetic to the nationalist cause and the French banished him
to Madagascar. This only increased his popularity and calls for an
end to colonization. In late 1955, two years after he had been exiled,
under great pressure, the French returned Mu˙ammad V to Morocco.
By 1956 the protectorate formally ended and Mu˙ammad V was
declared king (Munson, 1993).
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Colonial Education and Its Aftermath

During the colonial period, from 1912 to 1956, the French intro-
duced an alternative model of schooling into the Moroccan context.
This new system was introduced primarily to educate personnel to
serve in the French colonial administration. However, it had lasting
repercussions, beyond the simple supply of labor to sustain the French
administration.

Since French principles of colonization involved strong tendencies
toward assimilating natives into French culture (Watson, 1982), the
institutions implanted in the colonies were replicas of French insti-
tutions in France. In Morocco, not surprisingly, French (not Arabic)
was the language of instruction. Moreover, the underlying assump-
tions that permeated the colonial education in Morocco were based
on French educational values and ideas, which had little in common
with the Islamic assumptions and values of the original system.

In particular the French school system was based chiefly on the
encyclopaedist principles of rationalism, universality and utility. The prin-
cipal of rationality demanded that school subjects have an ordered
rational structure, be rigorous and scientific, as opposed to spiritual
or intuitive. This entailed a real focus on intellectual development,
rather than on the development of the soul, the focus of Islamic
education. The principle of universality demanded that students
acquire a broad base of knowledge from all areas, without early spe-
cialization or concentrations. In Islamic educational tradition, the
opposite was true: students concentrated on the ur"àn in their early
years, broadening the scope of their education only as they got older
and progressed to higher levels. In addition, implementing the prin-
ciples of rationality and universality required a tightly controlled,
centralized curriculum to ensure standardization. All schools, there-
fore had to have identical structures and requirements so that stu-
dents could acquire knowledge in the same order, at the same pace
nationwide. Promotion was based on a system of national examina-
tions, which were also completely standardized to ensure uniformity
and fairness (Holmes and McLean, 1989). This is very different from
the traditional Islamic method of having students progress at their
own pace, based on mastery of material as opposed to test results.
Finally, the principal of utility demanded that rational knowledge be
applied for the improvement of society. This was very much in line
with Islamic educational thinking, where the goals of schooling and
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community life were typically closely linked. However, the applica-
tion of this principle, which justified many forms of vocational edu-
cation, was never viewed as highly as the more theoretical focus of
study by the French themselves.

In the days immediately following colonialism, the system left
behind by the French was deepened and expanded and, eventually,
Arabized, especially in terms of the language of instruction. The sys-
tem remained highly centralized, with a rigidly controlled examina-
tion system and a uniform, nationwide curriculum.

During this period of independence, public school education did
lead to jobs and to greater economic prosperity. The new govern-
ment employed almost all university and high school graduates, many
of them as teachers in the new Moroccan educational system. Thus,
modern education was seen as an avenue not just to private pros-
perity but an avenue toward national development. Hence, demand
for public education grew.

Morocco Today: The Current Context

In the beginning of the new millenium, Morocco has a population
of just over 30 million people (World Factbook, 2001). The Moroccan
economy runs largely on agriculture and mineral exports, particu-
larly phosphates. Fifty percent of the employed labor force works in
the agricultural sector, 35 percent in the services sector and 15 per-
cent in industry (World Factbook, 2001). Remittances from Moroccans
abroad (1.7 million people) add foreign exchange to the economy,
as does the growing tourism industry (Gordon et al., 1998).

While Morocco has many natural resources, a fairly stable polit-
ical system and is experiencing more political openness than in the
past, it still faces certain problems. These include: high unemploy-
ment (around 23 percent), a low adult literacy rate (43.7 percent of
adults over 15 are literate) and an extremely low female literacy rate
(31 percent) (World Factbook, 2001). In addition, Morocco is still
trying to assert its claim over the Western Sahara and in the recent
past has had to be vigilant against the spillover of violent funda-
mentalism from Algeria.

Indeed, many other countries in the Middle East and North Africa,
for example Algeria and Egypt, have become either more xenophobic,
fearing outside influences, or have experienced much more social
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violence. Combs-Schilling attributes Morocco’s stability and lack of
xenophobia to its ability to maintain what she calls its “selfhood”:

Xenophobia is not much prevalent in Morocco, although it is alive
and well in other North African and Middle Eastern countries, espe-
cially in those that indiscriminately adopted Western models at the
expense of their own selfhood during the 1960s and 1970s (AH 1380s
and 1390s). The leadership of these countries experienced widescale
popular disenchantment when the First World models did not bring
First World economic and political power, as the case of Iran, Egypt,
and Tunisia demonstrate (Combs-Schilling, 1989, pp. 293–4).

That is to say that a strong sense of Moroccan identity and culture
has tended to stabilize the political climate, differentiating Morocco
from other countries in the region. This is not to say that fears of
Western hegemony do not exist among the Moroccan population.
They certainly do. However, the political climate of Morocco, which
reflects a level of cultural comfort and security (among other things),
is very different from that in other countries with similar economic
conditions.

The Monarchy and Government

King Mu˙ammad V died unexpectedly in 1961, leaving his son
Óasan II as ruler. Óasan did much to unify Morocco psychologi-
cally into one nation. He reigned until 1999 and he had a talent
for promoting traditionalism and modernization at the same time.
He encouraged ur"ànic schooling, for example, while expanding
public schooling. He co-opted Islamic fundamentalist movements by
declaring himself the first Islamicist in Morocco. His Classical Arabic
was impeccable and he could always find an appropriate passage
from the ur"àn to quote for any event or speech (El Ayadi, per-
sonal communication).1 In keeping with his ability to balance East
and West, his French was also flawless.

Óasan was very politically savvy. He survived two rather spec-
tacular assassination attempts and was believed by his people to pos-
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sess baraka or special blessings (Combs-Schilling, 1989). He had almost
unchecked powers, but in 1997, he established a bicameral parlia-
ment (a move for greater democratization). After his death in 1999,
his eldest son, Mu˙ammad VI became king at the age of 36. As
crown prince, Mu˙ammad VI was known for his concern for the
poor. As king, he has signaled more directly than his father his con-
cern with issues of social justice, democratization and poverty alle-
viation. He has released all political prisoners, including the leader
of a fundamentalist group called Justice and Charity. However, he
has maintained most of the power of his father while using it in a
less heavy-handed and authoritarian manner.

Islam and Politics

Islamic fundamentalist parties have had some growth in Morocco
(particularly the once-banned Justice and Charity party) but funda-
mentalists have never been able to discredit the monarch, as “leader
of the faithful” in the minds of Moroccan citizens.

Given Morocco’s nearly 100 percent Muslim population (there
remains an extremely small minority Jewish population of less than
1percent), religious divisiveness is not an issue. However, competing
views of Islam certainly exist within Morocco as exemplified by the
existence of Sufi brotherhoods on the one hand and the very right-
leaning Justice and Charity party on the other, to name but a few
examples. Thus, while politically active, Moroccan fundamentalists
tend to operate within the broad contours of “the system” as it exists.
This is to say, they tend to be neither violent nor radical and are not
generally “at war” with the government (Entelis, 1997; Munson, 1993).

Contemporary Schooling: Options for Parents

While the educational landscape in Morocco has evolved and changed
over the course of the 20th century, the popularity of ur"ànic
schools has not declined, despite the introduction of “modern” public
schooling in the middle of the century. Indeed, in Morocco approx-
imately 80 of all children still attend some form of ur"ànic school
for a portion of their school years (Wagner, 1989, 1998).
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This fact notwithstanding, the growth of the public education sec-
tor had a profound impact on Morocco’s system of traditional Islamic
schools. ur"ànic schools (much more so than public schools) have
had to adapt themselves to a new educational environment. In so
doing, they have carved out a niche for themselves through which
they have maintained their role as a social and educational force in
Moroccan life.

Traditional ur"ànic schools still exist in Morocco as fulltime edu-
cational institutions for children. However, their numbers have declined
dramatically in the last half of the 20th century and they are gen-
erally found only the rural areas. In order to survive, many ur"ànic
schools have transformed themselves into preschools, serving children
from ages 3–6, before the children start school. Likewise, some
ur"ànic schools have managed to get by as supplemental schools,
offering ur"ànic lessons on the weekend, in the evenings after pub-
lic school and over school holidays, especially summer vacation. In
general, schools that have followed this latter model of adaptation
tend to adhere more closely to the traditional ur"ànic methods than
those that have become pre-schools. However, both models are dis-
tinguished by their still heavy focus on ur"ànic memorization. Public
schools are the main source of schooling in Morocco. There are pri-
vate schools as well which offer the full complement of academic
subjects and there are religious schools (public and private) which
offer academic subjects with a heavier focus on religious subjects.
There are also traditional ur"ànic schools of the type which have
existed for centuries in Morocco. These are less commonly found
and less frequently serve as the sole source of education for children.

In general, for all of these types of schooling, except the tradi-
tional ur"ànic school, basic education in Morocco is a nine-year
program, including the primary and the preparatory cycles. The pri-
mary cycle is six years and the preparatory cycle is three years. The
secondary cycle is three years after preparatory school. Upon com-
pletion of the secondary cycle, students can take the baccalaureate.
If they pass they are eligible to go to university. Most children do
not get this far. There are opportunities for children who have
received a traditional ur"ànic education to integrate into the public
system, to go to an Islamic secondary school or even to university,
although this is not a frequent occurrence.

Public education in Morocco is free, but there are substantial
expenses associated with sending a child to school. The main costs

132  . 

DAUN_F8_122-139  3/1/04  3:02 PM  Page 132



are books and supplies as well as a smock. In rural areas, these costs
are often prohibitive. Coupled with the demand for children’s labor
in the home, on the farm or in a shop or cottage industry, the cost
of education can act (and does) as a barrier to access. Thus, while
education is compulsory, not all children attend, even if they are
enrolled. University education is free as well and students receive a
living stipend. This diminishes each year that a student fails.

The education children receive within the public school system
(and even in the private system, although this system is more flexible)
is very academic and very theoretical at all levels. The system is still
quite oriented toward rote learning. Memorization is still widely prac-
ticed as a study mechanism and is often encouraged at the expense
of really understanding concepts and being able to apply knowledge.
It is important to note that Islam is taught as a subject in the pub-
lic schools and students do memorize some ur"ànic verses, espe-
cially in the early years. However, the focus is not as intense as in
traditional ur"ànic schools. Islamic public secondary schools with a
stronger orientation toward Islamic studies do exist for students who
wish to pursue this track.

The Relationship Between ur"ànic and Public Schools Today

Complementarity of Purpose

Morocco has managed to integrate two very different educational
traditions into a system of education that is both traditional and
modern. In encouraging the use of its traditional system of ur"ànic
schools in a “new” way (as preschools and supplemental schools),
the country has been able to maintain a link with the basics of a
hallowed Moroccan tradition and foster a sense of educational con-
tinuity with the past. By channeling this tradition into a means of
support to the public education sector in general, the two systems
become linked in a shared mission to promote education, school suc-
cess and literacy, as well as religious practice and ur"ànic knowl-
edge. The co-existence and complementarity of these two disparate
educational traditions suggests that the two strands of the system
play different roles in the overall formation of Moroccan children,
such that neither one is rendered redundant by the other.
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Differing Roles

The role of the public education system is fairly straightforward.
Despite growing unemployment, parents still believe that their chil-
dren stand a greater chance of upward social mobility and economic
success if they have a public school diploma and preferably a uni-
versity degree. Public schools clearly and explicitly teach children to
read and write, to do math and to speak foreign languages, all skills
that parents see as indispensable in today’s world.

The role of the ur"ànic school is less straightforward to describe
in that its value to parents and communities is not limited to strictly
religious instruction (Boyle, 2000). ur"ànic schools have been able
to survive and adapt to the current and overwhelming demand for
public schooling because they are valued for things that public schools
do not do or are not perceived to do well.

First and foremost, they facilitate memorization of the ur"àn at
an early age, when children are most able to memorize and retain.
The memorized ur"ànic verses act as a point of reference, a com-
pass, as children grow older, understand more of what they have
memorized and make decisions about the direction of their lives.
Parents and community members want their children to follow the
path of Islam and to be good citizens in their immediate commu-
nities and also in their national and global communities. The com-
pass acquired in the ur"ànic school helps the growing child to
navigate along the paths of tradition and modernity, to find direc-
tion and orientation and to make decisions about which way to go,
which path to chose (Ibid.).

In addition, ur"ànic schools provide discipline for children, keep-
ing them from the idleness of the street and explicitly teaching them
culturally valued forms of behavior, including how to be polite, how
to greet elders, how to pray, how to wash for prayers and other
aspects of traditional knowledge and behavior. Parents in Morocco
really want to see their children internalize and exhibit these tradi-
tional behaviors, even as they want them to go to public schools
and learn math and science and French (Ibid.).

At the national level, ur"ànic schools embody the continuation
of a valued traditional institution—the Moroccan ur"ànic school—
and thus represent a link with times past, with cultural roots, and
with Moroccan identity. ur"ànic schools are one source of forming
a Moroccan Islamic identity in children, something critical to the
political culture in Morocco at the national level, where the monar-
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chy draws it legitimacy from its ancestry from the Prophet Mu˙ammad.
Because they offer a tangible link to the past and render a service,
especially to lower income parents, they are a source—one among
many, to be sure—of political stability (Ibid.).

Likewise, ur"ànic schools offer students the opportunity to par-
ticipate in a very Moroccan rite of passage, one that their parents and
grandparents probably experienced. As ur"ànic memorization was
particularly emphasized in Moroccan precolonial educational tradi-
tions, this exercise in memorizing the ur"àn in the contemporary
ur"ànic school still allows students to partake of this way of learn-
ing. Maintaining tradition is an important aspect of social life in
Morocco. This is especially true given the proximity of Morocco to
Europe and the often overwhelming exposure to Western values, cus-
toms and cultures that comes with this proximity (Ibid.).

Lastly, ur"ànic pre-schools are seen by parents and even by the
Moroccan government as preparing children for public schooling.
ur"ànic schools teach children to sit in rows, recite in unison, recite
individually, socialize with other children, respect the teacher, and
learn to count and recognize numbers and learn to recognize and
write letters and sometimes even words (Wagner, 1989). In short,
ur"ànic schools initiate children into the culture, behavior and
expectations of formal schooling, possibly making them more ready
to learn and succeed in school.

Similarity of mission between modern and traditional schools
extends beyond the behavioral to the content areas as well:

As it happens, many indigenous schools provide, as a by-product of
religious training, language, cognitive, and social skills very similar to
those which are taught in the contemporary secular school system
(Wagner, 1989, p. 7).

For this reason ur"ànic schools are often cited as sources of literacy
in Arabic. Traditionally, the idea of literacy in the ur"ànic school
context included the ability to recite the ur"àn, although not nec-
essarily the ability to decode words and sentences. However, even
using the “modern” conception of literacy as encompassing the ability
to read and write, ur"ànic schools do provide literacy education:

. . . ur"ànic school includes a number of common features for liter-
acy instruction: oral memorization of the ur"àn; emphasis on correct
(that is, accurate and aesthetic) oral recitation; training in the Arabic
script; and strict authoritarian instruction (Wagner, 1983a, p. 81).
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Wagner also raises some questions as to whether rote learning—a
common feature of ur"ànic schools—is as detrimental as previously
thought. He cites evidence from work he has done with the Morocco
Literacy Project which suggests that prior memorization is a help to
reading acquisition in Arabic. He also cites work by Chomsky which
suggests that being able to orally recite passages before having to
decode them helped children who normally had trouble with read-
ing fluency (Wagner, 1983b, p. 187).

Blurring methodologies

The rise of public schooling has had a profound effect on the ped-
agogy in traditional ur"ànic schools. Of late, ur"ànic schools have
begun to mimic the teaching methods used in public schools. Moroccan
public schools are changing but they still tend to cling to the idea
of the teacher as the giver of knowledge, a figure of authority not
to be too overtly challenged. Methods tend to be lecture, “chalk and
talk” as opposed to really interactive or student centered. ur"ànic
schools have tended to imitate these methods more and more, hav-
ing children sit in rows, sometimes at desks and chairs, use black-
boards, pencils and paper, and listen to the teacher lecture. Many
of the traditional methods of instruction found in ur"ànic schools
of old have been jettisoned in favor of these more “modern” methods
(Boyle, 2000). The chart below compares the pedagogical strategies
of traditional ur"ànic schools with those of public schools.

That ur"ànic schools are increasingly turning to the public school
model of teaching for inspiration is very unfortunate as, in their hey-
day (corporal punishment notwithstanding), traditional ur"ànic schools
provided a very individualized education, tailored to the child’s needs
and abilities. Instructional strategies such as peer tutoring and group
work, individual writing work with the law˙ and one-on-one instruc-
tion with the fa˚ìh provided the student with a variety of learning
“channels” and suited a wider variety of learning styles than do the
contemporary kuttàbs and public schools, both of which use a much
more teacher-centered instructional model.

Indeed, many of the pedagogical techniques found in traditional
ur"ànic schools could be described as student-centered and coop-
erative. Group work, peer tutoring, independent work, mastery learn-
ing are all things that have gained prominence and approval in
current educational discourse, as educators learn more and more
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Table 5.1 Traditional ur"ànic Pedagogy and Modern Public School
Pedagogy in Morocco

Traditional ur"ànic Pedagogy Modern Public School Pedagogy

Students use of whitewashed Teachers use a blackboard and 
wooden slate called a law˙ on students use pencils and 
which to write. notebooks.

Students are seated on the floor Students are seated at desks, in 
around the fa˚ìh. The fa˚ìh rows, facing the teacher or the 
himself sits on the floor. blackboard.

Still accepts corporal punishment Does not use corporal punishment.
as a disciplining technique, 
although less so than it was in
the past.

Serves students of varying ages in Groups students in classes by age  
group classes—not age and level.
segregated classes.

Utilizes a good deal of one-on-one Utilizes whole group instruction as
coaching as an instructional primary technique. 
technique.

Allows students a great deal of Does not generally allow children
independent work time to write independent work time or time 
and memorize verses before to work with each other. 
presenting them to the fa˚ìh.

Utilizes peer tutoring among Does not generally utilize peer
students, with older children tutoring or group work. 
helping out and quizzing the 
younger ones, as an 
instructional technique.

Fosters a sort of master/apprentice Does not foster a master/apprentice 
relationship between the fa˚ìh and relationship between teacher and
the student over time (this is for student. Relation is generally more 
the students that generally stay on impersonal but a bit less  
to memorize the whole ur"àn). authoritative.

Allows students to progress by Sets a more defined pace for  
material mastered, moving on students’ work and achievement
to a new verse or text once and relies on formal tests for 
they have memorized the one assessment. There is a great deal 
before. of “failing out” and there is little

acceptance of varied rates of
achievement.
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about how children learn and what sorts of techniques and envi-
ronments foster learning. In this sense, ur"ànic schools in Morocco
have valuable lessons to offer to public schooling, both in Morocco
and elsewhere, but these lessons have been ignored and continue to
be ignored, even by the ur"ànic schools themselves.

Conclusion

In conclusion, public and ur"ànic schools coexist in Morocco. Each
type of school plays an important role in educating children to par-
ticipate in the modern economy, to promote the development of
their country and to maintain their sense of national and religious
identity. It is worth noting that Morocco is one of the few countries
in the Arab world whose traditional Islamic schools have flourished
without interruption up until the present time. Even under colonial
rule, Morocco did not suffer the loss of many of its traditions and
traditional institutions as did other countries, notably its neighbor
Algeria. The continuity of traditional institutions like the ur"ànic
school has proven to be a stabilizing force in Morocco, providing a
sense of “balance”, even as social, political and economic changes
have happened consistently and rapidly in the last half century. In
short, far from simply helping people to adhere to Moroccan tradi-
tions or imparting religious knowledge, ur"ànic school education
helps children, parents and the community in general to mediate
between traditional Moroccan Islamic values and practices and the
desire for “modern” education and knowledge that they believe will
lead to greater social and economic development.

While public and ur"ànic schools do co-exist, ur"ànic schools
have by and large been the institutions which have changed and
adapted in order to maintain their relevancy to local communities.
Under a new reform initiative, started in 1999, public schools, and
the infrastructure supporting them, are gradually beginning to change
and reform, with the goal of improving educational quality and link-
ing it more directly to the needs of the Moroccan economy.

While ur"ànic schools have borrowed liberally from public school
methodologies, public schools have not generally looked to ur"ànic
schools for inspiration in their moves to reform. However, Morocco’s
new reform initiative, with its focus on quality improvement and
decentralization might find real inspiration in the examples provided
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by traditional Islamic institutions, with their focus on student cen-
tered and cooperative instructional techniques and close community
involvement in school administration and support.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

ISLAMIC REVIVAL AND EDUCATION IN SOMALIA

Mohamed-Rashid Sheikh Óasan and Salada M. Robleh

Introduction

The aim of this chapter is to examine Islamic revival and education
in Somalia. The concept of Islamic revival is used here in a way
defined by Legum (1992), Islamic revival is a struggle against Western
hegemony; the post-colonial Arab and other Muslim leaders, and
the growth of secularism in the Middle East and other countries. It
favors modernizing political systems but without weakening a deep
commitment to Islamic ideas and teachings. According to Ahmed
Akhbar (1992) the revivalist movements demand assertiveness of
Islamic knowledge and the Islamic way of life, and challenges the
universal global view based on Western knowledge. Similarly Halliday
(1995) argues that Islamic revivalism is a response to what is con-
ceived as hostility to Islamic threat to the West. Racism in some
European countries, above all France, has taken on a more explic-
itly anti-Muslim character. In the United States anti-Islamic ethic is
significant in political discourse. Halliday (1995) rejects the predic-
tion that there will be a direct confrontation between Islam and the
West as Samuel Huntington predicted in his book “The clash of civ-
ilizations”. In Halliday’s view there has never been a united Islamic
force, which advocates one particular Islamic revival. However, those
who advocate Islamic revival have a common agenda: restoration of
the Islamic system of government, education and culture.

The form of struggle of the revivalist movements differ from coun-
try to country and it also vary in different periods. For instance,
Islamic revival in post-colonial Africa manifests contradictory causes.
It often arises from economic difficulties, especially at a time of
famine and drought as Susan MacDonald’s (in Mazrui, 1993) in her
account of Senegal and the Sahel asserts.

Now, Islam is consolidating its position as people turn to the strict
Muslim moral code to give them a sense of direction . . . Persistent
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drought and the spreading desert have caused poverty, misery and
hardship. This diversity has created a favorable terrain for increased
religious fervor (p. 261).

In the Horn of Africa and Sahel, Islamic revivalism came up as a
result of drought and hardship, while revivalism in Libya was partly
the product of obtaining new wealth and economic prosperity. A
similar case can be related to Iran, where revivalism was linked to
convergence of oil wealth and threat of Western hegemony (Mazrui,
1997).

Two issues relating to Islam have been manifested in the Horn
and North Africa and also in the sub-Saharan African countries since
they gained their independence: Islamic expansion and Islamic revival-
ism. The former involves the spread of Islam and conversion of the
non-Moslems, “in search of new worlds to conquer”, while revivalism is
“rebirth of faith” among those who are already converted. Countries
such as Sudan and Saudi Arabia have revived Islamic legal systems
and other features of the Islamic way of life, aspects of which go
back fourteen centuries. Islamic movements in countries like Algeria,
Egypt, and Afghanistan are also seeking revivalist goals. A similar
sacred nostalgia is evident in other religions, such as the born-again
Christian sects in the United States and Africa (Mazrui, 1997). Islamic
revival has developed in rather different ways in different Islamic
countries. Somalia and Senegal have shown similar features. As
explained by Loimeier (2000):

. . . Their radicalness and role as movements expressing opposition to
existing political and social structures in religious terms is directly con-
nected with the degree to which they have been integrated into the
political structures of their society (p. 168).

Background of Somalia

Somalia is situated in the Horn of Africa, and in 1999 United Nations
estimated the population about 9.7 million.1 More than half of the
population is distinguished as nomads and semi-nomads (55 percent)
that live in semi-desert area and their livelihood depend on pastorals.
About 25 percent live in the fertile areas between two rivers, Jubba

1 http:/www.unfpa.org/swp/1999/swep_search.html.
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and Shabelli, and the rest live in the urban areas (Metz, 1993). Somali
society is one big ethnic group or tribe, which is divided into various
clans. Despite variations in kin relationships, they have same culture,
language (despite dialect variations) and religion. 99 percent of the
Somalis are Sunnì Muslims (Touval, 1963). The clan2 is very impor-
tant because it is a kind of a welfare system for the society, and
source of security. People from different classes or different levels of
the economy are bound together by customs of kinship and Islam
(Drysdale, 1991). Somalis possess an exceptional and extraordinary
culture of oral and instant poetry. Furthermore, Islam is very impor-
tant in the Somali society and this is reflected in the constitution
that declares Islam as the religion of the newborn state, Somali
Republic in 1st July 1960.3 Article 35 of the constitution, which deals
the education, states that it is compulsory to teach the ur"àn in
primary and secondary state schools (Contini, 1969). Somali nation
state experienced different political turbulence. Civilian governments,
military dictatorship, civil war and anarchy, and lastly was followed
by the breakdown of the Somali Republic into three parts: Somalia
(south and central), Somaliland (northwest) and Puntland (northeast).

Islam is believed to have reached the Somalia Coast in 615 AD.
The arrival of Islam in northeastern Africa was accompanied by the
spread of Arab culture, trade and communications (Mazrui, 1993;
Erlich, 1994). The stimulating and unifying effects of the Arab-Islamic
influence was greater on the Somalis than on any other northeast
African people, and Islam became an integral part of Somali culture
(Mazrui, 1993). According to Laitin & Samatar (1987), Islam is deeply
and extensively reinforced as a faith and also as one of the vital
wellspring of Somali culture. Their universal feeling of a common
Islamic cultural community reinforces Somali awareness of a shared
national identity. Furthermore, Cassanelli (1982) asserts:

What gives Somalis this strong senses of common identity, despite more
than eighty years of political partition, is their long-time occupation of
nearly four hundred thousand square miles of contiguous territory; a
common language (albeit with regional dialect differences) a shared

2 There are six main clans: Digil and Mirifle (Rahanweyn), Hawiye, Darood,
Isaq and Dir, and other minorities.

3 First July 1960 was also when the two Somali territories, British Somaliland
and Italian Somaliland gained independence and officially unified and became Somali
Republic.
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Islamic heritage; a wide belief that all Somalis are ultimately descended
from a small number of common ancestors; and a way of life that is
overwhelmingly pastoral (p. 3).

Of all the factors Cassanelli mentioned as contributing to a com-
mon Somali identity, the Islamic identity outweighs all other expla-
nations; Islam has become the most important reference for sanction,
identification, and the classification of what is permissible (halàl ), and
what is forbidden (haràm) and for the basis of the moral order of
society.

In Somalia, Islam is incorporated within the existing non-Islamic
African culture and value systems. The Somali culture still reflects
the mixture of the two, and this is largely expressed in poetry, songs
and dances. In addition, Islam refers primarily to the spiritual side
of life. In some parts in the country the traces of pre-Islamic tradi-
tion are clearly visible. In the north Somalia, the common pre-Islamic
ritual culture is the annual celebrations of the clan ancestors, which
is an expression of solidarity. While in the southern Somalia, the
collective rainmaking ritual “roobdoon” is practiced (Laitin & Samatar,
1987).

Before the imposition of the colonial rules and the independent
period, Somali people steered and organized their political and social
life through kinship association together with Islamic Law (˚ànùn) or
·ari'a Law, and these are the two components of the Somali Moral
Order (see Figure 1). The distinctive qualities of the culture were
established on kin divisions based on patrilineally traced blood rela-
tionship. This “propinquity ordered identity” grouped the Somali
people into kin families and again into subkin units, and these are
divided again into smaller units, ending at the household (Samatar,
1994).

The Somali kinship has two main elements; the first one is that
people are related through blood ties, which is either through com-
mon male lineage ‘tol ’, or through marriage relationship ‘hidid ’. The
second one is the customary law ‘heer’, which consists of a set of
unwritten but memorised rules and regulations. Other components
of the Moral Order are the Islamic culture with ur"àn and ˙adìº
and the Islamic law ‘˚ànùn’ as the main component. The combina-
tion of the customary law ‘heer’ and the Islamic law ‘˚ànùn’ furnished
the “stateless Somalis” a lawful political centre of gravity. The two
laws were also efficiently managing and regulating all kinds of
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difficulties and predicaments both private and public and offering
order and continuity (Ibid.).

The application of the customary law takes place in community
leaders’ meetings known as Shir where important matters of the com-
munity are discussed and resolutions are made. It is extremely impor-
tant for the functioning and the survival of the society, and it largely
incorporates Islamic law ˚ànùn and its concomitant values. The heer
and Islamic laws are interdependent entities. For instance, it is very
important that the council members of the heer committee must be
people who are known to follow the basic tenets of Islam, and they
must be trustworthy (Hassan, 1993).

After independence in 1960, the customary law was replaced by
a parliamentary constitution with specific political and civil rights.
But still the three models survived and continued, and these are the
kinship, Islam and the secular law. The first and second laws are
strongly employed in the rural areas, both by the nomads and agrar-
ians (Hassan, 1993).
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Figure 1 Somali Moral Order

Source: Adapted from Samatar, 1994.

Moral Commonwealth/Umma

Kinship
(traditional ideology)

Islam
(Submission to god’s will)

Blood Ties Heer
(customary law)

Unwritten traditional 
law

Hadith
(The sayings of 

Prophet Mohamed)

Tol
(patrilineal 
descent)

Hidid
(marital/in-law 

affinities)

Qanoon
(Sharia law)

Written Islamic law

ur"àn
(The word of God 
revealed to Prophet
Mohamed by means 
of the Angel Gabriel)

DAUN_F9_140-163  3/1/04  3:06 PM  Page 145



Islamic Revival in Somalia

Islamic revival in Somalia has gone through two different episodes:
(1) The first Islamic revival was due to the reaction to the intrusion
of colonialism at the later end of 19th century, and (2) The second
Islamic revival was after independence, but it became stronger after
the collapse of the nation-state.

Islamic Revival in the Colonial Era

The driving force behind the ideas and actions of this revival were
the mystical Islamic movements, “Sufi orders” or Sufi brotherhood.
There are several interpretations, what Sufism is. Sufism is a kind
of mysticism mainly concerned with the mystery of the Kingdom of
Heaven or the transcendental world. The Sufi may claim to have
two centers of consciousness; ‘one human’, and ‘one divine’ and he
may reflect both at the same time and thus appear contradictory to
the ordinary mind (Hassan, 1999). As Cruise O’Brien (1971) described
the word Sufi as:

It is probably derived from the Sufi (wool) and the term was appar-
ently first applied (in the ninth century) to certain Muslim ascetics who
dressed in rough woollen clothes and who gave up their lives to ascetic
practices, Later (in the tenth century) it acquired a theosophical con-
notation, and was applied to those who sought through the perfor-
mance of various ritual exercises to attain state of fusion with God.
Still later (in the twelfth century) it became associated with the broth-
erhoods, which were neither particularly ascetic nor necessarily devoted
to ritual exercises of this latter kind (p. 25).

This Islamic revival was not only limited to Somalia, but it was a
widespread phenomenon in the Muslim world, as well as in Africa
(Samatar, 1992). The response of all Muslim brotherhoods to the
anti-imperialism was not identical. Martin (1976) states, three different
groups of brotherhoods on the basis of their reaction towards the
colonialism:

The rebels and ‘resisters’ whose call was struggle; The ‘moderates’ who
occasionally created rebellions but, mostly, went about their pedagog-
ical works in mysticism; and The conservatives who were untroubled
and untouched by the upheavals around them, and who practiced
Islam largely divorced from its social environment or openly collabo-
rated with the new rulers (in Samatar, 1988: 25).
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The reaction towards Western hegemony differed from one Muslim
country to another. For instance in the case of the ‘Ottomans’ in
Turkey, there was a complete breakdown of the traditional system
and the contingent rise of a secular state on the ‘European model’,
but from the 1950s increasing Islamic influence in education and
politics (Trimingham, 1971; Martin, 1976 in Samatar, 1992).

The revivalist spirit in Islam started in Somalia in the 1890s. There
were two types of Sufi4 orders or paths (tariqa, turuq, pl.): the àdirìyya
and Salihiya brotherhoods. The àdirìyya was more traditionalists and
more mystically oriented, while the Salihiya, an off-shot of the already
established older tariiqa Ahmediya in the country was more radical
and puritanical. The àdirìyya Tariqa was established by the saint
Sheikh Abdulqadir Jeilani (died AD 1166) in Baghdad, Iraq. While
the Ahmediya trace to the mystic teacher, Sheikh Ahmed Idris Al-
Fasi (1760–1837) in Mecca, Saudi Arabia (Samatar, 1992; Abdi,
1993; Lewis, 1998).

The Salihiya brotherhood led by the poet and mystic, Sayed
Mu˙ammad Abdalla Óasan was the most important revivalist Islamic
movement. Sayed Mu˙ammad’s movement was called the “Dervish”,
and they fought with the British colonial rule from 1900 to 1920.
His objectives were not only to liberate the country from the colo-
nial rule but also to restore the Islamic system of government with
Islamic education as its foundation (Samatar, 1992).

The Sayed remains a controversial figure among the Somalis.
Some people regard him as a national figure and the founder of
modern Somali nationalism. On the other hand others see him sim-
ply as the ambitious chieftain of a leader of a militant Muslim sect
Salihiya bent on wresting power by force, a man who destroyed
Somalis’ chances for modernization and development (Abdi, 1993).

The Uwaysiya, an offshoot of the àdirìyya order was the most
significant Sufi order in the southern part of Somalia, and it was
founded by Sheikh Uways Bin Mu˙ammad from Barava, Somalia.
The significant feature of this order was the creation of settlements
or Jamaoyin. These settlements were mostly formed in the farming
areas between the two rivers, and they had double purposes: one
was the establishment of the ‘religion-communal’ groups that cultivate

4 Sufism is Islamic mysticism (Lings, 1995).
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together under the direction of a Sheikh. The second endeavor was
basically the teaching of the ur"àn (Samatar, 1988; Hassan, 1999).
Although Sheikh Uways and his disciples were fighting with the
Italian colonialists and against its Christian model of education, they
never reached the level of mass involvement seen in the Sayed’s
movements in the central and northern part of the territory (Ibid.).

The Sufi brotherhoods in Somalia did not breed to Sufi institu-
tions with hierarchical powers and prestige like in Senegal, as described
by Cruise O’Brien (see the Mourides of Senegal, 1971). They were
less hierarchical in power structure and ideologically more flexible.
They largely depended on the voluntary donations of the rural com-
munities, and there was always a charismatic Sufi master who headed
the group. The Sufi movements in Somalia and Senegal were sim-
ilar. For instance, the role played by the Mourides in the Wolof
states in Senegal in opposition to French colonialism, can be anal-
ogous to Sayed Mu˙ammad’s Dervish movement against the British
colonialism (Hassan, 1999).

Apart from the charismatic qualities that a Sufi master must have,
two other important qualities are also associated with all Sufism,
Karama or Baraka, (Godly secret powers) and Sainthood Wali. Somali
Sufi sheikhs such as Sheikh Uwes, Sheikh Abdirahman Zeyl"i, were
believed to have all these qualities.

O’Brien and Coulon (1988) commented on the relevance of charisma
in the Islamic mysticism, and he wrote that “Sufism or Islamic mys-
ticism is required for production of this Muslim charisma: one might
indeed see Sufism as providing and Islamic handbook to production
of charisma” (p. 4).

The most celebrated Sufi activities in Somalia are the Siyaro, and
the dikri. The Siyaro, is a yearly mass celebration around a particu-
lar Shrine of a Sheikh, or a Sufi, as a tribute to his contributions
to Islamic learning and spiritual teachings. Sometimes it lasts a few
days, sometimes weeks. All the time the people are in a religious
exited mood. The dikri is the ritual songs and dances and it is per-
formed during the festivities.

There are other activities associated with Sufi practices, such as
retreat or qilwa, or qilawa. It describes a situation where the Sufi
stays away from people for a period of time, including his close fam-
ily and lives in isolation. In this period the Sufi person reads the
ur"àn and religious poetry and contemplates continuous memoriza-
tion and utterances of wardi with help of Tusbax (counting the beads).
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Contemporary Islamic Organizations

At present there are several Islamic organizations in Somalia but the
two main ones are Islamic Brotherhood “Al-Ikhwaan Al Muslimiin”
and Islamic Unity “Al-Itixaad”. The Islamic brotherhood has existed
in the country since 1965 and focused on education. One of their
first activities was the opening of an Islamic library at the center of
Mogadishu, to advance Arabic and Islamic knowledge. They have
their roots in Egypt where the founder of the organization lived
(Hassan, 1999; Mazrui, 1993). During the civilian rule, Islamic orga-
nizations and the secular government were seen as interdependent.
The state did not intervene in the religious sphere, and the Islamists
were mostly avoiding challenging the hegemony of the state. Meanwhile
the Islamic Unity is more recent and derived its Islamic orientation
and ideological tenets from the “Wahabiya” in Saudi Arabia, where
its founder was one of the twin builders of the Kingdom of Saudi
Arabia (Ahmed, 1988).

The military government that came to power in 1969 adopted
the socialist ideology. The leader of the military council, Siad Barre
made a speech in which he reiterated the regime’s conception of the
relations between socialism and Islam:

If both Islam and Socialism advocate justice, equality and improve-
ment of people’s lives, who can tell me where they differ? Where do
they contradict one another? What harm is there in having the faith
of Islam, and the same time applying socialism as an economic and
political system through which our country can make progress? I would
say there is none (Barre, 1979).

This statement made Islamic scholars in the country angry and they
equally stated that Islam and socialism with Marxist atheist ideo-
logy are incompatible. In 1975 ten Sheikhs were executed and this
incident further stirred the consciousness of the nation, and gave rise
to unprecedented Islamic revival. Some religious leaders who were
till then silent came to the open, to challenge the legitimacy of the
Marxist military regime. This challenge was often expressed in speeches
in the mosques during Friday prayers. Hundreds of young people of
both sexes poured into the mosques to listen to the speeches made by
the imàms. The contents and the presentations of these speeches had
political overtones, with new emphases on the tenets of the ·ari'a
(Hassan, 1993). In the aftermath of collapse of Siad Barre’s regime
and the civil war broke in the country, all the religious organizations
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became united. These organizations did not relate to any political
group, their only aim has been to initiate Islamic education and also
to create an Islamic court in the country.

Learning Systems

Indigenous education as an early Socialization

The essence of indigenous education in Somalia is combined with
Islamic education. Between the pastoralist and agrarian societies in
Somalia, there are some slight diversities in the modes of transmit-
ting indigenous education, but the common factor for all Somalis is
the provision of Islamic tradition through ur"ànic education. Describ-
ing the Somali culture, Trimingham (1964) asserts that the tradi-
tional education system in Somalia was essentially religious before it
succumbed to the colonial intrusion.

Orally based indigenous education has had deep roots in Somalia
for centuries. The indigenous education is both delivered and sus-
tained through the oral tradition, which includes both the history of
the community and moral and spiritual values and it is illustrated
in everyday life. Children are taught about their tradition by word
of mouth. Each generation in the process restrictively perpetuates
and continues its wisdom and that of proceeding generations for suc-
cessor. Apart from the ‘aesthetic’ quality and ‘epistemological ’ nature of
the oral literature, it safeguards the survival of the tradition in the
minds of the young (Mazrui and Wagaw, 1985; Ahmed, 1996).
Indigenous education takes place within the context of the extended
family, which simultaneously merges with the ur"ànic education.
The nature of this education tends to be immediately appropriate
to the people’s basic needs, which signifies vast flexibility and con-
formity to the environment.

Poetry is an important medium of expression in Somalia, and it
is the principal instrument of communication as well as an enor-
mous repository of knowledge. It is also an integral part of every-
day life (Mazrui and Wagaw, 1985). Furthermore, Mazrui (1986)
indicates that

No country in Africa is as deeply wedded to poetry and verse as
Somalia, and no society has evolved as elaborate a culture of verbal
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composition and eloquence, a ritual use of the Muse, as these nomads
have done (p. 70).

The process of initiation is also another prominent feature of tradi-
tional education. This process helps the adolescents to be trans-
formed, socially and spiritually, into adulthood. It differs remarkably
from one African society to another (Ibid.). As an initiation process,
the Somalis and some people from the Kikuyu tribe in Kenya, prac-
tice circumcision for boys and girls and its related ritual ceremonies
(Robleh, 1984; Ahlberg, 1991).

Elementary ur"ànic schools (Madrasa)

Somali parents believe the learning of 114 jus (verses) of the ur"àn
is a duty that every parent must provide for his/her child. This
process starts with the early socialization of the child. The ur"ànic
school (madrasa), known in Somali as Dugsi, and is the elementary
level of Islamic education which is referred to as “the slate system
of education”, is non-formal education.5 It is often organized by one
teacher, who most of the time uses his or her verandah to teach or
sometimes teaches in the local mosque. According to Mazrui and
Wagaw (1985) Muslim communities in Africa safeguarded the contin-
uation of Islamic education. In Sub-Saharan Africa, the establish-
ment of ur"ànic schools is not the responsibility of the government,
but it is often organized and financed by local communities. The
teacher is a learned and respected person in the community, and
he/she has full authority, and is active as a transmitter and con-
veyor of knowledge, while the pupil is passive.

According to Talbani (1996) the Islamic pedagogy emphasizes
authorization and commands, and education is often based on lis-
tening and memorization. The material used is the Holy ur"àn,
through which the children not only learn how to read and write,
but also how to memorize (Galadanci, 1993). The message of the
ur"àn has to be apprehended in the original Arabic in which it
was revealed, and it is important that the pupils master the ur"àn

5 Non-formal education is an educational activity that is organized outside the
formal system of education (Coombs and Ahmed, 1974).
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by heart and pick up the foundations of Arabic morphology, while
they are still young (Haneef, 1982; Habte & Wagaw, 1993). ur"ànic
education in Somalia has not only created people who can read the
ur"àn properly; it has also sustained and preserved the continuity
of Islamic tradition. The pupils are taught also the five pillars of
Islam and moral advice.

In the ur"ànic schools there are not rigidly codified rules, but
there are a few conventional ways of behavior, which guide the
pupils and teachers.

They are not structured according to age. Muslims learn the ur"àn at any
time in their life, and there is no time limit. ur"ànic schools do
not depend on specific administrative and institutional patterns for
their operation (Sifuna, 1990; Keynan, 1993).

They are not competitive. No entrance admission and examination are
required. The schools put less emphasis on certificates and diplomas
but alternatively, Islam uses the mechanism of the i¡àza.6 The stu-
dent that obtains the i¡àza has the authorization to teach the ur"àn
(Sifuna, 1990).

There are no fixed fees. There is a duty and obligations for every
Muslim teacher to pass on his/her learning, which according to
Islamic tradition is rewarded by Allah. The fees are paid either in
cash or in kind (Sifuna, 1990; Keynan, 1993).

Flexible attendance. The time when the classes begin varies from
place to place, and is organized by individual teachers (Sifuna, 1990;
Keynan, 1993).

Status of the teachers. Mallims are highly respected people by their
society, and are essential and fundamental since they transmit the
knowledge of the ur"àn. They are believed to be people of God
whose prayers are efficacious (Oseni, 1996).

Homogeneity. The curriculum of ur"ànic schools in Africa is rather
homogeneous, while the institutions, the structure and the localiza-
tion of the schools vary considerably. It is quite evident and prag-
matic that Muslim children are inculcated with the ur"àn and the
rudiments of their religion (Sifuna, 1990; Daun, 1992).

6 A scholarly genealogy which links the student with the line of scholars and
teachers to whom he is indebted for his knowledge.
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It will be inadequate to discuss ur"ànic education in Somalia with-
out mentioning Sheikh Yussuf Al-Kawneyn. He is one of the most
widely remembered saints in Somalia, and he was one of the prin-
cipal early teachers of Islam, and the inventor of a Somali notation
for the Arabic short vowels which helped to facilitate the teaching
of Arabic.7 In other words, he was the one who laid the foundation
for the system of learning the ur"àn in Somali language. This model
has provided for the Somali children whose language is not Arabic,
to grasp the basics of Islam in their own language. The interesting
point about Sheikh Yussuf ’s model is that this method and its con-
ceptions still dominate ur"ànic schools in all the Somali territories
(Lewis, 1998).

The model of Yussuf Al-Kawnayn is divided into two stages: in
the first stage the pupils learn the Arabic alphabet and the wording
in Somali notation, and this system has accelerated and made eas-
ier for the Somali children to understand the Arabic words. The
second stage is the writing and reading of the chapter of the ur"àn
from the end (sùra 114) to the beginning (sùra al-Fàtiha).

ur"ànic schools are sustained by and continue to operate and
expand due to the help of the community and parents, who want
their children to be educated in the ur"àn. One of the reasons for
the endurance and continuation of ur"ànic education is that it 
was the only education, which was available for many children both
in the agrarian and in the nomadic communities. Another reason is
that it is an education that exclusively depends on local materials.

Post-elementary schools (Heer Institutions)

The Heer institution comprises a mobile student/teacher unit, and
sometimes it includes one or more itinerant young students/teachers.
As soon as the pupils finish memorization of the 114 verses of the
ur"àn, some of them search more knowledge in the field of Islamic
education. They establish a journey to search for knowledge early

7 Alif which is surmounted, represents in Somali as alif la kordhabay; alif which is
undercut, represents as alif la hoos dhabay; and alif which is hollowed, represents as
alif la goden (See: Lewis, I. M. (1958) The Gadabuursi Somali script BSOAS, 1958, XXI.
P. 135).
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in their youth. The journey takes them to distant Heer centers of
learning, in, which recognized Sheikhs reside and teach. These young
itinerants have unique inspiration, motivation and encouragement to
take very long journeys, sometimes even across the borders of Somalia,
and they dedicate a great deal of time and energy in order to achieve
Islamic knowledge (Keynan, 1993).

The post-elementary education has a much broader curriculum,
comprising a variety of Islamic, theological and legal subjects. This
includes ‘tafsìr’ which is the interpretation of the ur"àn and the
study of literature, the ˙adìº (The saying of Prophet Mu˙ammad),
and the study of ‘figh’ (Islamic jurisprudence) and theology taw˙ìd.
All these subjects embrace and occupy the central position in Islamic
society and prescribe peoples’ status, duties and rights as well as their
prospects of eternal reward or punishment (Daun, 1992; Galadanci,
1993).

The students also learn Arabic literature, which includes ‘madith’,
praises addressed to the Prophet Mu˙ammad. There is also ‘sìra’ lit-
erature in prose and verse which contains stories about the life of
the Prophet. The goals and aspirations of post-elementary Islamic
education are to produce “experts” in Muslim Law, Islamic religion
and Arabic language. These experts are considered and regarded to
possess perfect knowledge in the domain in which they have special-
ized (Galadanci, 1993).

Arabic schools

Somalia has always had a very good relation with the Arab World
and this has consisted of cultural exchange and trade. This rela-
tionship was further enhanced after the arrival of Islam in Somalia.
Although Somalis ethnically are not Arabs, most of them identify
themselves more with the Arabs than with their fellow Africans
(Touval, 1963), “. . . a topic that remains disputed among many Somali”
(Helander, 1999). During the colonial era the Egyptian government
opened doors for many African countries including Somalia and it
provided scholarships for higher education, especially in the presti-
gious and ancient Islamic University, Al-Azha8 University in Cairo.

8 This university existed over thousand years. It is well known for the study of
Islamic religion and Law. It is still functioning.
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Under President Giamal Abdi Nasser, who was a popular leader in
Egypt began the center of three circles: ‘circles of Islam’, ‘circles of the
Arab world ’ and ‘circles of Africa’. In addition, he had strong pan-Arab,
pan-Islam and pan-African aspirations (Mazrui, 1993). Furthermore,
the Egyptian government increased its contributions to advance edu-
cation inside Somalia. They offered two types of formal education.
One which was devoted exclusively to Islamic education, and the
other was a more secularly oriented education (primary and sec-
ondary levels) (Mekki, 1990).

Western System of Education

Colonial Education Policies

In Somalia the Western education began with the colonial admin-
istration. The first instructors were mainly the Italians in the South
and the British in the North. According to Sifuna (1990) in Africa,
the colonials implemented two disparate administrative strategies in
the educational domain, and these were known as ‘adaptation’ and
‘assimilation’. In the case of Somalia, the Italian colonial administra-
tion employed ‘direct rule’ and the British employed ‘indirect rule’. British
colonial practice accentuated the concept of cultural adaptation. This
meant the adjustment of European institutions to local political and
social organizations and the creation of a group of educated Somalis,
who at the same time would be rooted in their own culture. The
Italian colonial strategy was characterized as assimilation and endeav-
ored at producing elite Black Italians. The utmost ambition of col-
onization in assimilationist terms was the political, social and cultural
integration of colonial peoples into the Italian nation (Contini, 1969;
Goldthorpe, 1985; Samatar, 1988).

Education after Independence

After independence, Somalia had two Western education systems,
one introduced by the British in the north, the other by the Italians
in the south (Contini, 1969). In the north, the British-based educa-
tion system consisted of seven years of primary education (3 years
of elementary, 4 years of intermediate) and 4 years of secondary
schooling, with two languages, Arabic and English used as the medium
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of instruction. In the south the Italian-based education consisted of
5–3–4 systems, with Arabic and Italian as the languages of instruc-
tion. In 1965, Somali government established same system of edu-
cation for the whole Republic, which consisted of the 4–4–4 system,
and adopted Arabic and English as the languages of instruction and
Italian remained as the language of instruction in the private schools
and in the university. The new system was completed in 1969
(Goldthorpe, 1985; Keynan, 1993).

The idea of having a written script for the Somali language had
been in the minds of the Somalis since the 13th century. But it was
only in 1972 that the government at the time (military government)
eventually decided that the Somali language9 would be written in
Latin script. Soon after the introduction of the Latin alphabet to the
Somali language, the civil servants and students were ordered to
master the language in six months, and then it was introduced in
the primary and secondary schools as the language of instruction
(Touval, 1963; Laitin, 1977; Goldthorpe, 1985; Samatar, 1988).

There was only one university in the whole country, Somali National
University and the language of instruction was Italian. It had affiliation
with the Italian universities that served both administration and aca-
demic consultation. There were other higher institutions like teacher
training colleges and administration and management for upgrading
the civil servants (Ibid.).

Education after the State Collapse

The collapse of Somali State implied massive human and material
destruction. State collapse is distinct from the overthrow of a gov-
ernment and its armed forces by a rebel group, when one govern-
ment is replaced by another government without any major break
of continuity of governance. In Somalia, the overthrow of the mili-
tary regime in 1991 was quickly followed by deadlocked civil war
at the state center, and by the disintegration of the state as well as
government institutions (Hill, 1998). The severe dislocation of both
the economic and cultural institutions accompanied the collapse of
the political order.

9 There were three scripts that has been proposed: Arabic, Osmaniya (named
after the inventor of the script) and Latin.
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Children remain among the chief victims of the continuing vio-
lence. Boys as young as 14 or 15 years of age participated in mili-
tia groups, and many of them joined the violent and homicidal gangs
known as “Moryan”. Even in areas with relative security, the lack of
resources has limited the opportunity for children to attend schools.
The damage done to a generation of children deprived of access to
formal education is impossible to assess at this point in time. During
these periods of crises, ur"ànic schools have operated throughout
the country, providing not only educational instruction but also moral,
spiritual and psychological support for the children and their fami-
lies stressed and traumatized by the civil war. With hardly any schools
functioning during the 1990s, emergencies (relief ) services were offered
as a solution.

The Role of International Agencies

In Somalia, non-governmental organizations played decisive roles of
governance, and provided some of the elementary functions of gov-
ernments, such as education and famine relief (Hirst & Thompson,
1996). During the first phase of the emergency the priority of the
international agencies was relief operation. The restoration began
during the relief phase when the main concern was food, health and
shelter, and education for emergencies was also urgently required.

Education in an emergency situation needed to address problems
of various kinds: children traumatized by war, women and youth in
distress, school infrastructure destroyed, absence of standardized cur-
riculum, lack of trained teachers, and overall underdevelopment. In
the emergency situation, principles and policies for education focused
on rapid re-establishment of basic education, training of teachers and
community participation and ownership sustainability (Devados et al.
1995).

During the relief operations, United Nations responded through
UNOSOM (United Nations Operation in Somalia) to structure the
complex emergencies that would operate in the country. To this end,
UNESCO PEER (Program for Education for Emergencies and Recon-
struction) was established in January 1993, and began its first oper-
ation in Mogadishu. The Education Development Center (EDC) was
set up and brought together a number of Somali educationalists, and
the program was expanded to the rest of the country. Another strategy
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developed by the UN agencies was to strengthen the Community
School Committees (CSCs), which have to bear the responsibility of
supporting schools until a ministry of education comes into existence
(Brennaars et al., 1996). In this emergency situation, no single UN
agency or non-governmental organization was capable alone of assum-
ing responsibility for the task of rehabilitation. Accordingly, an inter-
agency approach was required, as it was seen to be the most expedient
and logical response in the circumstances.

The Islamic Presence

In this bewildering situation of interclan conflicts, Somalis strongly
maintain their Islamic faith as the only hope, and Laitin & Samatar
(1987) put it succinctly that “while ethnicity divides the Somalis
through binary oppositions of lineage segmentation, Islam unifies the
Somalis under the umbrella of nontribal mystical associations” (p. 45).

The Somali proverb “Marki la yaabo yaasiinka” means “read the
ur"àn especially the ‘chapter Yasin’ at times of tragedy, despair or
bewilderment”. The proverb has a metaphorical meaning, which is
revivalism or “rebirth of faith”. For Somali individuals, Islam is seen
as a cohesive and exclusive self-contained system. When the Somali
State disintegrated in 1991, Islamic revivalists wanted to re-claim the
entire social space and hence intensified Islamic education in the
country. However, it is also important to bear in mind these Islamic
groups belonged to different schools of thought, and were supported
by various Islamic countries.

When the restoration commenced, International Islamic NGOs
gave tremendous assistance to ur"ànic schools, including rehabili-
tation of the schools and teacher remuneration. Table 7.1 shows the
Islamic organizations that granted assistance to the ur"ànic schools
and the number of schools, teachers and students involved.

Reformed Traditional Islamic Education

Again, after the disintegration of the Somali Central Government,
there came into existence a number of Islamic schools. These schools,
primary, junior and senior secondary can be found throughout

158 -  ˙   . 

DAUN_F9_140-163  3/1/04  3:06 PM  Page 158



Somalia, and they all display certain unique characteristics. There
is first of all a pervasive religious climate in these schools, defined
in terms of a strongly Islamic-orientated curriculum. Arabic is the
chief medium of instruction, with language courses being offered in
English and Arabic. Highly qualified and motivated teachers place
emphasis on Islamic education. Not surprisingly, these schools have
a high enrolment and graduation rate. Unlike traditional Islamic edu-
cation, madrasa, this reformed variety prudently recognizes Western
education elements such as the planning, administrative and teach-
ing techniques of which it adopts to chagrin of the traditional 'ulamà".
See Table 7.2.

The management of these Islamic schools is of special interest. A
number of them are directly linked to, and financed by, international
donors, the Al-Azhar University (Cairo), the Egyptian government, the
government of Sudan, the United Arab Emirates and Saudi Arabia.
Most Islamic schools charge tuition fees, ranging from 15,000 to
30,000 Somali shillings per month.10 In this way, teachers and admin-
istrators receive monthly salaries on a permanent basis. The combi-
nation of a sound financial and educational management with a
strong Islamic orientation is a recent phenomenon that deserves seri-
ous attention (Brennaars et al., 1996; UIEP, 1999).

10 http://www.africahome.com/currencyconvert.shtml.
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Table 7.1 Number of ur"ànic schools, teachers and students, aided by Islamic
NGOs and foundations

Islamic NGOs and Foundations Schools Teachers Students

Abu Dhabi Welfare Organization (AWO) 3 3 360
Africa Muslims Agency (AMA) 86 86 –
Munazamat Al Dawa Al Islamia (MDI) 5 5 890
Al Eslah Charity Society 33 33 15,478
Al Haramain Islamic Foundation (HIF) 115 115 13,712
International Islamic Relief Organization (IIRO) 172 172 51,600
Muslim Aid (MA) 5 5 –
Muwafaqa Charity Foundation 10 10 –

Source: NGO consortium, individual NGOs concerned (in Keynan, 1993).
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Table 7.2 School enrolment in Somalia by region: primary, junior and senior secondary
schools

Regions Total Male Percent of Female Percent of No. of
Enrolment Enrolment Male Enrolment Female Schools

Enrolment Enrolment

Benadir 15325 10037 65.5% 5288 34.5% 395
Hiran 2347 1678 71.5% 669 28.5% 47
Lower Juba 1555 978 62.9% 577 37.1% 21
Lower Shabelle 1639 1094 66.7% 545 33.2% 47
Middle Shabelle 349 231 66.2% 118 33.8% 6
North West 212 142 67.0% 70 33.0% 7
Bay 234 155 66.2% 79 33.8% 11
Galgaduud 480 345 72.0% 135 28.1% 14

Total 22141 14660 66.2% 7481 33.8% 548

Source: Adapted from United Islamic educational program in Somalia, Mogadishu. 1998–1999.11

This new system of Islamic education, on one hand, evolves from
the people’s way of life and, on the other hand, does not eliminate
Islamic education, which is essential for moral, spiritual and cultural
guidance, especially when it is reformed in the light of modern life.
This new system of Islamisation of knowledge is not something new
in the case of Somalia, for it has happened in many places in Africa,
for example Sudan and Nigeria (Raji, 1996). Whatever the case may
be, if human existence is transformed by forces identified to be mod-
ern thought or Western education, the only means of understand-
ing the new existence is through a deep understanding of the universal
and dynamic principles of Islam (Ibid.). The stronger role of Islamic
education should be understood also against the background of Islamic
revival.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

ISLAMIC, SECULAR OR BOTH—THE STRUGGLE OVER
EDUCATION IN WEST AFRICA

Holger Daun, Michiyo Kiwako Okuma-Nyström and 
Abdoulaye Sane

Introduction

In several countries in Sub-Saharan Africa, there is a struggle between
the secular state and Muslim interests over education. In some cases,
this struggle has resulted in conflict and competition between Western
primary schools and Islamic schools, while in other cases, compro-
mises have been achieved in that pupils in otherwise public schools
are taught some Islamic matters.

This chapter presents a general overview of the development of
Islam and its educational institutions in West Africa. More specifically,
educational developments in three countries—Senegal, Guinea-Bissau
and The Gambia—are described. These three countries had to a
large extent a common history until the colonial period. The same
ethnic groups inhabit and the same Islamic brotherhoods are in the
majority all three countries. They have, however, experienced three
different colonial powers: The Portuguese in Guinea-Bissau, the British
in the Gambia and the French in Senegal. The colonial history and
the differences in policies formulated and implemented by the inde-
pendent states have placed the Muslims in somewhat different edu-
cational situations. Now they have confronted and confront the same
influences of globalization: Structural Adjustment Programs (SAPs),
secularization and privatization as well as increasing Islamic influence
via mass media and personal contacts.

The State, the Economy and Islam

At independence, the formation of the state in Africa was condi-
tioned by what Mazrui (1986: 107) calls the triple influences of exist-
ing state formations: indigenous, Islamic and Western. However, a
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Muslim state has not been established anywhere in Sub-Saharan
Africa (if we do not consider the regions in Nigeria where ·ari'a
was introduced as legal system in the 1990s). The states are secular
and so are the public schools.

During the first decade of independence for the most countries in
Sub-Saharan Africa, the state was seen as the motor of development;
it intervened and made investments primarily in agriculture and
industry (Mengisteab, 1995). The state was expanded also as a way
for political leaders to maintain the loyalty of their supporters (Bratton
and de Walle, 1997). Farmers, who constitute the largest proportion
of the population in the region, have been adversely affected by
these state interventions and the economic changes. Those who
suffered most from state repression or neglect (youths marginalized
from production; women; peasants that had been exploited by the
state; and Muslims) reacted in ways termed “withdrawal”, “revenge”,
“guerrilla warfare”, “economy of affection” by different researchers
(Bayart, 1983; Bgoya and Hydén, 1987; Éla, 1990). From the 1970s
onwards, the informal sector has been increasingly important for pro-
duction and employment, due initially to the expansion of an ineffective
state and later on to the economic recession, structural adjustment
programs and liberalizations. In Hoerner’s (1995) view, “the infor-
mal” is not just a sector for production but also one of solidarity
ties and a culture for surviving the pressures from globalization forces
or internal factors such as natural disasters, rapid population growth
and war. Apart from the informal sector, the state is still the most
important employer, mostly requiring the Western type of education
among the employees.

During the colonial period, but also after independence, the three
states avoided religious matters in the education systems and a large
proportion of the Muslim population was trained exclusively in inde-
pendent Islamic educational institutions (Coulon, 1983; Nicolas, 1981).
Following the colonial states, the independent states were reluctant
to challenge the Muslim educational arrangements. The three states
have followed different development strategies, but all of them have
given priority to the Western type of education.

Due to local variations in their economies and cultures, pre-Islamic
learning and Islamic systems have been affected differently from one
country to another. Also, most of the former French colonies and
the most Islamized countries are situated in the Sahel area, which
means that they are comparatively poor. In countries where Islam
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is predominant (such as Mali, Mauretania and Senegal), there has
always been a struggle between the state and Muslims over the run-
ning of the state itself as well as the education system. Islamic sub-
jects have nowhere been allowed to enter the curriculum and Islamic
educational arrangements have been supported by the state only in
a few cases such as The Gambia and Mali. In some West African
countries, compromises between Islam and Westernism have been
found in the forms of: Franco-Arabic schools in Senegal, which in
principle follow the national curriculum but also teach religious ele-
ments; the teaching of Islamic subjects in the otherwise secular pub-
lic schools, as in The Gambia and Senegal (BREDA, 1995). In Chad,
Mali, and Mauritania, for instance, there are two types of ur"ànic
schools: one that allows the teaching of non-religious subjects such
as natural science, and is thus given government subsidies, and
another that is entirely religious (Belloncle, 1984; UNESCO, 1993).
In The Gambia, in the last few decades, many Arabic schools have
started to adopt English as a foreign language.

During the past two decades, religions of African origin as well
as Islam have been revived and reinterpreted (Nyang, 1993; Ranger,
1986). First the extension of the secular state and then the chaotic
conditions emerging from economic crisis and structural adjustment
programs (SAPs) contributed to

enfeeblement of secular political structures and a revival of religions
and other value systems. . . . The 1980s have also proven to be a breed-
ing ground for the insertion of religious, primarily Islamic, thought
patterns into the realm of official African political discourse . . . Recourse
to religious or particularistic arguments is another manifestation of the
retreat from secularism that has developed this third and latest wave
of ideological experimentation (Chazan, 1988: 155).

Moreover, there has always been a section of the population that
has rejected all colonialist, Western or “white” projects. For instance,
in several West African countries, there are Muslims who see the
Western-type school as the “Tubab school”, which means “the school
of the white man”.

Case Countries

The three countries utilized three different development strategies
until they implemented Structural Adjustment Programs initiated by
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the IMF (International Monetary Fund) and the World Bank. The
three development strategies were: (i) a comparatively low degree of
state intervention in the economy and the civil sphere (The Gambia);
(ii) a medium degree of intervention (Senegal); and (iii) a high degree
of intervention for radical transformation of society (Guinea-Bissau).
The first two strategies did not challenge the Islamic educational
arrangements, while the third did. However, after the implementa-
tion of SAPs, the development strategies in the three countries became
more similar than before in that state intervention in the civil sphere
became considerably less frequent and religious forces were allowed
to act.

In all three countries, the official primary school age range is seven
to twelve or thirteen years, but in reality, many children, especially
in rural areas, start school much later than stipulated. This is par-
tially because they attend ur"ànic education during a certain period
in order to give them immunity against Western ideas before they
enter primary education (Daun, 1992, 1998; Okuma-Nyström, 2003).

Table 8.1 Some Characteristics of the Three Countries

The Gambia Guinea-Bissau Senegal

Largest ethnic groups

Mandinka 42 10 4
Fula 18 20 23
Wolof 16 1 43
Diola 10 4 7
Serer <1 0 14
Balanta <1 27 <1

Muslims, percent 85 35 90

Islamic Brotherhoods

Quadiriyya An important A large Some adherents 
proportion of proportion of 
adherents adherents

Ti¡ànìyya An important Some adherents A large proportion 
proportion of of adherents
adherents

Murìdìyya Few adherents Very few An important  
adherents proportion of 

adherents
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Islamic education ur"ànic and ur"ànic and ur"ànic and Arabic 
Arabic schools, Arabic schools, schools. Franco-Arabic  
none of which none of which schools that are 
is subsidized by is subsidized by subsidized by the state 
the state the state

State Private schools Private schools Private schools 
education legitimized by legitimized by legitimized by the state  
religion the state are the state are are subsidized and

subsidized and subsidized and highly regulated, follow  
highly regulated, highly regulated, the established national
follow the follow the curriculum and are
established established monitored. Religious  
national national matters not included in
curriculum and curriculum and curriculum. A few 
are monitored. are monitored. Catholic schools 
National Religious matters accepted. Islamic schools 
curriculum not included in not accepted and 
includes Islamic curriculum. A few function outside the 
matters. A few Catholic-owned state sphere. Exceptions 
Catholic schools schools have been are Franco-Arabic
accepted. accepted. Islamic schools that teach
Predominantly schools not Islamic matters and
Islamic schools accepted and Arabic as well as  
not accepted function outside components of the 
and function the state sphere. national curriculum.  
outside the state 
sphere.

In several places in North Africa and sub-Saharan Africa, Islamic
educational arrangements have adapted to the expansion of Western
education (Owen and Wasi, 1987, and chapter 5 in this volume). In
the three countries studied here, there are some ur"ànic and post-
elementary Islamic schools that compete with primary schools for
the same pupils (see combinations 1 and 3 in Table 8.2). Also, a
prolongation of schooling has taken place; children first attend ur"ànic
education for a couple of years and then primary (and secondary)
education or vice versa (William and Amer, 1988). The following
combinations of school attendance (parental choice of education for
the children) might be found: (a) Western primary and ur"ànic edu-
cation; (b) Western primary and Arabic education; (c) Arabic and
ur"ànic education; and (d) all children in one and the same type
of education (Daun, 1992; Okuma-Nyström, 2003).
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Type 1 is a day-time ur"ànic school (in Senegal, often a boarding
school) and attendance does not allow attendance in primary edu-
cation. The same applies to Arabic schools (Type 3) (Daun, 2000).
However, some Arabic schools have a rather short school-day so
children can attend both the primary school and the Arabic school.
The system of seeking teachers (see Chapter 1) still exists, but it is
not known how widespread it is. The teachers in post-ur"ànic edu-
cation have completed ur"ànic education themselves and have spe-
cialized in some subject(s) on the post-ur"ànic level. Increasingly
they have received higher education at a university in North Africa
or the Middle East (Ndiaye, 1985; Santerre, 1974).

As mentioned in chapter one, UNESCO organized a conference
in Sudan in 1993 in order to find out if and how Islamic educa-
tional institutions could be involved in the struggle for education for
all (UNESCO, 1993). Since the beginning of the 1990s, Islamic
NGOs have received financial support from Unicef for their alter-
native schools (i.e. Arabic schools) in West Africa (BREDA, 1995;
Coloquio Internacional, 1993).

Dàra and Madrasa Education in Senegal

Senegal, a former French colony in West Africa, has 10 million
inhabitants drawn from more than ten ethnic groups. Eighty per-
cent of the population live on activities in the agriculture sector.
Peanut production is one of the most important economic activities
but since the 1980s, the role of tourism has increased.

The formal political and civic rights and liberties have been extended
more in Senegal than in most of the other African countries. The
country has had a multi-party system since the middle of the 1970s,
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Table 8.2 Different Types of Islamic Education

Full time Part time

ur"ànic 1. Murìd dàra 2. Ti¡ànìyya and àdirìyya dàra
(evening courses)

Post-ur"ànic 3. Arabic school (madrasa) 4. System of seeking teachers. 
Some Arabic schools
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the degree of freedom of speech has been comparatively high and
the elections have been relatively fair. In practice, the Socialist Party
monopolized the state apparatus until it lost the presidential election
in 2000.

Approximately 85–90 percent of the Senegalese are Muslims, 10–15
percent have maintained a religion of African origin and about one
percent are Catholics. The Muslims belong to four major brother-
hoods: Ti¡ànìyya 60 percent, àdirìyya 30 percent, Murìdìyya 10
percent and Layenne one percent. The Murìdìyya sect originated
within the country (among the Wolofs) in the beginning of the 20th
century. All sects are characterized by Marabutism, which means that
there are Muslim leaders (Marabuts) at different levels and each of
them has a number of Talibés (followers). The Marabuts control large
areas of land where their Talibés work for them but they have also
made investments in industry, commerce and service during the past
decades

The Marabuts were linked to the state and the government in a
clientelistic structure for a long duration; the government relied upon
their consent when important decisions were to be implemented.
This structure has weakened over time but the Marabuts have gen-
erally functioned as a buffer and mediator between the population
and the state and they are able to influence the state directly (Boone,
1989; Villalón, 1995). Also, there is a strong link between the Talibé
and the Marabut even when the former migrates to another coun-
try. Such networks, at least among the Murìds, have large scale inter-
national extension (Ebin, 1993; Grégorie and Labazée, 1993).

During the colonial period, the Catholic and the colonial schools
had the same structure and curricula as the French. When Senegal
became independent in 1960, the structure of the system was main-
tained: six years of primary education, four years of lower secondary
and four years of upper secondary education. Changes were made
mainly to the curriculum and textbooks. Education at all levels is
secular. The system is very selective, even at the primary level (Rideout
and Bagayoko, 1994), and the rate of repetition of classes is com-
paratively high (Barrier et al., 1997).

At the end of the 1970s and in the beginning of the 1980s, after
a series of strikes among the teachers, general meetings were orga-
nized, and a number of committees were formed for the elabora-
tion of a proposal for a new education system. Two of the principal
points presented in a Ministry document were: (i) Introduction of
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new subjects such as religious/moral education and the Arabic lan-
guage; and (ii) National languages instead of French as the languages
of instruction (MINED, 1986a; Sylla, 1985). However, none of these
themes has been realized.

Between 1968 and 1996, the rate of net enrollment in primary
education increased from 31 percent to 51 percent (MINEC, 1997;
MINED, 1962). However, in the region of Diourbel, where the cen-
tre of the Mouridiyya brotherhood is situated, the enrollment rate
has always been the lowest in the country. In 1996 it was 31 percent
(15.5 among the girls) (MINED, 1998). The proportion of primary
school pupils enrolling in private (Catholic) schools has been around
ten percent since independence.

Islamic Education

In all the brotherhoods, there is a hierarchy of Marabuts and those
at the intermediate and village levels run ur"ànic or Arabic schools.
The ordinary believer has to work for his Marabut. In the Murìd
brotherhood, the work may replace prayer and ur"ànic education
as a means to reach paradise in the next life. Some of these schools
are boarding schools; the children stay away from home for some
years with the Marabut.

The whole country is covered by ur"ànic schools (dàras). In the
1970s, it was estimated that 60,000–70,000 children participated in
ur"ànic education full-time, while some tens of thousands attended
such schools part-time (Mbaye, 1977; MINED, 1982; Ndiaye, 1985).
Nowadays, the dàra may vary considerably but can for the present
purpose be divided into four different categories: (a) simple ur"ànic
schools; (b) boarding schools in which the pupils spend most of their
time on farming or commerce; (c) boarding schools which have dete-
riorated into homes for large groups of begging children; and (d)
hyper-modern (Murìd) boarding schools in Dakar. The fourth type
of school has introduced computers and IT and the pupils (mostly
older than 14–15 years) learn, among other things, how to use the
computers and to contact other individuals all over the world.

An expansion of Arabic schools (écoles arabes or Madrasa) took place
in the beginning of the 1970s. The oil-producing Arab countries,
among others, started to support such schools in Sub-Saharan Africa,
economically and technically in the 1970s. In Arabic schools, the
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pupils should learn the ‘theory’ of Islam, the Arabic language and
some natural science and history in addition to the religious sub-
jects. Table 8.3 shows the distribution of time spent on various cat-
egories of subjects in two Arabic schools in Senegal representing two
different brotherhoods in the beginning of the 1980s. Education is
divided into grades or stages, and the duration of education varies
from four years in some schools and six years in others

In response to a demand from the Muslim leaders that ur"ànic
schools be supported economically by the government, like the Catholic
schools, an investigation was made by the Ministry of Education in
1980. It was concluded that most of the ur"ànic schools did not
live up to any of the requirements which the government made.
Some years later, the Ministry of Education decided to include Arabic
schools in the general educational system only if they had the same
structure and the same curriculum in the most important subjects
as the public primary/secondary schools, accepted government con-
trol and inspection, and had competent teachers and appropriate
buildings. These schools would be allowed to teach Islamic matters
and Arabic and to use this language as the language of instruction
during certain classes per week and be subsidized (MINED, 1981a).
Thus, Franco-Arabic schools—a synthesis of Western and Islamic
education—were accepted and some of these schools came to receive
government subsidies.

Despite the efforts to compromise, there is in many districts and
villages some competition between Western and Islamic educational
institutions (Types 1 and 3 in Table 8.2 above). However, during the
1990s, Muslim-owned schools (following the government regulations
and the national curriculum) have been subsidized in the same way
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Table 8.3 Distribution of Time in Two Arabic Schools in Senegal in the
Beginning of the 1980s

School A School B

percent percent

ur"ànic matters 32 20
Islamic matters 22 7
Arabic language 32 53
Other subjects 14 20

Source: Daun, 1992.

DAUN_F10_164-185  3/1/04  3:06 PM  Page 173



as Catholic schools. Such schools have been established principally
in the regions where the Murìd brotherhood is strong. This fact has
contributed to the growing enrollment in these areas. Also, Islamic
education has become an object for development assistance from the
middle of the 1990s. Students in private Catholic schools are to a
large extent Muslims, while students with a Catholic background
never attend Islamic schools.

ur"ànic and Arabic Education in Guinea-Bissau

Guinea-Bissau borders Senegal in the North. After more than ten
years of armed struggle against the Portuguese, the country became
independent in 1974. Today, the country has about one million
inhabitants. Agriculture is the predominant activity, from which about
90 percent of the population subsist. Apart from rice, the principal
crop for local consumption, millet and cassava are also important,
while peanuts are produced for export. Most of the manufactured
goods have to be imported, since industrial production is negligible.
With the economic liberalization, harvesting cashew nuts (mainly
from wild trees) has become one of the most important economic
activities.

Although a small country, Guinea-Bissau is characterized by impor-
tant cultural and economic differences. The population is divided
into more than ten ethnic groups; the largest being the Balanta (27
percent), Fula (20), Mandinka (10), Manjaco (8), and Mancanya (7).
The Fula and Mandinka are Muslims. Each ethnic group has its
own language, but through the liberation struggle, and later through
the system of transferring teachers from one area to another, Creole
has become a lingua franca, understood by about 70 percent of the
population. In the western areas of the country, there are mainly
rice cultivators and people who confess to African religions or
Christianity. In the eastern areas of the country, the majority are
Muslim Fula or Mandinka. In all, about 60 percent of the popula-
tion are adherents to African religions, 35 percent are Muslims and
five percent are Catholics (Guinea-Bissau Ministry of Planning, 1991).

After independence, the party having led the armed liberation
struggle took control of the state and attempted to penetrate all
aspects of the economic and civil spheres of society (Lopes, 1982).
The principal goal was to create a new and socialist society and a
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new man. The party decided upon a strategy of complete transfor-
mation of the Guinean society in order to eradicate poverty, bad
health conditions, colonial ways of thought and so on. This would
require radical changes of people’s lives. Although the constitution
declared freedom of religion, the New Man (as described in the polit-
ical documents) was not supposed to have strong religious beliefs
(Cabral, 1970; Chabal, 1986; Lopes, 1988). In this strategy of trans-
formation, the education system was perhaps the most important
instrument (Lopes, 1982). Education was given the somewhat con-
tradictory role to: (i) preserve and revitalize local cultures; (ii) create
a national culture, and (iii) contribute to the radical change of the
society (Cabral, 1974, 1976; MINED, 1977).

A coup d’état was conducted by the military in 1980 but the
development strategy was not changed in practice. After a period of
economic stagnation and declining state capability and legitimacy, a
structural adjustment program, similar to those implemented in many
other countries, was introduced in 1987. It implied, for instance, lib-
eralisation of the economy, privatization of state enterprises and
shrinking of the state (Aguilar and Stenman, 1996; Aguilar and Zejan,
1992; Cardoso and Imbali, 1993). One of the first and most visible
results was an increase in the number of small businessmen con-
ducting street and local market business and diversification of prod-
ucts for sale. There was also more flexibility in choice of crops and
fluctuations in prices of, for instance, agricultural products.

When the World Bank intervened, primary education became
more oriented towards meeting the (economic, social and so on)
needs of the country (MINED, 1987). A more instrumental type of
knowledge was defined in the documents; education was given more
of a “technologist” and “instrumental” role than a “moral/political”
and “expressive” role (MINED, 1981b, 1986b, 1987). The content
of education became more linked to economic and technical items
than to nation building and education of citizens. (For a discussion
of the terms used here, see Carnoy, 1990). The overtly hegemonic
and monolithic type of curriculum was changed. Private primary
education had existed secretly (as private tuition) for some years, but
a legal change provided such schools with legitimacy. More private
(Catholic) primary schools were established in the capital.

Islamic education is of two principal types: (1) the ur"ànic schools,
and (2) the Arabic schools (Madrasa). The former have a long tradition
in the eastern areas of Guinea-Bissau. In general, there are no special
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institutions for ur"ànic teaching but classes are held in the teacher’s
yard. Since the ur"ànic schools generally have evening courses, it
is possible for pupils to attend a primary school as well as a ur"ànic
school. It was estimated in 1979, that around 16,000 children attended
ur"ànic schools (World Bank, 1988). At the same time, primary
schools had some 65,000 students.

It is evident that Islamic education has been revived. The expan-
sion of Islamic education was initiated and supported morally and
economically by the Arab countries through The Islamic Organisation
for Education, Science and Culture (ISESCO, 1985). The descrip-
tion of Islamic education in Senegal applies also to Guinea-Bissau
(structure, type of schools, grades, curricula, etc.) (Barbosa de Oliveira
et al., 1994; Embalo, Bandjai and Canne, 1993). Although some
Arabic schools charge school fees, their number and the number of
pupils have increased rapidly since the beginning of the 1990s. The
academic year is more or less similar to the one of the primary
school. Education takes place during day-time. Several Islamic asso-
ciations exist in the country and the number of students enrolled in
the schools organized by the three largest ones amounted to 4,800
in 1990/91 and to more than 11,200 in 1992/93 (Estimated on the
basis of Coloquio Internacional, 1993).

With the introduction of political pluralism and economic liberal-
ization, the Arabic associations demanded the same rights as the
Catholic Church to get state subsidies for their schools. However,
since they did not agree to follow the national curriculum and accept
the control from the Ministry, none of them has been defined as
eligible for subsidies. With the structural adjustment and liberaliza-
tion, the possibility for self-employment in trade, artisanship, and so
on, has increased; boys and girls can generate their own jobs as
traders in the local market or as domestic servants from the age of
eleven or twelve years, jobs that do not require years of Western
schooling (Daun and Sane, 2002).

Dàra and Madrasa Education in The Gambia

The Gambia is completely surrounded by Senegal save for the short
Atlantic coast. The population is approximately one million. Local
languages, French and Arabic are in use but English is the official
language. Approximately 85 percent of the population are Muslims.
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Among the remainder, eight percent are Christians (mainly in the
capital city of Banjul) and there are a few who have maintained
their religions of African origin (Europe Publications, 1999; McPherson
and Radelet, 1995a). Despite its small size, The Gambia is a het-
erogeneous country, economically, culturally and politically.

There are five major ethnic groups: the Mandinka (42 percent),
the Fula (18 percent), the Wolof (16 percent), the Jola (ten percent),
and the Serahuli (nine percent), and they have own distinct lan-
guages (The Gambia, 2001). The Jola have not been Islamized to
the same degree as others, and some practice religions of African
origin. Intermarriage between different ethnic groups is widely prac-
tised, and the relationship between Muslims and Christians is not
exclusive.

At independence, The Gambia was one of the few democratic
countries in Africa, having a multi-party political system (McPherson
and Radelet, 1995a) despite the fact that, in practice, the largest
political party remained in power from independence in 1965 to
1994. After the coup d’état in 1994, the Armed Forces Provisional
Ruling Council (AFPRC) was established to work during the transi-
tion period prior to the establishment of the Second Republic. A
democratic presidential election was held in 1996, and the new con-
stitution for the Second Republic was approved in a national refer-
endum in the same year (The Gambia, 2001).

The country’s economy depends heavily on agriculture including
small-scale farming, peanut production, livestock, forestry, and fishing
(McPherson and Radelet, 1995a). The predominant cash crop is the
peanut. While this production has been a male responsibility, the
production of rice, the main traditional subsistence crop, has been
a female responsibility (Quinn, 1972). Today, although the country
produces less than one percent of the world’s exported peanuts, the
national significance of this production is great. Peanut production,
processing, and trade account for 15 percent of GDP, and peanut-
processing is the major industry (Europe Publications Limited, 1999;
McPherson and Radelet, 1995a).

Apart from the peanut production, trade has been a major economic
activity. The country imports “about half of its food supplies, all of
its fuel, and most of its capital and manufactured goods” (McPherson
and Radelet, 1995a, p. 8). Manufacturing is limited, and accounts
for six percent of GDP, of which about half is peanut processing,
while the tourist industry represents an important economic activity
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(Europe Publications Limited, 1999). After the late 1970s, sub-Saharan
African countries experienced deteriorating economies, and The
Gambia was not an exception. In 1985, an Economic Recovery
Program (ERP) was implemented.

Western and Islamic Education

The Western type of education was introduced in The Gambia in
the nineteenth century by Christian missionaries. However, this intro-
duction met strong resistance from Muslims, who regarded these
schools as a tool for conversion of their children to Christianity
(Clarke, 1986). In the rural area where the population was exclusively
Muslim, the British could hardly establish schools. In 1938, only 0.5
percent of children in the British protectorate (today’s rural areas)
attended primary schools. On the other hand, the enrollment rate in
Bathurst (presently Banjul, the capital) was 83 percent (Crowder, 1976).

Today, primary education consists of six years and is free but not
compulsory. However, as UNESCO (1998) states, “[d]eveloping coun-
tries frequently impose de facto tuition charges in the form of fees
for registration, examinations and other services. In many cases these
‘user fees’ total many times the amount the government’s expendi-
ture per pupil” (p. 31). The Gambia is not an exception. Post-pri-
mary education consists of three years of the junior secondary school
and another three years of the senior secondary school respectively
(DOSE, 1997). Students who completed grade six can automatically
continue to the junior secondary school today. However, at the junior
secondary school as well as the senior secondary school, school fees
and other costs are to be paid by the parents or guardians.

There are both public and private schools. Public schools are run
by the state, while private schools are often run either by Christian
organizations, Islamic organizations or individuals. However, religious
background of the students is not necessarily restricted to the reli-
gion of the running organization. For instance, the majority of the
students in Catholic schools are Muslims. In 1977, religious educa-
tion was introduced into all levels of public education. According to
the national curriculum, schools must have teachers of religious edu-
cation both for Muslims and Christians.

If a school has a mixed population of Muslims and Christians,
which often is the case in the greater Banjul area, the school has to
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provide religious teachers for both religions. Both public and private
schools follow the same national curriculum, and the salary for pri-
vate school teachers is paid by the central state. (Table 8.4 sum-
marises different types of schools).

In the nineteenth century, most of the people in what is today’s
The Gambia converted to Islam, and since that time, there has been
strong Islamic-Arabic educational tradition in the country (Crowder,
1976). In the rural areas, the majority of children attend schools
called “dàra” (ur"ànic school) or “madrasa” (Arabic school) (Central
Statistics Department, 1995a). As the Central Statistics Department
(1995b) states, “The increasing development of Islamic education as
an alternative to the formal Western type of education in The Gambia
has been realised in recent times” (p. 47).

The madrasa has often been developed from dàra by villagers with
the support from Islamic organizations, such as the Gambia Islamic
Union, the Gambia Islamic Solidarity, the African Muslim Agency,
and Munazamt Al Dawa Al Islamia (MADI: Islamic Call Organiza-
tion).1 Teachers at the madrasa primary level must have at least nine
grades of madrasa education, and at the madrasa secondary level, at
least twelve grades of madrasa education, although this is not always
the case in reality. English teachers must have graduated from a
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Table 8.4 Types of Schools and Systems in The Gambia

Type Original Founder Curriculum Teacher Teacher
Recruitment Salaries

Public Government National Government Government

Christian or Islamic National In principle: Government  
Organizations Government
(taken over by the 
government)

Private Catholic Missionary National Catholic Government
missionary

Individuals National Individual School fees
schools

Source: Okuma-Nyström, 2003.

1 This information was obtained from an interview with a madrasa headmaster
during the field study conducted by Michiyo Kiwako Okuma-Nyström in 2001.
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2 The latter two combinations were observed in the case in this study. In one
village, there were students who attended all three types of school.

Western-type school. There is no post-secondary Islamic institution
in The Gambia. Those who wish to pursue further studies must seek
opportunities in other countries, such as Saudi Arabia and Egypt.

The students follow different alternatives: (a) only the madrasa, (b)
the Western-type school and the madrasa, (c) the Western-type school
and the dàra, or (d) the madrasa and the dàra.2 Table 8.5 shows the
gross enrollment rates in primary madrasa in The Gambia, by sex
and region.

Why do parents choose as they do? Data does not allow for a
full explanation, but two factors indicate that the principal guide
lines are (a) the costs, and (b) the priority given to moral training.
One indication of the costs is the amount of fees paid in different
schools. Appendix 7.1 shows the average amount paid per student
in the last grade of primary Western education and in the last grade
of the elementary madrasa. The fees are much higher in the former
schools than in the latter. The differences are largest when it comes
to school lunches/pocket money, transport and private tuition. In
1995, the fees in primary education were almost double of those in
the madrasa. As to the moral issue, according to a study conducted
by Central Statistics Department in The Gambia, 96 percent of par-
ents mentioned religious and moral instruction in madrasa as the rea-
son for enrolling children. “In their view, formal Western education
serves a worldly function which is inadequate to secure one’s place
in the hereafter” (Central Statistics Department, 1995b, p. 49)
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Table 8.5 Gross Primary Madrasa Enrollment Rates by Sex and Division (percent)

Banjul Western North Lower Central Upper   
and Division Bank River River River   
Kombo Division Division Division Division
St. Mary

Female 13 19 20 11 6 3

Male 14 25 25 14 9 7

Both Sex 13 22 22 12 7 5

Source: Adopted from the Central Statistics Department, 1995b, p. 49.
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Conclusions

Muslim parents in Sub-Saharan Africa tend to demand Islamic moral
training for their children. In countries where Islam is strong, Muslims
make efforts to maintain their life-style and deeper values, sometimes
in confrontation with the secular state (Lubeck, 1985; Nyang, 1993;
Stewart, 1985). Muslim educational arrangements are a substitute for
or a complement to primary schools. It is evident that for Muslims
in West Africa, education is not merely an economic matter and
should be seen from a holistic perspective, i.e., the whole life situa-
tion of the child should be considered. This is made evident by the
fact that parents in certain Islamized areas are prepared to pay school
fees to Arabic schools, fees that sometimes are higher than the costs
related to schooling in the public system. Liberalization and priva-
tization of the state, the economy and the civil sphere have made
it possible for local Muslims (with international connections) to occupy
educational space left when the state is withdrawing.

Studies of parental strategies of education show that there are at
least three different categories of Muslim parents. One category of
parents does not enroll a single child (at least not a girl) in the public
primary school; the ur"ànic education is perceived to be sufficient.
The first strategy implies a defense against “Westernization”. Another
category of parents enroll children who have already spent some
years in ur"ànic education; these children are, consequently, above
the officially stipulated age when they enter the first grade. A third
category enroll some children and expect them to complete at least
lower primary education. The second strategy seems to be an effort
to make the children immune against this Westernization but at the
same time to reap some of its blessings.

Some Muslim parents seem to distinguish “Westernization” from
“modernization”. They are positive towards the latter and if it is
assured through schooling of the children, then they are prepared
to accept some of the former. If schooling is perceived to contribute
neither to the relevant cultural reproduction nor to “social mobilitity
into modernity”, the fathers do not enroll their children. Another
point is the fact that ur"ànic education is defended by local powers.
Local Muslim leaders need the labour provided by the pupils in the
ur"ànic schools for maintaining their position in the local community.

The effects of globalization processes are most evident in the
declining terms of trade, which worsen the economic situation of the
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parents and in the dissemination of the Western life style as well as
the increasing Islamic influence.

Appendix 8.1 Average Expenditure Per Pupil in the Last Grade of Primary Education and
In the Final Grade of the Madrasa, dalasi

Registr. Parent Clothes Books Supplies Transport Lunch/ Exam. Private Other Total
Ass. pocket tuition

Primary 39 7 66 45 6 26 159 4 38 9 399

Madrasa 67 3 29 19 3 9 76 2 1 2 211

Source : Adopted from the Central Statistics Department, 1995b, p. 36 and p. 51.
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CHAPTER NINE

EDUCATIONAL STRATEGIES AMONG SOME 
MUSLIM GROUPS IN SWEDEN

Holger Daun, Åsa Brattlund and Salada Robleh

Introduction

This chapter provides an overview of immigration policies in Sweden
and briefly presents the reforms that have facilitated the conditions
for Muslim schools to emerge. Findings are given from one case
study conducted in Muslim schools approved by the government and
another case study in a Somali community in the Stockholm area
in Sweden. In the second case study parents were interviewed about
Islamic identity as well as other relevant themes.

In the beginning of the 1990s, Sweden radically changed its pol-
icy in relation to private schools—from a situation of strong regu-
lation and control, low subsidies and less than one percent of primary
school pupils in private education—to more favourable conditions of
deregulation and large subsidies for private education. These reforms
were precisely of the type suggested in the globalized world models:
privatization and response to multi-cultural interests.

In 2001, some twelve of the private schools in Sweden were Muslim
schools. Prior to the 1990s, the regulations did not leave much space
for school choice or the establishment of private schools. Such schools
received very low subsidies. Now, the municipalities must guarantee
that the national goals are achieved by all schools, i.e. that a cer-
tain level educational quality is maintained. They must also subsi-
dize private schools at the same level as public schools.

For a long time, Sweden was known for its “Third Way” in polit-
ical economy, the long term Social Democratic (SD) rule and edu-
cational policies including comprehensive school where an equivalent
education (regardless of socioeconomic, geographical and ethnic back-
ground) was given priority. The existence of private schools and sub-
sidies for such schools have always been a source of political conflict.
According to the leftist parties, the role of the private schools was
to serve as a model for the improvement of public schools, and not
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just for improvement for single pupils and their parents (SOU, 1981).
Other parties saw private schools as a legitimate option in freedom
of choice.

Background

Sweden has experienced different phases of migration. Before 1960,
very few people immigrated into the country and there was a net
outflow. With the economic boom during the 1960s and the first
half of the 1970s, there was a strong need for labour power; Swedish
companies and authorities recruited people directly from abroad,
especially the other Nordic countries and southern Europe. After the
1970s, a large proportion of the immigrants have been refugees.
There were few Muslim immigrants before the 1980s but thereafter,
Muslim refugees have come in large numbers from North Africa,
Iraq, Iran, former Yugoslavia, and Somalia.

In the 1970s, an explicit immigration policy was formulated for
the first time (Widgren, 1980). Immigrants should be integrated in
economic and labour market but have freedom of choice as to culture,
life style and language, without needing to violate their cultural and
ethnic identity. At the same time, it was decided that immigrant
children should, if they so wished, be given classes in their home
language/mother tongue and Swedish as the second language. Three
principal policy goals are:

Equality. (“Full equality between immigrants and Swedes”). The essence
of equality is that immigrants holding permanent residence permits
are to enjoy the same basic social, educational and economic rights
as Swedish citizens.

Freedom of choice. (“Freedom of cultural choice for immigrants”).
This implies that individual migrants are not required to assimilate
into a Swedish cultural identity but are permitted to maintain their
own cultural identity. A program for the mother tongue is organized.

Partnership. (“Co-operation and solidarity between the Swedish
majority and the ethnic minorities”). This means support to immi-
grant organizations, and, more radically, the right for non-Swedish
citizens to vote for local government. Sweden has encouraged per-
manent residents to apply for Swedish citizenship (Graham, 1999;
Nielsen, 1992; Westin and Dingu-Kyrklund, 1997).
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The government stresses integration but not assimilation because the
Swedish society is considered a multicultural society in which no one
form of culture, faith or ideology may be dominant over any others.
The principle of equal treatment, which strengthens the recognition
of a multicultural society, has been enshrined in the Swedish inte-
gration policy since 1975 (Nielsen, 1992). Integration is frequently
described in terms of continuity versus change, continuity being syn-
onymous with socio-cultural retention and change with integration
(Utteh, 1997). For example, the government provides funds to immi-
grant associations, and also supports both the press and broadcast-
ing in minority languages (Nielsen, 1992).

Despite extensive immigration during the 1960s and 1970s, Swedish
culture is comparatively homogeneous. In the middle of the 1990s
approximately ten percent of the population were immigrants or chil-
dren of immigrants. The municipalities vary in the percentage of
immigrant residents, from zero in many rural municipalities to twenty
in the Stockholm area. A high percentage of immigrants in a par-
ticular area tends to be associated with high levels of unemployment
(thus less collective taxpaying power) and additional educational
expenses for the instruction of home language and Swedish as a
Second Language courses.

Today, 300,000 people in Sweden are defined as Muslims (either
immigrants from Muslim countries or children of such immigrants).
100,000 of them are considered religious believers (Brattlund, 2001).
For them, Sweden is a very secularized country and Swedish schools
are perceived to be not teaching morals. Full time Muslim schools or
ur"ànic education (as a complement) during leisure time are seen as
means in the struggle for the maintenance of the Muslim life-style.

Some important changes affecting the potential for choice among
Muslim parents and children were implemented between mid-1980s
and mid-1990s and may be summarized as: (i) decentralization; (ii)
introduction of choice; (iii) stimulation of private education; (iv) new
curricula; and (v) a new type of national evaluation. Decentralization
started in the 1980s, when the schools were “municipalized”. However,
in the beginning of the 1990s, the Social Democratic party still
argued that a common (public) school for everybody was the best
way for children to learn multiculturalism, democracy, tolerance, and
so on (Motion 1991/92: Ub62). According to the SDs, freedom of
choice should not be a goal replacing the educational goals expressed
in the national curriculum (ibid.).
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The subsidies to private schools have been changed several times
since the beginning of the 1990s, but from 1997, these subsidies have
been determined by the municipalities themselves on the basis of
common needs among all the schools and pupils in each munici-
pality.1 Establishment of new private schools should not imply “essen-
tial organizational or economic difficulties for education” (in the
municipality) (Education Act, Chapter 9, SFS, 1997) and that the
school does not levy fees for pupils for whom the school receives
support. The municipality allocates subsidies to public and private
schools according to the needs: “. . . subsidies to private school should
be determined in regard to the school’s responsibility and needs of
the pupils and according to the same principles as for public schools”
(Skolverket, 1998, p. 6).

Since the beginning of the 1990s, school choice includes public
as well as private schools. However, Sweden is a sparsely populated
country; the distance between the schools is large so the possibility
of actually exercising the right to choose a school other than the
closest one to home is unrealistic except in the cities (Skolverket,
1998).

As far as the curricula are concerned, the first curriculum of the
comprehensive school (1962) had been modified in 1969 and 1980.
Training for citizenship role, democracy and equivalency had become
important themes (Lgr 1962; Lgr 1969; Lgr 1980; Lundgren, Svingby
and Wallin, 1981). These themes ranked lower in the 1994 cur-
riculum (Lpo 94). In the 1994 national curriculum for primary as
well as upper secondary education, the basic principle that “every-
body should have access to an equivalent education, regardless of
their sex, ethnic or social background, or place of residence” (SMES,
1997:7) was still more emphasized. In addition to this, the curricu-
lum indicates the broad areas to be covered and the minimum and
maximum time to be spent on each area. Each subject is described
in rather broad terms as to what goals to achieve (SFS, 1994), and
the curriculum leaves room for local adaption and for some indi-

1 Among the conditions for being approved as an private primary school in
Sweden are that the school is open to everyone, with exception of pupils who would
entail significant organisational or economic difficulties for the school. (Chapter 9 Section 2 of
the Education Act SFS, 1985:1100, 1996:1044) and that the school complies with
all the rules for education, for admission, and leadership of the school enacted by
the government (Chapter 1 Section 6 of the Ordinance on private schools).
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vidual options for the pupils. The pupils are required to earn at least
the passing grade in each of the eight core subjects. Religion is taught
as a general subject presenting all world religions. The pupils are
not taught in a specific religion but taught about different religions.

At the central state level, the National Agency for Education is
monitoring the achievement of the national goals as stated in the
latest curriculum, and assessing the pupils’ achievement in grades 5
and 9 through national tests.

Private Education and Choice in Sweden

Private schools are obligated to follow the national curriculum and
the various regulations and laws. This means, for instance, that a
private school has to accept all applicants regardless of their back-
ground or abilities: private schools “must, in the same way as munic-
ipal schools, be based on a democratic foundation and characterized
by democratic values, openness, tolerance, objectivity and versatil-
ity” (SMES, 1997:12). Before formally establishing a private school,
approval must be granted by the National Agency of Education.

All private schools are under state supervision while the munici-
pality in which the school is situated has the right of access to infor-
mation on the school’s operations. It is stipulated that private schools
must conform to the value premises and the general goals which
apply for primary schools within the public municipal school system.
Private primary schools with Muslim profiles must not have a con-
tent which deviates from the value premises of Swedish society.2

The percentage of compulsory school pupils at private schools has
increased from a little more than one percent in 1991 to nearly four
percent in 2001, with large variations between the municipalities
(from 0 in some municipalities to 11–12 percent in others). As for
the upper secondary schools, there has been a national increase from
less than two percent to more than three percent (with a variation
from zero to 23 percent in some municipalities). In some urban

2 However, in the spring of 2003, two Muslims school were presented in a crit-
ical television program and it was said that the pupils were taught in Islamic mat-
ters and that they used corporal punishment. This made the National Agency for
Education start an investigation of these schools.

     191

DAUN_F11_186-207  3/1/04  3:07 PM  Page 191



municipalities, such as Stockholm, more then ten percent of the
pupils attend private school and the percentage has continuously
increased since 1991. One-quarter of all private schools are located
in the Greater Stockholm (Skolverket, 1999b).

There are large variations not only between the private and pub-
lic sectors but also within the private sector. Differences in cost per
pupil are enormous among the schools in the private sector (Skolverket,
1996b, 1997b, 1998, 1999a). For instance, expenditures, especially
those for teaching, vary much more in the private sector than in
the public sector. Private schools are on the average considerably
smaller than public sector schools (Skolverket, 1996c, 1999a). These
schools should employ teachers with pedagogical training but it is
difficult for the National Agency to assess beforehand that this really
happens. In 1998, for instance, 57 percent of teachers at private
schools and 85 percent at the public schools fulfilled the national
training requirements (Skolverket, 1999c).

As to ownership, most schools belong to non-profit organizations
(Skolverket, 1999b). With regard to profiles, most of the private
schools have a particular pedagogical profile, a general educational
philosophy or a religious/ethnic foundation. In January 2001, out of
the total number of approved primary schools, 75 had a confessional
orientation. Of these 59 had a Christian profile, eight had an Islamic
or Muslim profile, two a Jewish profile and one a Hindu profile.
Some other schools had officially an ethnic/linguistic profile but had
been chosen by parents because of its perceived Muslim profile. All
private schools with an explicit or implicit Muslim profile were oper-
ated chiefly as foundations, corporations, or associations.

In 1997, the National Agency for Education made an evaluation
of the denominational/ethnic schools and found that they were most
commonly chosen by parents with low formal education as a means
to maintain their home culture and religion. One of the conclusions
drawn by the evaluator was that self-segregation of this nature con-
tributed to more overall segregation in society (Skolverket, 1997a).

On average, performance has always been higher at the private
schools but the variation is larger within the private sector than
between the sectors. On the one hand, there are private elite schools
run by companies and on the other hand, small low performing
schools run by immigrants. The state policy in relation to non-profit
and for-profit schools has varied, but during the last years, schools
charging high school fees have been treated like other independent
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schools with the exception that they have not been eligible for state
subsidies.

The reasons parents give for choosing a specific private school are
the same reasons they give for choosing among public schools
(Skolverket, 1996a). In urban areas, private schools are chosen pre-
dominantly by pupils of Nordic origin and whose parents have higher
levels of education. Among those choosing a Muslim school, reasons
frequently mentioned are that the parents felt that their children
were bullied or marginalized, and that racist attitudes were common,
in the public schools.

As far as it has been possible to confirm, only two of the private
schools have been closed on the initiative from the National Agency.
Both of them were Muslim schools that were closed in mid-1990s
due to economic and administrative mismanagement. However, one
of them was re-opened under the ownership of another Muslim asso-
ciation (Brattlund, forthcoming).

At the upper secondary level (gymnasium), the schools are dis-
tributed geographically similar to that of the private comprehensive
schools.

Muslim Schools in Sweden

Primary Schools with a Muslim Profile

The first private primary school started by Muslims in Sweden was
established in 1993. The resistance from municipality authorities and
politicians which Muslims have experienced when they have applied
for licences to start private primary schools with a Muslim profile,
has often reflected the fear that these schools would increase segre-
gation in society. In addition, some of the politicians who otherwise
actively promote the positive aspects of private schools sometimes
express uncertainty when it comes to confessional schools and Muslim
schools in particular.

Opponents of the private primary schools with a Muslim profile
tend to argue that the municipal school is the meeting place where
pupils of different religions and cultures learn to respect one another
and “Swedish culture” and “Swedish values.” But the Muslims included
in this study had a different experience of the public schools. Their
impression of the public primary school was that they were completely
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exposed to the values of the majority culture and that the public
school very seldom took into consideration the views of the minor-
ity cultures on various questions.

In terms of total numbers, only a small segment of Muslim chil-
dren in Sweden attend a school with a Muslim profile. Most of these
children attend public schools or other private schools. Some Muslim
parents, children and the Muslim staff came to Sweden as refugees.
These are children and adults who have themselves experienced war
and been exposed to various types of violence and repression. Those
parents have in the first instance endeavoured to create a feeling of
security for their children. Some of the children attend the public
schools during the initial period in Sweden while others start directly
at a private school. They have their roots in countries such as Iran,
Iraq, Syria, Jordan, Tunisia, Morocco, Algeria, Somalia, Sudan,
Ethiopia, Turkey, and Bosnia. Consequently, they represent different
directions and branches of Islam.

For some of the pupils, the private schools were their first encounter
with Sweden, Swedes, the Swedish language, and the values and the
premises which are formulated in the Swedish national curriculum.
Pupils in such schools are instructed by teachers with Swedish teacher
training as well as teachers with foreign teacher training, Muslims
and non-Muslims. Teachers and other staff have their roots in Sweden
or other Nordic countries and also in various countries in Europe,
North Africa and the Middle East.

The following section is based upon preliminary results from field
studies at two private primary schools with Muslim profiles, schools
A and B and from experiences derived from the training and super-
vision of principals, teachers, and other staff at five private primary
schools with Muslim profiles (among them schools A and B), from
1997 to 2003.3

School A started operations in the autumn term 1996. In the
spring term of 1998 it had 84 pupils in grades 1–6. The school is
operated by a foundation and is situated in a larger city in an area
which does not have a large percentage of immigrants. The school’s
principal is a Muslim and is one of the persons who took the ini-

3 The field studies are included in a prospective PhD dissertation Åsa Brattlund,
The State and Islamic Primary Schools in Europe. Case Studies in Sweden and England.
Stockholm: Institute of International Education.
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tiative to start the school. All of the students, except one, are Muslims
(when the field work was conducted in 1998/99). The students are
from various parts of the city and, therefore, travel on the school’s
own bus or via the public transportation system to school. The school
staff consists of Muslims and non-Muslims.

School B started in the autumn term of 1993. Five years later,
the school had 120 students in grades 1–9. The school is located in
the suburb of a major metropolis in an area also not very densely
populated by immigrants. The school principal is Muslim, while the
Director of studies is a non-Muslim. The school is run as a corpo-
ration. The students come from all over the metropolitan area. The
staff consists of Muslims and non-Muslims. Parents and children in
schools A and B had chosen these schools primarily for the security
offered by the Muslim profile. They did this despite the fact that
one of these schools, school B, marketed itself as a school with lan-
guage/cultural profile and not with a confessional profile.

Primary schools in Sweden with a Muslim profile have recruited
many non-Muslim teachers due to the requirement of the Education
Act that schools have to secure competent teachers and because the
schools themselves put demands on the high quality of their educa-
tion. The result has been that the schools have become a cultural
meeting place for teachers from various different religious and cul-
tural and language backgrounds. The staff at the two schools, A and
B, represent fourteen different languages, among them Arabic and
Somali. A strong common incentive among the Muslim and non
Muslim staff is the improvement of the Swedish language skills of
the students and to help them to achieve better grades. This means
giving them a good foundation for continued studies in the seventh
grade or in the various programmes in upper secondary education.

Some of the Muslim parents whose children previously attended
a Swedish municipal school said that they felt more secure when
they subsequently sent their children to a school with a Muslim
profile. They felt secure because the children would not be subjected
to bullying, or be confronted by teachers who acted negatively to
Muslims, or teachers who were striving for cultural “eradication” of
the student’s cultural heritage.

In the private school, parents have also experienced greater par-
ticipation in the child’s education and they feel that they have been
treated with greater respect by the school management and staff
compared to the case when their children attended a municipal
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school. Some parents are of the opinion that it is easier for them
to present their viewpoints and to put demands on a school if it has
a Muslim profile. Another reason for parents and children to chose
such a school was the desire to make it possible for the children to
learn more about Islam and to become Swedish Muslims. The choice
of a school with a Muslim profile was also due to parents’ desire to
save their children from what they felt was bullying, negative stereo-
types and racist attitudes that they had encountered in the public
school. That negative experience of the public primary school was
also reported by female Muslim teachers with previous teaching expe-
rience in public schools. They also reported that they had been bul-
lied and harassed by their non Muslim colleagues.

The principal at School A (himself a Muslim) mentioned that basi-
cally there were two groups of parents who had chosen to send their
children to the school with a Muslim profile. These were (i) the con-
scienscious parents who wanted to give their children stronger roots,
a stronger foundation to stand upon and (ii) the parents who have
transferred their children from the public school in the belief that
they could protect the child . . . from this social system (the Swedish), its
laws and rules and social mores (AR: 1).4

According to the principal, the latter group have problems of var-
ious kinds. They have two basic goals; to amass as much money as
possible and move away from Sweden, and to exploit this society as
much as possible (AR: 1). These parents who are totally occupied with
their own problems neglect their children and view the school with
a Muslim profile as the answer to their problem. Someone else will have
to do what we, as parents have not been able to manage (AR: 1). These par-
ents placed their children in the separate school in the belief that
the school would completely assume responsibility for the children.
In general, such children do not fare well—they are boisterous and vio-
lent, an expression of a cry for help (AR: 1). The school does not accept
these parental ideas. Some of the parents have not understood that
a Muslim separate school functions in a way similar to that of the
public school. “Therefore, many find it shocking when I as principal contact
the social authorities” (AR: 1).

The Muslim profile schools at the primary level do not recruit
students by being value neutral. Rather, they have been chosen just

4 AR: 1 Interview, May 1998, at School A, Principal 1.
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because they are perceived by parents and students to be private
schools with a Muslim profile. For most of those schools, therefore,
the recruitment strategy has been to strive to be as clear and frank
as possible in stressing their Muslim profile. Even if the schools are
open to all and some schools have made an effort to recruit other
groups of students, they succeed to recruit mainly Muslim children.
The principal of school B said that the best school for Muslim chil-
dren is the school that meets their needs in the best manner. In the
public schools Swedish children are favored (BR: 1).5

Most of the Muslim parents engaged in choosing school for their
children are active parents. They visit the school, they are interested
and make questions to both the staff and students and they are atten-
tive to the atmosphere in the school. They also want to have infor-
mation about the student body of the school. What is stated in the
school’s local school charter is important when the parents make ini-
tial contact with the school but then other factors play into their
choice. These factors include the quality of the school (which is often
judged on the basis of other parents’ opinion), whether the school
has a positive reputation, whether the parents have confidence in
the owner of the school and the school management, and what stu-
dents are enrolled at the school.

In school B, there was a concern that the school would be viewed
in the community as a primary school with a Muslim profile. This
anxiety contributed to the fact that the same school had difficulty
in elucidating, discussing and resolving conflicts that arose at the
school. On the one hand, the school leader wanted to present the
school as a cultural meeting place and not as a school with a Muslim
profile. On the other hand, parents and children had chosen this
school basically for four important reasons (a) the school’s unex-
pressed but perceived Muslim profile, (b) the school is owned by a
Muslim who at the same time is chairman and principal of the
school, (c) the school has Muslim teachers, and (d) all the students
are Muslim. The school had attempted without success to attract
children with other backgrounds, Muslim and non-Muslim.

The Muslim parental groups at schools A and B are not homoge-
nous groups. On the contrary, the parents come from many differ-
ent countries and cultures. There are parents among them who are

5 BR: 1 Interview, September 1998, at School B, Principal 1.
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illiterate and others who have a qualified university education. There
are parents who have lived in Sweden for only some weeks and
other parents who have lived most of their lives in the country.

As the number of schools with a Muslim profile has increased,
the competition between the schools to attract students has also
increased. Some of the schools with a Muslim profile have partici-
pated in various quality enhancement projects and have arranged
continuing education for the staff as a means to maintain a high
level of quality in education and to continue to be an attractive
school option for the future.

Islam, the Somali Community and ur"ànic education in Sweden

To what extent does Islamic revival take place among the Somalis
in Sweden? Is it a reflection of what is happening in Somalia, a
reflection of the erosion of their Islamic culture by the Swedish cul-
ture or both? Do these factors affect their educational strategies?
These questions cannot be answered here but they have guided the
fieldwork among Somali immigrants in the Stockholm area. Immigrant
groups such as the Somali create community centers with the sup-
port from the central state and the municipalities. Issues of concern
are Islamic education that is offered within the community centers,
and integration, both external and internal. Tibi (1995) comments
that there is a general tendency by Islamic communities in diaspora,
to avoid the secular knowledge based on the cultural project of
modernity. Despite the Western education introduced to them, Islamic
education is taught in almost all Somali community centers in Sweden.
In addition, some of the families send their children to Muslim
schools.

The sudden collapse of the Somali state in 1991 resulted in mis-
ery for millions of Somalis, ushering in a decade of anarchy and
violence. These events cost the loss of thousands of lives and led to
the search for asylum outside the country. At the beginning of 1990,
Somalis started arriving in Sweden in large numbers, and at the end
of the 1990s, their number was approximately 13,450 (see Table 9.1).
Somalis are the largest immigrant group of African origin in Sweden
(SCB, 1998). Out of this population, more than 50 percent are chil-
dren and adolescents under the age of 20 (SIV, 1998).

In Sweden, Somalis face a culture in which the relationship between
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the individual and society is perceived and evaluated differently from
what is the case in their home country. The view of man in the
Somali culture may be referred to as sociocentric while in the Swedish
culture the view of the person is egocentric. In sociocentric cultures,
man-in-society (Shweder and Bourne, 1984) is not an autonomous indi-
vidual but is regulated by strict rules of interdependence, for exam-
ple rules governing exchanges of services and behaviour towards
kinsmen. In egocentric cultures, man-in-society is instead an autonomous,
abstract individual existing free of society yet living in society (Ibid.).
In many Western societies, a highly personalized self becomes an
object of interest and the individual is seen as inviolate, a supreme
value in itself. A Protestant self, which is also the Scandinavian self,
is seen as bounded, autonomous, self-regulated and self-reflective
(Gaines, 1984). In the Somali culture, self is a social self. A crucial
aspect of personhood in the Somali culture is that one belongs to
an agnatic group. At birth, children are ascribed members of their
father’s lineage (Talle, 1993).

Swedish authorities emphasize an individualistic approach, which
the Somalis often find difficult to accept. There are also, for instance,
differences in relation to child-rearing practices. The Swedish cul-
ture acknowledges a certain amount of autonomy and privacy for
small children. Somalis living in Sweden often live in close com-
munities, because there is always the fear of their cultural identity
being eroded.

A number of immigrant associations have been established in
Sweden, and some have specific reference to their countries of ori-
gin, such as those of the Somalis and the Gambians, while others
have an Islamic orientation. There are about 160 Somali associa-
tions in Sweden,6 a majority of them engage in close networking.
These associations provide different services for the communities:

6 http://www.integration.se/föreningar/
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Table 9.1 Somali Population in Sweden, 1970–1998

Year 1970 1980 1985 1990 1996 1997 1998

Population 25 106 172 1,410 12,163 13,122 13,450

Source: SCB Statistics of Population 3, 1998.
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ur"ànic schools for children according to the traditional pedagog-
ical model; general guidance for the parents; assistance in various
conflicts, marital or generational; a strong core of religious activities
including prayers and other religious rites; zakàt (one of the pillars
of Islam—see Chapter 1) at the end of the Month of Ramadan (the
Month of fasting); premises for most Islamic ceremonies; and a plat-
form for women’s meetings.

In general, the associations help the Somali community to follow
a Muslim way of life and they defend not only the right to religious
life and worship, but also the social and cultural interests of their
members. Aspects of the services also include the lending of Islamic
and Somali books, cassettes and videos. These provisions made by
the Somali community centers are mainly to sustain and reinforce
the Islamic up-bringing (tarbiya), which is very essential in the ear-
lier socialization of the Muslim children.

Tarbiya links to a lifelong process; all Muslim parents must guide
their children to understand and execute the necessary acts con-
cerning religious ceremonies, prayer and fasting. They are supported
in their spiritual growth as members of a Muslim community. Moral
advice and how to impede bad habits are inculcated in the children
(Roald, 1994).

The Somali parents recognize that their role and influence as par-
ents have been changing as their children became more a part of
the Swedish culture. They are concerned that their children might
abandon their cultural heritage and for Somalis the most important
of this heritage is Islam. In Rinkeby and Tensta (two areas of
Stockholm), the majority of Somali parents send their children to
attend Saturday ur"ànic lessons in the community center. According
to these parents, teaching the ur"àn for the children is part of
Islamic tarbiya, and the purpose of these schools is to help the chil-
dren to develop skills required for reading, memorizing, understanding
and applying the ur"àn and ˙adìº. This will assist the children to
acquire knowledge of the Islamic faith and practice. In addition,
these schools are supposed to breed an awareness of the Islamic her-
itage, and to inculcate its values.

During the ur"àn lessons, the children are less exposed to out-
side influence and the parents strongly believe that Islamic educa-
tion inspires the development of an Islamic personality. Additional
motives on the part of the parents are group pressure and the expec-
tation that traditionally oriented education could stabilize the Somali-
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Islamic identification of their children and reduce the sharp family
and generational conflicts.

Somali refugees in Sweden are in a process of integration. There
are a number of barriers that stand between them, as an ethnic
group, and ready mobility in social, economic, and political fields.
These include language, education, employment, color and religion.
In addition, the issue of ˙i¡àb (Islamic scarf ) for Muslim women is
an important feature in the process of integration. This issue has
been a controversy for centuries all over the world.7

Often Muslims and non-Muslims ask the question “Why do Muslim
women have to cover their head”? For many women, it is the certain
test of being a Muslim. The answer to this question is very simple—
Muslim women observe ˙i¡àb (covering the head and body) because,
according to the ur"àn, Allah has told them to do so (Ibid.). Different
Muslim societies use ˙i¡àb differently. Some of the Somali women
in Sweden wear the ˙i¡àb and others do not, while some of them
start wearing the ˙i¡àb only when they arrive in Sweden.

A study based on participant observation in a Muslim (Somali)
center in a Stockholm sub-urban area and interviews were conducted
with some 50 parents. This study confronts four problems, which
are interrelated in different ways: Preserving a Muslim identity;
Rejection of Western values; Uniformity with the home country; and
Fear of cultural shock. During the interviews, this matter of ˙i¡àb
was raised and many of the female respondents admitted that they
started dressing in the Muslim way only after they arrived in Sweden.
They explained that they were not less religious in Somalia but they
had their traditional Somali dress. In Somalia there is no specific
culturally defined ˙i¡àb.

Another aspect of the Somali culture is the clan network, which
gives primary importance for its members to help each other like a
large extended family bound by ancestral relations. While this clan
structure is basically threatened by the individualist conception of
the West, the Somali communities in Sweden are more bound by
their Islamic faith and, of course, their belonging to the same nation.

7 Some Islamic scholars do not consider the subject open to discussion and con-
sider covering the face is required, while a majority are of the opinion that it is
not required. A middle line position is taken by some who claim that the instruc-
tions are vague and open to individual discretion depending on the situation (Haneef,
1982).
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The family is a fundamental unit of the Somali society, just like
in other Muslim societies. The extended family system exists in
Somalia where joint responsibility and co-operation between family
members is taken seriously. In an extended family system, members
depend on each other in order to manage in life. Siblings and other
relatives form the core of an individual’s economic and emotional
support group and they are expected to respond in time of need.
Adolescents and young adults are dependent on the help of both
parents and other kin people who help them to become good Muslims.
The relations between adolescents, their parents and other family
members are seen as a lifelong family unity.

There is a constant fear that the Muslim identity of the children
is being dissolved in the melting pot of the Swedish society. One
man said: “We feel that the identity of our children is under threat”.
Another similar complaint was:

When we were in Somalia, we were not worried for our children’s
behavior because the values and norms of the whole society were the
same. Here the preservation of our Muslim identity has become a
challenge rather than something we can take for granted.

An important issue is how to ensure that the home environment is
conducive to Islamic learning through examples and encouragement.
In order to live in this multi-religious world like Sweden and pre-
serve their faith and that of their children, they send their children
to ur"ànic schools in the community center. A woman said:

My desire is that my children learn the ur"àn before I die, in order
to secure the Islamic value, and when I die they will pray for me.

Another woman said:

The best inheritance that we as parents can provide for our children
is to teach them the ur"àn. We are not creating extremists but we
are only teaching our children the right path of Islam.

Somalis recognize ur"ànic schools as a crucial element in the social-
ization of the child and central in the binding cohesion of the com-
munity. For many first generation Somalis living in Sweden, Islam
has become one of the guiding lights and strategies in a different
cultural and religious setting, and as an answer to the suffering from
the civil war. Some parents say that it is more important to tell the
children about Islam than about Somali culture. A Muslim identity
is seen as more important than a Somali identity. One woman argued:
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Back at home in Somalia, I had never attended Friday congregational
prayer in the Mosque, and I occasionally prayed at home. Here in
Sweden my life has changed, I am a good Muslim; I pray regularly
and cover my head. After what happened in my country, Islam gives
me inner peace, and I want to become a good example for my children.

The general observation is that the Somali community in Stockholm,
both females and males are very concerned with their adherence to
their Islamic faith, as well as their children’s faith. How to avoid
and subdue the external influences is an everyday challenge. Somali
children in Sweden are brought into an education system grounded
in the humanistic and scientific traditions of the West. And besides
schooling, young people learn new ways of thinking and behavior
through music, videotapes, television etc. Somali families are not free
from the regulation of the state. The intervention takes various forms
within family law and other laws regulating events within families.
According to a woman:

Here nobody worries about the spiritual growth of the family unit.
The only thing that the government emphasizes is the economic and
material growth of the family unit. Therefore, we find ways to sustain
our Muslim identity, and that is to follow strictly the ur"àn and the
˙adìº. If our children receive the proper Islamic education, it will pre-
vent them from outside temptations.

An example of this regulation is the upbringing of children, which
in Somalia was the responsibility of the parents and the kin. In
Sweden, instead, laws and regulations of the state have weakened
the authority of the parents. For example, physical punishment of
the children is forbidden in Sweden and parents may be accused of
child abuse. In severe cases children may be taken away from their
home and settled in foster homes. One man informed that

In Sweden I worry too much that my children may get into trouble.
For this reason I send them to a ur"ànic school, in order for them
to learn the ur"àn, respect and learn what is just (halaal) and what
is forbidden (haram), and this will prevent them from doing evil things.

Another man showed similar concern and he said:

Here in Sweden I cannot discipline my child because the laws are on
the side of the children, so it is easy for children to oppose their par-
ents. I do not want my child to become like Swedish, for this reason
I send her to a ur"ànic school.
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This fear increases the sense of powerlessness experienced by Somali
parents. Somali parents claim that authorities listen more to the chil-
dren than to the parents.

A general conclusion based on observations and interviews is that
the decline in adult authority over children is a cause of grave con-
cern and distress. According to these parents, the only solution open
for them is to teach their children fundamental Islamic rules at home,
such as prayer and fasting and to send them to the ur"ànic school
in the community centre during the weekend.

One important factor that strengthens the teaching of the ur"àn
for the children is that most of the adult Somalis in Sweden have
dreams of going back to Somalia. According to them, there is a
need to prepare the children in advance by teaching them to fol-
low Islam strictly. In addition, they embrace an ideological attitude
to Islam, which is identical to the contemporary Islamic revival in
Somalia. Somalis try to identify and accept the interpretations and
the work of the Islamists in Somalia. The reason for this behaviour
is their desire to be similar to the people in Somalia is to avoid cul-
tural shock when they return home.

The Somali communities in Sweden mainly identify themselves as
Muslims. Some of their previous identities such as being nomads or
agriculturists no longer exist. This means Somalis in Sweden have
developed their present identity through Islamic consciousness, and
this is enhanced more by the fact that they now live in a predom-
inately non-Muslim culture. They usually do not differentiate Islamic
heritage and Somali heritage; for them the two are interdependent.
Since in Sweden there exists freedom of religion, their practice of
Islam remains constant in clinging to that inner “link”, in surren-
dering themselves to God’s Will, and in practising Islamic ethics to
the highest degree.

Some Muslim scholars believe that Islam is flexible and has the
capacity to adapt to modernity (see, for instance, Arkoun, 1984).
They stress that knowledge seeking, and demand for progress are
strongly encouraged in the ur"àn. They only reject modernization
when they consider that its aim is to fulfill material needs, while dis-
regarding moral ethics and spirituality. They see the latter has already
caused disintegration and moral decay. They argue that Islamic edu-
cation can prevent a whole range of evils such as drug addiction.
The fear of the Muslims is that the overpowering of Western values,
particularly those related to material needs, are not only taught at
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schools, but disseminated by the mass media (television, radio and
videos). In order to avoid these, Muslims encourage their children
to learn Islam, particularly the reading of the ur"àn (Nielsen, 1992).

Conclusion

There are considerable differences between the Muslims living in
Sweden. The majority accept enrolling their children in public schools.
Some of these parents do not see a need for any education apart
from the one given in these schools, while others see a comple-
mentary need for religious and moral training and send their chil-
dren to ur"ànic education organized by different Muslim organization
in the local community. A third category of Muslims enroll their
children in Muslim schools that teach the Swedish national curricu-
lum, receive state subsidies and have to accept regulation and mon-
itoring exercised by the Swedish authorities.

The leaders in such Muslims schools struggle to keep a balance
between the Swedish laws and norms, on the one hand, and the
demands from the Muslim owners of the schools and the Muslim
parents, on the other hand.
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CHAPTER TEN

ENGLISH EDUCATION AND IMMIGRATION POLICIES
AND MUSLIM SCHOOLS

Geoffrey Walford

Introduction—a brief history of religious involvement

Historically, the English education system has been characterised by
its diversity and the involvement of various Christian denominations
in the provision of schooling. Before the nineteenth century the edu-
cation of children was considered to be the private affair of parents.
Apart from a few schools for children in workhouses, all schools were
private schools. Those with sufficient means could employ private
tutors for their children or send them to a variety of grammar or
other fee-paying schools. Schooling for the poor, if they had any
schooling at all, was in dame schools and charity schools. The char-
ity school movement started with the founding of the Society for
Promotion of Christian Knowledge (SPCK) in 1698, whose schools
were intended to restore morals and religious belief to the poor chil-
dren of what was then seen as an increasingly degenerate country.
A range of religiously-based schools developed which were supported
by the churches, both through direct charitable donations and through
the local clergy often teaching in the schools for no fee. As urban-
isation and industrialisation progressed, the somewhat contradictory
drives of philanthropy, religious conviction, and the practical need
for a better educated and disciplined work force led to the gradual
expansion of a network of schools for the poor.

The British government has always been reluctant to become
involved in the provision of schooling, preferring to leave it to the
various churches and other charitable organisations. The first formal
involvement of the state in education was the Health and Morals of
Apprentices Act of 1802, which forced employers to provide for the
teaching of apprentices during the working day and for at least an
hour on Sundays. This was followed by two parliamentary commit-
tees in 1816 and 1818 which attempted to survey the extent and
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nature of elementary education available for the ‘lower orders’. As
expected, the report chronicled ‘grave deficiencies in general provi-
sion, accommodation and actual teaching’, but the resulting first
attempt to establish a national education system failed completely,
as it became embroiled in a controversy with the churches over con-
trol. The Church of England wanted overall control of any new sys-
tem. Not surprisingly, the Roman Catholic and other Protestant
Churches objected.

The next move to establish a national system was made in 1833.
This failed as well, but it did lead to the first grant of £20,000 being
made by government to aid ‘private subscription for the erection of
school houses’. This grant was given to the two main religious
providers of schooling at the time—the Church of England’s National
Society for Promoting the Education of the Poor and the Non-
conformists’ British and Foreign School Society. Grants to the Roman
Catholic Poor School Committee were first given in 1847. Government
grants to build and maintain schools gradually increased over the
century and an Education Department was established in 1856 to
control this funding. By that time, the Victorian government of the
day recognised the need to ensure that education was provided for
all, but was still happy to leave this to the charitable and religious
organisations wherever possible, and would only help financially where
other sources were insufficient.

It was only following the 1870 Education Act that the State became
involved in the provision, maintenance and organisation of its own
elementary schools. A national system was established, but one where
responsibility for provision was still shared by a multitude of providers.
The key 1944 Education Act for England and Wales built upon this
existing understanding. Coming into law while the war was still in
progress, it promised a brighter and fairer future to all children irre-
spective of social class. The slogan ‘secondary education for all’ meant
that all children would leave their elementary or primary schools at
age eleven and move on to secondary schools that were supposedly
appropriate for their differing abilities and aptitudes. In most places,
the Local Education Authorities (LEAs), that were given responsi-
bility for implementing the new system, developed two or three
different types of school to which children were directed according
to the results of an 11 plus selection examination (Walford, 1990).
But another cross-cutting factor was the religious orientation of the
students and the schools. Many of the pre-existing secondary schools
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had been founded by the various Churches and, to enable secondary
schooling to be provided for all children, it was seen as necessary to
include as many of these schools as possible into the state-maintained
sector. While some religious schools remained as private schools, the
majority entered the state-maintained system in one of three cate-
gories—voluntary controlled, voluntary aided or special agreement.
The main distinction between the three was the degree of control that
the Governors maintained over the school and the size of the financial
contribution expected from the Churches in return for their remain-
ing powers. While these schools retained their religious denomina-
tional character, they became an integral part of the state-maintained
local authority system.

During the 1960s and 1970s the selective system of secondary
schooling was gradually replaced by comprehensive schools, still pro-
vided by the churches together with the Local Education Authorities.
By 1979 about 90 percent of secondary age children in the state-
maintained sector were in comprehensive schools, but there remained
a few grammar schools and secondary modern schools. There were
about 28 percent of primary aged pupils in state-maintained reli-
gious schools, and 17 percent of secondary pupils. Over all ages, 22
percent of pupils were in religious schools, which was made up of
11 percent Church of England, nine percent Roman Catholic, and
less than one percent each of Jewish and Methodist (O’Keeffe, 1986).
A further eight percent of school age children were in fee-paying
private schools, most of which were originally established by church
related groups or individuals.

By 2000 about 35 percent of primary and 16 percent of secondary
state-maintained schools in England and Wales were still religious
schools (Lankshear, 2001). The bulk of such schools were Church
of England or Roman Catholic, but there were also some Jewish
and a very few schools of other Christian origins. What is of note
here is that, while it was theoretically possible for the state to sup-
port schools of any faiths, in practice, until 1998 it was only estab-
lished Christian and Jewish schools that obtained funding. Until that
date there were no state-funded schools for children of the various
new immigrant minority religions.

Since 1944 two interlinked trends have effected the state-maintained
religious schools. First, the proportion of funding that the govern-
ment required the schools to contribute to the capital and mainte-
nance costs of the school buildings has gradually reduced. It now
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stands at 10 percent for schools. Second, the schools have become
increasingly secularised. Whilst being more true of the Church of
England schools, which are often hardly distinguishable from Local
Education Authority owned schools, it is also true for Catholic schools
(Arthur, 1995; McLaughlin et al., 1996; Grace, 2002). Many of the
teachers in these religious schools no longer adhere to the beliefs of
the founding church, and religious practice within the schools is often
restricted to a brief assembly and the compulsory study of religious
education by the students. Indeed, the degree of secularisation of the
existing state-maintained religious schools was one of the main rea-
sons for some Christian and Muslim groups wishing to establish their
own private schools and, subsequently, campaigning for state sup-
port for these schools (Walford, 1995).

Overview of immigration and education policies

England is a land of immigrants. From the invasions of the Romans,
Danes and Normans, through to modern-day refugees from Bosnia
and Eastern Europe, England has received a wide diversity of polit-
ical and economic immigrants. But most discussion of immigration
is actually concerned with the black and Asian ethnic minorities who
first came to England following the Second World War. The 1950s
and 1960s were a time of economic boom coupled with severe labour
shortages, such that many employers actively encouraged workers
from the so-called New Commonwealth to come to England to fill
lowly-paid jobs. London Transport, for example, advertised in Jamaica
and the Caribbean for staff for the London Underground and busses
and provided a recruiting office in Kingston itself to speed their pas-
sage. A little later came many from Pakistan and India again destined
to take low-paid jobs not wanted by others. Originally those from
the New Commonwealth came on British passports, but the Common-
wealth Immigration Act of 1962 began a process of limiting the
inflow—especially of black immigrants. These policies were racially
explicit as there was growing fear of being ‘overrun’ by people of
other ‘races’—England has remained open to all (white) Irish immi-
grants throughout the 20th century. There are now tight controls
which limit the entry of those from India, Pakistan and the Carribean
but borders are completely open to those from the European Union.
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During the 1950s and early 1960s, the usual pattern was that men
from the New Commonwealth initially travelled alone with the inten-
tion of returning to their country of origin once sufficient money
had been accumulated. While some did return, many others stayed
and gradually brought over wives and other dependents. During the
1960s children of these immigrants first had a significant impact on
schools.

While there are obviously no direct linkages between the country
of origin, ethnicity and religious adherence, many of the immigrants
from Pakistan and Bangladesh were Muslims, while many from the
Punjab were Sikhs and most from the rest of India were Hindu.
However, the situation is complex, with Muslims in Britain having
significant numbers from eight different countries of origin—Pakistan,
Bangladesh, India, Kenya, Malaysia, Egypt, Libya and Morocco—
as well as many from the various countries of the Middle East (Parker-
Jenkins, 1995). People from each of these groups tended to settle in
particular urban areas within such cities as Birmingham, Blackburn,
Bradford, Coventry, Dewsbury, Leicester, London and Manchester.
There is now a range of Muslim communities based not only on
country of origin, but also on the various groups within Islam. A
similar pattern of local concentration is found for Hindu, Sikh and
Seventh Day Adventist adherents and is of obvious benefit in their
desire to maintain and practice their religion and build Mosques,
Temples and Gurdwãrãs. It also allowed the development of spe-
cialist shops and services designed to meet the social and cultural
needs of particular ethnic groups.

In the 1950s and early 1960s government policy was broadly assim-
ilationist. This is usually taken to mean cultural assimilation rather
than physical assimilation, such that blacks should not be seen by
themselves or others as a discrete group other than in terms of skin
colour (Troyna and Williams, 1986). Schools were thus seen as having
the principle goal of transmitting the dominant culture and socialising
black children into that culture. The potentially disruptive effects of
having culturally and linguistically different children in schools was
to be minimised by trying to eradicate both. Different cultures were
assumed to be deprived cultures which needed to be compensated for
by additional English language teaching and other special measures.

One of the most important ‘special measure’ of the mid-1960s was
the acceptance of bussing of black children from areas of particular
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concentration such that black immigrant children were always in a
minority in any one school. The pattern of immigration was such
that immigrant groups tended to cluster in particular areas of England’s
large cities. It was argued by Government that, for assimilation to
take place, it was necessary for black children to be bussed such that
they were always in a school which was dominated by the white
mainstream culture and the English language. This was intended to
help these children loose the ‘disadvantages’ of their own language
and culture, but also to placate those white parents and teachers
who feared the effects of large numbers of black children in any one
school. Troyna and Williams (1986) have argued that this policy of
dispersal was neither a legitimate nor logical response to perceived
educational needs, but was a surrender to racism for it attempted
to overrule the rights, identity and culture of a minority within what
was multicultural society.

In practice, bussing did not last long and was not widespread. By
the end of the 1960s and beginning of the 1970s there was no longer
a general acceptance of the idea of assimilation, and policy gradu-
ally moved towards integration and then multiculturalism. The 1970s
have been caricatured as the era of ‘saris, samosas and steel bands’
as teachers sought to find elements of the various immigrants’ cul-
tures which could be valorised within a dominant white culture. One
particularly important aspect of multiculturalism was the changes
made to religious education, such that Christianity (while still dom-
inant) became only one of several religions about which children
were given information. Islam, Sikhism, Hinduism and Buddhism
were frequently added to the curriculum—so much so that right
wing apologists decried the ‘multi-cultural mish-mash’ that they
claimed resulted. Multi-faith teaching was partly reversed through
the 1988 Education Reform Act which gave a special place to
Christianity within religious education and acts of worship in schools,
but children are still expected to have knowledge of at least one
other faith in most religious education examinations.

During the 1980s and 1990s there were also many who called for
a move beyond multiculturalism to anti-racist teaching in schools.
Troyna (1993), for example, strongly believed that it was insufficient
for children to simply know about other faiths and cultures and advo-
cated that schools should explicitly teach anti-racism in an attempt
to reduce the disadvantage that many black and Asian children expe-
rience in schools. Such policies have only been partially implemented,
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and it is undoubtedly true that perceptions of racism within exist-
ing state-maintained schools are one of the reasons why some Muslim
parents have opened their own schools.

Education system and options for Muslims

Within England and Wales in 1997 about 20 percent of pupils were
educated within religiously-based state-maintained schools. Almost
7000 (out of about 30,000) state-maintained schools had an explicit
religious affiliation; there being some 4800 Church of England, 2140
Roman Catholic, 55 Methodist (some in association with the Church
of England) and 23 Jewish schools. What is very evident from this
list is that it reflects the predominant religious affiliations of the pop-
ulation of 1944 rather than that of the far more religiously and eth-
nically diverse population of the 1990s. The pattern of religious
schools available within the state-maintained sector takes little account
of the increased religious diversity within England that resulted from
immigration since that time of families from such countries as India,
Pakistan, Kenya and the Caribbean.

It is estimated that there by the mid-1990s there were about a
million Muslims in England, with about 75 percent having origins
in the Indian subcontinent (Peach and Glebe, 1995; Vertovec, 2002),
and about 400,000 children of Muslim parents of school age in
England (Sarwar, 1994). Most religious minority children are now,
of course, second or third generation immigrants, and the vast major-
ity are in state-maintained schools under the governance of local
education authorities or, ironically, the Church of England or the
Roman Catholic church. While many of these children’s parents are
content for them to attend LEA or Christian religious schools, oth-
ers would wish them to be in specifically Muslim schools. It might
seem particularly anomalous that these children attend Church of
England schools, but the Anglicans have long seen their task as one
of serving the inhabitants of the entire local Parish (Chadwick, 1997).
Being the Established Church, the Church of England has provided
certain services for atheists as well as believers of various religions
so that it is now possible to find Church of England schools that
have a majority of Muslim children in attendance. In the early 1990s
it was estimated that there were about 60 schools with a Muslim
intake of 90–100 percent and over 200 with over 75 percent (Parker-
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Jenkins, 1995: 86). Where this has occurred, these schools typically
have made significant adaptions to meet many of the particular cul-
tural and religious needs of these children. In contrast, the Roman
Catholic Church has usually seen its mission in schooling as being
that of providing a Catholic education for Catholic children. While
significant numbers of non-Catholic children do attend such schools,
fewer concessions are usually made to their lack of faith or alterna-
tive faith.

As the various ethnic minorities became increasingly financially
well established, during the 1980s and 1990s, it became more pos-
sible for these parents to consider establishing their own private faith-
based schools. As local and central governments were reluctant to
support state-maintained schools for these religious minorities, the
alternative was to start their own fee-paying schools. There has been
considerable debate about the desirability of separate Muslim schools
(see, for example, Halstead, 1986a & b; Hiskett, 1989; McLaughlin,
1992) but this option has been increasingly taken up. During the
late 1980s and 1990s Muslim, Sikh and Seventh Day Adventists
established their own fee-paying private schools in what has come
to be known as the ‘reluctant private sector’ (Walford, 1991). By
1998 there were about 60 full-time private Muslim schools, several
of which would ideally wish to become state funded. By 2002 there
were over 100.

The private Muslim schools in England exhibit a great diversity.
It is estimated that the private Muslim schools provide for a total
of about 8000 children—about two percent of Muslim children in
England. They range from one expensive London-based school, which
is predominantly attended by children of diplomats, industrialists and
professionals from the Far East to small one-room schools for five
or more children based in domestic houses. The largest school has
nearly 2000 pupils, but the average is about 120. Separate school-
ing for boys and girls is an important feature of Muslim schools,
especially for children beyond puberty. Thus there are more schools
serving secondary age children than primary and there are no coed-
ucational secondary schools. The majority of the boys’ secondary
schools are boarding schools which are linked to seminaries whose
purpose is to train future religious leaders (Runnymede Trust, 1997:
47). There are many small schools that serve primary age children
only (most being coeducational) and the remaining schools serve both
primary and secondary children, some being coeducational at pri-
mary and for girls only at secondary.
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In contrast to the Muslims, the other new religious minorities have
a far smaller number of schools. While the Seventh Day Adventists
claim about 18 million followers worldwide, there are only about
25,000 in England. They support about 12 small primary schools
scattered throughout the country and two small secondary schools—
one in Watford and one in Tottenham, London. In contrast to the
position in many other countries, in England the Seventh Day Ad-
ventist Church, particularly in London, is largely an Afro-Caribbean
church. This means that the John Loughborough School in Tottenham,
for example, is an almost totally black school. There are currently
very few private schools for Hindu and Sikh children, although one
Sikh school has recently entered the state-maintained sector.

Technically, it has always been possible for Local Education Au-
thorities to give support to various religiously-based schools. Although
the 1944 Education Act was designed to protect the interests of the
various Christian denominations, the legislation was such that other
religious groups could also benefit. Support for some Jewish schools
has been longstanding. During the 1980s and 1990s several existing
Muslim private schools applied to their LEAs to become state-main-
tained religious schools, but all such requests were turned down.
Usually this happened at the LEA level, but occasionally the LEA
agreed and central government refused the request. This was the
case in the well publicised example of Islamia primary school where,
following a long campaign, Brent local education authority eventu-
ally and reluctantly supported the application. It is interesting to
remember that this Labour dominated council only finally voted in
favour by the Labour councillors abstaining on the issue and the
councillors from the other parties voting in favour. However, the
proposal was finally turned down by the Conservative government’s
Department for Education in August 1993.

I have written elsewhere about the political campaign which led
to a change in legislation such that it became easier for existing pri-
vate religious schools to enter the state-maintained sector and become
fully funded (Walford, 2000a & b, 2001). The 1993 Education Act
gave the chance for such schools to apply directly to the Department
for Education to become state-maintained. In practice, very few
schools were allowed to take this route and it was only on a change
of government from Conservative to Labour in 1997 that the first
decision was made to allow any religious minority schools to become
state-maintained schools. The new Labour government made posi-
tive decisions on two Muslim primary schools and one Seventh Day
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Adventist secondary school. Since then the School Standards and
Framework Act of 1998 has changed the framework under which
schools operate, however, it is still possible for private religious minor-
ity schools to enter the state-maintained sector as religious (Voluntary)
schools and one Sikh and one Greek Orthodox school have since
made this transition. Two further Muslim secondary schools con-
verted in September 2001 and September 2002. The Labour gov-
ernment elected in 2001 used its election manifesto to argue for an
increase in schools supported by all faiths (Labour Party, 2001: 19).

Case studies

In this final main section I shall outline three case histories. The
first two are of the two Muslim schools which became part of the
state-maintained sector under the 1993 legislation, but only follow-
ing the election of a Labour government in 1997. The third case
study is of a Muslim secondary school in Bradford which entered
the state sector in September 2001.

Two Muslim primary schools

The legislation to make it easier for private schools to enter the
state-maintained sector was initiated under a Conservative govern-
ment in 1993. However, it was only under a Labour government,
following their 1997 victory, that any minority religious schools were
accepted. The first two Muslim primary schools to be accepted were
Al-Furqan and Islamia. Al-Furqan school in Birmingham also became
a state-maintained religious school in September 1998. This Muslim
primary school started in 1989 as a drop-in centre for families who
were home-schooling their girls rather than sending them to non-
Muslim schools. It was originally a self-help organisation for parents,
several of whom had been teachers in state-maintained schools. The
group quickly developed, and started to run a small primary school
in 1992. For the first year, this school took girls only as it had been
girls who had been most frequently home-schooled. However, parental
demand was such that, in the second year of its existence, the school
was persuaded to take boys as well as girls. Parents believed that
their sons should also be able to benefit from what they perceived
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to be a high level of general schooling as well as the Islamic ethos
of the school. The drop-in centre continued, catering mainly for
home-schooled senior girls.

When I visited the school in 1999 there were seven classes. The
reception class included some of the year 1s, the second class had
the remained of the year 1s and all of the year 2s, and the other
five classes were double age, single sex groups. There were less than
100 children in all, who spent their time largely in small crowded
rooms with poor furniture and facilities. The boys were dresses in
a similar way to other ‘uniform schools’ with black trousers and
socks, white shirt and either a red or blue pullover (with school logo)
according to age. The girls, on the other hand wore a black pinafore
with trousers, white shirt and socks, with a red or blue pullover and
˙i¡àb according to age. The staffing of the school at this time is
indicative of a wider problem that the schools face—there were seven
ful time teachers four of whom were Christian and only three Muslim.
There were also three classroom assistants and the headteacher who
were Muslim. The school recognises that there are still few trained
Muslim teachers who wish to work in private Muslim schools and
they thus recruit teachers who they feel are good at their job and
are prepared to recognise the religious character of the school. These
Christian teachers all wore headscarves while at the school. While
Britain still has a low number of trained Muslim teachers, an addi-
tional reason for the difficulty in recruitment is that most of these
private schools pay less than the national pay scales.

The curriculum of the school was based on the national curricu-
lum with the addition of the Arabic language (Walford, 2002). Most
of the children did not speak Arabic at home, so had to be taught
it if they are to be able to read the ur"àn. This was taught by a
separate teacher as, I was told, most second generation Muslims in
Britain are self-taught in Arabic and have very bad pronunciation.
The school aimed to teach the standard Saudi Arabian pronuncia-
tion. Most of this teaching appeared to be aimed at learning and
reciting sùras from the ur"àn. The children were involved in this
for about a half hour per day.

The curriculum was also modified in several other smaller ways.
In English, for example, several books had words cut out or deleted
with a felt-tip pen because the content was not deemed appropri-
ate. This included references to ‘magic’ in the Oxford Reading Tree
and to such things as drugs and sex in a document on ‘being healthy’.
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In music stringed and blowing instruments are not allowed, and even
drums are somewhat suspect. PE is done in a limited way with the
children fully covered throughout. Art often focuses on patterns and
the children should not draw images of living things.

Al-Furqan is situated in a poor neighbourhood of Birmingham
and it serves a largely poor clientele. In 1998, the fees were nomi-
nally set at £1050 per year, but this was hardly ever actually paid.
The Muslim community paid the difference to ensure that the school
survived. Fairly quickly, the school established a charitable trust to
ensure its continued existence, and it looked for ways by which it
could be financially supported. Initial discussion with the local edu-
cation authority indicated that it was unlikely to support the schools
for many years but, by that time, the new legislation allowing direct
application to central government was imminent. In 1995 a meet-
ing of parents and teachers decided that it wished the school to
apply to become state-maintained.

The process was far from straightforward. The school occupied
buildings that were cramped, and it was not possible to accommo-
date many more than about 100 pupils. If the school wished to
expand to 210 pupils, which was a reasonable number for a state-
maintained primary school, there was a need for a new site. A former
small hospital was located which, with substantial new building and
renovation, would accommodate the proposed new school. So, for
about two years, the school negotiated with the Funding Agency for
Schools, the local planning authority, their own architects and those
of the Department for Education and Employment, and was eventu-
ally able to publish proposals in late 1996. An important aspect to
the application was that the Trust was prepared to pay 50 percent
of the costs of the new buildings and renovations. Although the leg-
islation allows sponsors to provide as little as 15 percent of the cap-
ital costs, it had become clear by that stage that the higher the
percentage of the capital costs the sponsors could provide, the greater
was the likelihood that the proposal would be successful (Walford,
1997). Fifty percent offered good ‘value for money’.

It was January 1997, following the statutory objection period when
only minor objections were lodged, before the case could start to be
considered by the Secretary of State for Education and Employment.
With a General Election on its way in May, he made no quick deci-
sions, and it was left to the new Labour government to announce
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in January 1998 that it would support the application. The school
was jubilant, as was Islamia School in Brent which had its accep-
tance into the state-maintained system announced on the same day.
But Al-Furqan’s problems were not quite over, for they found that
another round of further negotiations over the site and buildings was
still required. Although the school entered the state-maintained sec-
tor in September 1998, it had to remain in its existing building for
some time before the new building was completed.

The case of Islamia School in Brent, north-west London, is well
known and documented (e.g. Dwyer and Meyer, 1995), in part, per-
haps, because of the close involvement in the school of Yusuf Islam
who was formerly the pop singer Cat Stevens and is now Chairman
of the Association of Muslim Schools. But the case is also well known
because of its highly controversial nature and the way that the school
became a legal test-case.

Islamia was established in 1982 under a private foundation, the
Islamia Schools Trust, and has tried many times to obtain state fund-
ing by applying to its local education authority. The first applica-
tion was made in 1986 and, after eventually being accepted by the
LEA, was rejected by the Secretary of State for Education. The basis
for rejection at this point was that the school was too small to be
viable. A change of politics to Labour in Brent led to a lack of sup-
port for the school on appeal, and the application was again for-
mally rejected in 1990. This time, the reason for rejection was that
there were surplus places in other local schools. The school applied
for a judicial review and in 1992 the High Court ruled that there
was ‘manifest unfairness’ in the decision (Dwyer and Meyer, 1995:
45). The decision was thus referred back to the Secretary of State,
but in August 1993 the application was once again refused on the
basis of surplus places. This was a particularly strange decision since
the 1993 Education Act which encouraged ‘choice and diversity’ had
become law in July, and it had been stated that ‘denominational
need’ would be taken into account in making decisions about new
religious state-maintained schools.

The next step was to try to take advantage of this 1993 legisla-
tion, and full proposals for a state-maintained primary school were
published in January 1997. Following the 1997 May General Election,
the Labour government made a rapid decision to start funding Islamia
from April 1998.
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A third Muslim school

The third Muslim school to be considered here is Feversham College
in Bradford. This is a school for Muslim girls aged 11 to 18 years,
and is an example of a school designed for parents who wish their
girls to be educated separately from boys.

The College started with 26 girls in September 1984. The found-
ing body was the Muslim Association of Bradford, and the school
was formerly known as the Bradford Muslim Girls Community School.
The school outgrew its original cramped premises, and expanded by
leasing a redundant Victorian school building on Feversham Street
near the city centre. The school operated on a split site for a year
then completed the move to the Feversham site in 1995. In 2000 it
had just over 200 girls and a two form intake of 60 girls in years
9, 10 and 11. From September 2000 it also took 30 girls in years
7 and 8. It now offers 10 GCSE subjects, 4 A level subjects and a
GNVQ course. The subjects offered at A-Level in 2000 were, how-
ever, highly limited—English Literature, religious Studies, Sociology
and Urdu. At GCSE level, in 2000, the subjects offered were: English,
Mathematics, Science, Art and Design, Design and Technology,
Religious Studies, Islamic Studies, Urdu, Arabic an History, with
additional non-examination courses in physical education and per-
sonal social education. Religious observation is also an integral part
of the timetable and each day time is given for reading the ur"àn,
studying ˙adìº and learning the ·ari'a.

The College Prospectus emphasises that the school ‘aims to pro-
vide a caring environment that is secure, stable, consistent and fair’.
It ‘gives the highest priority to discipline in both moral and general
behaviour’, which the college hopes will ‘help our students to enhance
their self-esteem, build their confidence, and motivate them to pur-
sue excellence in all their endeavours’.

The school has a compulsory uniform which includes the Shalwar-
Kameez, Jilbab, and head-covering. Flat shoes are to be worn with
no make-up or jewellery allowed. The aim is for a simple and mod-
est form of dress.

The school has a very good relationship with the Local Education
Authority such that, when I visited in late 2000, an ex-deputy (non-
Muslim) headteacher was being paid by the LEA (through a special
grant) to act as an advisor during the transition to state-maintained
status. She was actually acting as the headteacher while the real
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head was away on maternity leave. The LEA has given some lim-
ited support to the school throughout its existence. At first this was
simply because, before the school opened, there had been some 400
girls in Bradford not going to school at all as there was no single
sex provision. Parents were illegally keeping these girls at home (or
sending them to Pakistan) rather than using coeducational secondary
schools. Support from the LEA was initially not of a Muslim school
as such, but of a school which offered some schooling to girls who
would otherwise have had none. Of course, with such a large Muslim
community in Bradford, it is also true that any local politician would
be wise to offer some support to the school. The LEA also gave
direct support to the school once it moved to the Feversham site as
this was rented by the school from the LEA at a peppercorn rent.
There are also links with the LEA controlled Bradford College which
some students eventually go on to. Some of the girls at the school
are actually registered at Bradford College while at the school and
taught in the school. The College has also given furniture and equip-
ment to the school. Such support has helped keep the fees low, but
the major contribution here comes from the teachers who are on
salaries far lower than those available in the state sector. One result
of this is that the school has several newly qualified teachers who
are prepared to accept low salaries, but is lacking in more experienced
teachers. Evenso, while the school fee in June 2000 was only £930
per year, this is a considerable sum for many of the poor families
that the school serves. The desire for state support is thus longstanding.

With the support of Bradford Local Education Authority the school
applied to become a religious state-maintained school and this was
eventually granted as part of a wide-ranging reorganisation of school-
ing in Bradford. The whole LEA moved in 2000 from a scheme
with primary, middle and high schools to the more usual English
system of just primary and secondary schools with a break at age
11. Feversham School expand to a full secondary school and will
move to a new school on a site which is currently owned by the
LEA. In many ways the old system had suited this Muslim school
well, as parents are generally prepared for their girls to mix with
boys until they are mature and were thus able to use the middle
schools in most cases. However the new school will take children
from age 11 and there will be 90 girls entering year 7 each year.

There were still some problems to be solved or evaded. As the
school became a religious maintained school it had to find the legal
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minimum of 15 percent of the costs of a new building on the new
site. This meant that they needed to find about £1 million—a sum
way beyond the school’s resources. However, it was hoped that once
building started it would become easier to fundraise. Other prob-
lems relate to the school’s ability to cover the National Curriculum.
The interpretation of Islam that is followed by the school prohibits
the use of any musical instruments apart from the voice and drums—
a feature that also make aerobics difficult. The racist way in which
the National Curriculum favours European languages means that the
children’s Urdu is downgraded. The school is forced to offer a mod-
ern European language as the first choice of second language and
then have Urdu as another choice. While it is not technically nec-
essary within the National Curriculum, the school’s interpretation of
Islam which prohibits any representations of people or animals does
make art teaching limited. In addition to Arabic, which is currently
taught by a non-trained teacher, students also have Islamic Studies
for three periods each week and religious education where they study
one Christian Gospel in addition to Islamic texts. Of course, there
is nothing odd about Muslims reading the Gospels as Islam accepts
most of the Christian story and teaching. Again, some of the teachers
are non-Muslims as no Muslim teachers could be found to teach
particular subjects.

As with all schools, parents have chosen this school for a variety
of reasons. Some girls are refugees from the state system—having
either actually been failed by the system or because they were being
bullied. No doubt some of these problems were racist in nature.
Other girls had been playing truant from their state sector schools
and parents had moved them to this school because they thought
they needed more control. As a result, my impression was very much
that some of the parents (and some of the girls) did not so much
want a Muslim education, as such, but chose the school to disci-
pline their girls and to ensure that they were separated from boys.
Some parents and girls, for example, wanted the uniform changed
so that they did not have to wear the Shalwar-Kameez and Jilbab.

Conclusion

The vast majority of children of Muslim parents attend schools that
are fully funded by the state and are provided by Local Education
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Authorities, the Church of England or the Roman Catholic Church.
Within this range of schools there is a wide diversity of accommo-
dation to the needs of Muslim students. Where there are many
Muslim students, schools take often account of the need for halal
food, offer prayer times and a prayer room, allow the wearing of
particular clothing, and take account of prohibitions on certain aspects
of art, music, physical education and sex education. As with fol-
lowers of any other religion, Muslim parents vary in their orthodoxy
and in the centrality of their faith in their lives. While some desire
no special treatment in for their children in schools, it would appear
that most are satisfied if schools are prepared to make some degree
of accommodation to the needs of their faith (Parker-Jenkins, 1991).
Others are not.

During the 1980s and 1990s a small proportion of parents became
so disillusioned with state schooling that they started their own pri-
vate Muslim schools and have been prepared to pay fees to ensure
that their children receive the Islamic education that they desire.
The desire to establish separate Muslim schools has many roots. It
can be linked to the growing wealth, self-confidence and organisa-
tional abilities of British Muslims, along with their perceptions the
actuality that some schools were unable to challenge racism (Troyna
and Carrington, 1987) or adequately to educate minority children.
This was coupled to a rise in traditionalist and fundamentalist Islam,
a greater secularisation of Christian Church schools (which were pre-
viously attractive to some Muslim parents), and an increased desire
on the part of some parents to have their adolescent girls taught
separately from boys.

While there will be variation between the parents who use these
private schools, it is inevitable that they will tend to be more ortho-
dox or fundamentalist in their views of the faith than those who
remain using the state sector (Osler and Hussain, 1995). This obvi-
ous tendency towards orthodoxy or fundamentalism is the main rea-
son why there has been criticism of such schools. Separate secondary
schools for girls has been a particular issue as such schools have
been seen by some feminists as a way by which male dominance
over women can be reproduced (see Haw, 1994, 1998). This idea
is linked to the particular interpretation of Islam that is current in
the social and cultural backgrounds of some of some of the British
immigrant groups. But for others, such schools are seen as trying to
inculcate a deeply conformist and repressive idea of the role of
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women. While it is recognised that girls may resist as well as accept
such ideas, it is argued that they would have a better chance of
breaking away from this repression if they attended a coeducational
non-Muslim school (see Basit, 1996, 1997a & b). Similar arguments
have been made about the possible detrimental effects on gay teenagers
of schools which teach that homosexual practice is an ‘abomination’
(Halstead and Lewicka, 1998).

But the further significant issue is that, in England, the Muslim
minority is largely an ethnic minority as well. These separate Muslim
schools reduce ethnic mixing of children. The recent riots between
Asian and white English youth in Bradford ( June 2001) and other
Northern English cities emphasise the need for greater knowledge
and understanding between the ethnic groups if we are to have a
stable society. Within a liberal state that values equity in terms of
gender, sexuality and ethnicity, the best solution is probably for all
state-maintained schools to take account of the religious needs of all
of their students, so that all can attend the same schools. Failing
that, bringing some existing private Muslim schools into the state
sector does at least ensure that all students follow the bulk of the
National Curriculum and that issues of equity and equality of oppor-
tunity are brought to the fore.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

MUSLIM MINORITIES AND EDUCATION IN 
GERMANY—THE CASE OF BERLIN

Jürgen Henze

Introduction

This chapter gives an overview of recent developments in reformu-
lating German immigration policy and the provision of education to
minorities, with special reference to Muslim children and youths.
The case of schooling in the State of Berlin will provide evidence
for the current interpretation of multi-cultural and multi-language
education in Germany and for the variety of problems which need
to be solved by city and state level schooling authorities.

Background

In 2001 the Independent Commission on Migration to Germany
(Unabhängige Kommission Zuwanderung)1 published its report with
a remarkable statement that would not have been made years before:

It is now obvious that the guiding political principle and standard that
applied for many decades, namely that “Germany is not a country of
immigrants”, has become untenable as the maxim of German immi-
gration and integration policy. “The Commission acknowledges that
Germany has become a country of immigrants—incidentally, not for
the first time in history.” (Independent Commission, 2001, p. 13)

1 The Commission had been assigned by the Federal Minister of the Interior in
2000 in order to facilitate public and political discussion of new concepts for man-
aging immigration to Germany. One of the key issues was to come up with a con-
cept for an immigration law (Zuwanderungsgesetz), to discuss ways to improve the
current asylum procedure and to develop a frame of reference which would fit to
a broad European concept of immigration and integration. See Independent Com-
mission (2001), p. 21.
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This new perspective is something like a turning point in the history
of migration in Germany although the phenomenon of emigration
and immigration are be no means new: Early migration can be
traced back to the mid-twelfth century but, it was not before the
eighteenth century that a growing number of German migrants left,
predominantly for North America. This trend of “going west” picked
up momentum in the 1830s and lead to “emigration waves” which
peaked between 1857 and 1859 (Bade 1997, p. 4ff.). After the late
nineteenth century transatlantic migration decreased and immigra-
tion into Germany increased, mainly comprising “Poles from Central
Poland, at that time part of Russia, as well as Poles and Ruthenians
from Austrian Galicia and Italians and Italians” (Bade 1997, p. 10).
The now reversed trend of emigration could be attributed to a grow-
ing labour shortage as a result of rapid industrial growth during 
the two decades before World War. The prevailing perspective of the
state on how to handle growing immigration was captured in the
phrase “polonization of the East” and clearly marked some kind of
ideological foundation for coping with foreigners and the aspect of
“being foreign”. Basically the same perspective, namely to view for-
eign immigrants predominantly as strangers which have to be treated
differently in order to cope with their strangeness (cultural difference)
seemed to last until the very recent past.

But, changes are underway: There is growing concern about the
interpretation of a “successful integration” of immigrants, especially
in the light of latest developments in the labour market, nationally
as well as internationally. In education, “diversity” (instead of difference)
has become a widely accepted paradigm for understanding cross-
cultural (or: intercultural) competence building. Acquiring a multi-
level perspective for understanding and valueing “the other” has
become a new goal in education. At least to some degree this seems
to be part of the globalisation process in curricular development.

Finally, the results from the OECD Programme for International
Student Assessment (PISA) had a decisive impact on the discussion
of migrants’ children success in schooling.2 In contrast to other indus-

2 “The results of PISA suggest that educational success may be related to pat-
terns of communication between parents and children. An important objective for
public policy may therefore be to support parents, particularly those whose own
educational attainment is limited, to facilitate their interaction with their children
and their children’s schools in ways that enhance their children`s learning. The
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trialized countries Germany is characterized by a strong socio-cul-
tural bias in channelling primary school students to secondary schools.
This bias leads to disadvantages for those students who come from
lower level professional families, and most severely this applies to
students from migrants’ families, where both parents are of non-
German language origin.3 As a consequence state governments have
come forward with new initiatives to improve language competen-
cies among those students of non-German language origin.

Patterns of Immigration 1949–2000

The history of postwar immigration to Germany is characterised by
a number of distinctive periods with changing patterns of migration
inflows and outflows. Conventionally, developments until the early
nineties have been divided into six phases as given in Table 1.

The first phase mainly comprised the immigration of German
nationals as refugees and expellees. The second period marked the
high tide of migration between the former GDR and West Germany,
when approximately 2.7 million GDR citizens left the territory (Über-
siedler) to settle in the FRG. The third phase finally marks the begin-
ning of an active recruitment of foreign nationals as additional labor
force, although first attempts to attract foreign nationals as “guest
workers” for a restricted period of time can be traced back to 1955
At that time the export-oriented growth of the German economy
lead to growing demand for labor. During the 1950s this demand
was largely satisfied by migration as mentioned in the first phase. In
addition, as early as in 1995, a formal agreement with Italy was
signed to allow Italians to work in Germany as “guest workers”.
Similar agreements followed with Spain and Greece in 1960, with

nature of the educational disadvantage that students with ethnic minority back-
ground and/or the children of migrants suffer is substantially influenced by the cir-
cumstances from which they have come. These students may be academically
disadvantaged either because they are immigrants entering a new education system
or because they need to learn a new language in a home environment that may
not facilitate this learning. In either case, they may be in need of special or extra
attention.” (OECD 2001, p. 157) In Germany it seems that the disadvantage effect
of schooling is stronger at the secondary level, differences at the primary level do
not seem to be that important.

3 Deutsches PISA-Konsortium (2001, 2002).
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Turkey in 1961, and with Morocco, Portugal, Tunisia and Yugoslavia
between 1963 and 1968. By 1973 the employment of “guest work-
ers” peaked at the level of “2.6 million, or 12 percent of all gain-
fully employed people in West Germany. Labor migrants from Turkey
(605.000), Yugoslavia (535.000), and Italy (450.000) constituted the
largest group, and a total of almost 4 million foreigners lived in West
Germany” (Münz & Ulrich, 1997, 79).

At first, foreign migrants acting as guest workers, received work
and residence permits valid for one year, a policy, which left migrant
workers in a state of uncertainty, not beneficial to any form of cul-
tural integration. Since 1971 migrants with at least five years of con-
tract work experience could claim special work permits which would
be valid for another five years. This change of legal entitlement
increasingly led to the immigration of family members to a growing
demand in the provision of social services (e.g. schooling). The process
was reinforced by the announcement of the German government in
1973 of changes in policies, to end foreign recruitment. It is impor-
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Table 11.1 Phases in the History of German Migration, 1945–1995

1945 to 1949 Mainly immigration of ethnic German refugees and
expellees (Vertriebene) and reimigration of non-German
forced labor, prisoners of war, and survivors of the 
concentration camps of Nazi Germany

1949–1961 First peak of migration between East and West Germany
(Übersiedler)

1961–1973 Active recruitment of foreign labor by the FRG (guest
workers); rapid growth of foreign population

1973–1988–89 Recruitment stop; failed attempts to reduce the number
of foreigners living in the FRG; consolidation and further
growth of the foreign population in West Germany by
way of family reunion; recruitment of foreign labor by the
GDR

1988–1991 Immigration of ethnic Germans (Aussiedler), asylum 
seekers, refugees, new labor migrants; second peak of 
migration between East and West Germany

1992– Introduction of new restrictions against the immigration
of Aussiedler and asylum seekers

Source: Münz & Ulrich 1997, p. 68.
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tant to note, that—from a governmental perspective—immigration
policy was mainly labor recruitment policy “to counterbalance cycli-
cal and demographic bottlenecks in the West German labor mar-
ket” (Münz & Ulrich, 1997, 79f.). The fifth period covering 1988–91
marked a dramatic increase in the number of asylum seekers and
ethnic German immigrants, predominantly from territories within the
former Soviet Union and other Eastern European countries.

Finally, a new period might have started in 2001–02 when the
Independent Commission on Migration to Germany published its
report Structuring Immigration—Fostering Integration which for the
first time accepted the notion that Germany has become a “coun-
try of immigrants”. Consequently public discussion quickly focussed
on the legal improvement of migrants’ conditions in Germany and
following the suggestion of the commission, an Immigration Law was
finally signed by the Bundespräsident.

Educational provision for minorities

Religious education

The Basic Law (R1) guarantees freedom of belief and conscience
and the freedom of creed, religious or ideological; the undisturbed
practice of religion is guaranteed. There is no state church in the
Federal Republic of Germany; the Basic Law guarantees individual
religious freedom and tolerance (Art. 140). The relationship between
church and state has been adopted from the 1919 Weimar consti-
tution (Art. 137, Paragraph 1) and is characterised by the principle
of the separation of church and state. At the same time, the state
confers certain tasks and rights on the church (e.g. the levying of
church taxes). Churches have the status of independent public law
bodies. In 1998, the Roman Catholic Church in Germany had 27.2
million members and the Protestant Church had 27.1 million mem-
bers (33.0 percent of the population each). The Free churches and
the Greek Orthodox Church as well as the Jewish communities are
also represented among others.

The large number of foreign workers and their families who have
made their home in the Federal Republic account for some 3 million
Muslims, the largest group of which are of Turkish nationality. Accord-
ing to the Basic Law, religious instruction is part of the curriculum
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in public-sector schools, except non-denominational schools. As stip-
ulated by the Basic Law, religious instruction is given in accordance
with the doctrine of the religious community concerned (Art. 7,
Paragraph 3). The stipulations contained in the Basic Law on reli-
gious instruction as a standard subject are not, however, applied in
Bremen and Berlin since these Länder had already laid down different
regulations under Land law on 1 January 1949, in other words prior
to the promulgation of the Basic Law. Brandenburg also makes use
of this legal provision, whilst conceding to the churches and religious
communities the right to teach pupils according to their denomina-
tion on school premises. The Basic Law stipulates that parents have
the right to decide whether children receive religious instruction 
(Art. 7, Paragraph 2). According to the Law on the Religious Educa-
tion of Children (Gesetz über die religiöse Kindererziehung—R13),
once a child has reached the age of 12, the decision made by the
parents must have the child’s consent. From the age of 14, each
child is free to decide whether to attend religious instruction, unless
Land legislation makes other provision. In most of the Länder, pupils
who do not participate in religious education are instead taught ethics
as replacement or alternative subject. Further details are given in
the reports from 1992 and 1998 of the Standing Conference of the
Ministers of Education and Cultural Affairs of the Länder on Protestant
religious education, Catholic religious education and ethics education.

Muslim religion classes
According to the most recently published government report on the
situation of foreigners in Germany, at least four different modes of
Muslim religion classes can be identified:4

• The case of the state North Rhine-Westphalia, where education
in basic elements of Islam have been taught at the primary school
level since 1986, originally as part of the additional afternoon les-
son in the mother tongue of children with immigrant backgrounds.
Currently, as some kind of educational experiment confined to a
number of model-schools only, Muslim religion classes are offered
as regular subject with German as medium of instruction at the
level of primary and secondary (I) schools.

4 Bericht der Beauftragten der Bundesregierung für Ausländerfragen über die
Lage der Ausländer in der Bundesrepublik Deutschland (2002), p. 254.
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• In Berlin the Islamic Federation had won the case against the state
government of Berlin in 2001 and has been entitled to offer Muslim
religion classes at two primary schools in Berlin.

• The Federation of Alevit Communities (Föderation der Aleviten
Gemeinden in Deutschland e.V.), with their regional member com-
munities in Bavaria, Baden-Württemberg, Hesse, North Rhine-
Westphalia and Berlin, have submitted their applications for supplying
Muslim religion education. In Berlin the case has been granted,
other German state governments still have to decide.

• A special form of religion classes has been provided in the state
of Hamburg where different religious communities (Christian
churches, Buddhist communities as well as Islamic communities)
participate in providing “religion classes for all”.

Besides these regional attempts to cope with a growing demand for
Muslim education as part of the regular instruction at state-run
schools, different Islamic organisations compete for different models
of instruction, favoring classes with Turkish as the language of instruc-
tion and Islamic teachers as the exclusive providers of religious
education.

By far the majority of Islamic religious communities request some
kind of denominational Islam (Muslim) religion classes in accordance
with Article 7, para. 3 of the Basic Law, which “sets out that reli-
gious education in state schools (with the exception of non-denomona-
tional schools) is to be a regular school subject to be taught in
compliance with the principles of the respective religious communi-
ties, notwithstanding the right of supervision held by the state”.5 The
Turkish Federation in Berlin-Brandenburg demands that religious
education is not dependent on a particular Islamic association’s inter-
pretation of Islam. According to a survey among Turkish immigrants
in North Rhine-Westphalia a majority of 73 percent favour Muslim
religion classes in Turkish, and 45 percent support the participation
of Turkish state authorities. Only a minority support the exclusive
responsibility of German school authorities or Islamic organisations
for the provision of Muslim religious classes.

At the level of Federal and State governments consensus has been
reached on the necessity to introduce Muslim religion classes using

5 Independent Commission on Migration to Germany (2001), p. 231.
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German as the language of instruction. These curricula should be
developed in cooperation with Muslim representatives and follow the
requirements as outlined in the Basic Law. A major prerequisite—
and currently the most pressing problem—for a successful introduc-
tion of this denominational education is the availability of professionally
trained teaching personnel. Teachers for Muslim religious classes
should be trained at the university level although no such programs
have yet been developed as part of any teacher training program.

Official languages and minority languages

German is stipulated by law as the official language of administra-
tion and of the judiciary. There are special provisions in Brandenburg
and Sachsen for the use of the Sorbian (Wendish) language. Education
differs from administration and justice in that there are no legisla-
tive provisions on the language of instruction. German is the nor-
mal language of instruction and training at general education and
vocational schools as well as institutions of higher education.

The exceptions at school include certain private schools, all bilin-
gual schools and classes as well as instruction and extra classes in
the mother tongue for non-German pupils. In 1998, Germany joined
the European Charter of Regional and Minority Languages of the
Council of Europe and applies this agreement to those speaking
Danish, Fresian, Sorbian, Romany and Low German. The children
of the Danish minority in Schleswig-Holstein can attend private
schools (Ersatzschulen) instead of the general education schools of
the public sector, as long as the educational objectives of these schools
essentially correspond to those of the school types provided for in
the Schleswig-Holstein education act (R105). Lessons in these schools
are taught in Danish. As a rule, German is a compulsory subject as
of grade two. Parents may choose whether their children should
attend schools catering for the Danish minority. They merely have
to inform the local primary school (Grundschule) that their child has
been accepted at a school which caters for the Danish minority, and
thus absolve him/her from the need to attend the public-sector school.
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The Case of Berlin

The total number of the non-German population increased from
248.656 in 1985 to 436.182 in 2001. About 45 percent of the Berlin
population belongs to religious communities, among them 27 per-
cent are protestants, 10 percent Catholics, 6 percent are Muslims of
different orientation and 0,3 percent belong to the Jewish Community.
About 2 percent belong to other religious communities of which
official statistics count about 100. Depending on how they are classified,
the number of these communities may be between 100 and 200.
Islam in Berlin represents the third major religious community, as
it happens to be in Germany generally. The total number of Muslims
in Germany is about 3 million, of whom 80 percent are immigrants
from Turkey, mostly Sunnìs. The number of Alevites is about 500.000
for Germany, about 60.000 in Berlin. There are more than 70 Islamic
mosques and prayer houses in Berlin.

Options for Migrants’ Education in Berlin

Background: Deficit Language Abilities

Following a pilot project in the Berlin district of Wedding in 1998/99
(covering 20 primary schools with 1594 students in grade one), which
has the highest proportion of foreign immigrants and of unemploy-
ment, the Berlin government decided to assess the level of language
competence (communicative competence) of newly recruited students
in grade one of primary schools for the school term 2002/2003
(Senatsverwaltung, 2001). The assessment is designed to provide infor-
mation on language deficits among students of German and non-
German language origin. As a first step the four districts with the
highest percentage of students of non-German language origin were
selected for a trial assessment. In spring 2003 this will be extended
to 12 districts. Altogether 145 schools with 9874 students (51 per-
cent German students, 49 percent students of non-German language
origin) were tested six months ahead of the entry to primary school
education in fall 2002/2003. The results of the assessment were dev-
astating and lead to a massive public discussion of the current mode
of education for migrants’ children and youths.
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The emerging picture was as follows: On average students achieved
66 out of a 100 points scale, German students did better with 78
points, students of non-German language origin fell behind with 53
points only. Students who had attended pre-primary classes or preschool
institutions did better than those who had not attended any preschool
institutions. The proportion of students with intensive need for sup-
plementary education/training was 36 percent, in contrast, 33 per-
cent had no such demand and 31 percent simply had demand for
supplementary education/training. Among those with intensive (severe)
need for supplementary training the number of students of non-
German language origin was nearly five times greater than the num-
ber of German students. In practice, the more severe the need for
additional training, the higher the percentage of students of non-
German language origin. Not surprisingly, those districts which “won
the race”, were those where the proportion of foreign immigrants
(students of non-German origin) was low. In Wedding, the district
with the highest proportion of students of non-German language ori-
gin, the learning achievement was the lowest among all districts.
Regardless of the fact that educationists have criticized the under-
lying methodology of the language assessment (Gogolin, Neumann
& Roth 2001), the picture emerging from the data is frightening and
should be considered as a starting point for action.

Supplementary (Remedial) Education (Förderunterricht)
The most influential shortcoming of education for minorities with
regards to their life chances is the dramatically reduced language
proficiency, especially on the level of pre-primary and primary edu-
cation. In order to cope with this problem a number of options for
supplementary education are available (Nové, 2000):

1. Students with no or a highly restricted command of the German
language may attend intensive German language courses which
are run for eight hours per week, mostly parallel to regular classes
at primary school level. Learning groups should not exceed 12
students. Regardless of the student’s learning success this class
may be attend for up to three years.

2. Students with considerable deficits in the German language and
who have severe problems in following instruction in the class are
entitled to receive remedial teaching, the so-called “German as
second language” training. It will be provided for five hours per
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week, and learning groups should not exceed 10 students. This
language course may last for two years (in exceptional cases for
three years), depending on the learner’s success.

3. If more than 25 percent of students in regular primary classes
are not able to follow German as the language of instruction,
special remedial classes should be established in order to qualify
students for participation in regular classes within two years. In
addition to these promotional measures, the school will take the
language deficits of students into account for grading. Many schools
also provide after-school activities, either independently organised
or in cooperation with other social organisations.

A research report on “Verlässliche Halbtagsgrundschule” (Ramseger
et al., 2001), which was part of a larger project “Primary School
Reform 2000” run by the Berlin school authorities, pointed out that
the provision of qualified personnel for the organisation of supple-
mentary education for students of non-German language origin was
far from what was necessary. Specially delegated teaching personnel
were very often misused in spite of severe manpower shortage at
primary schools. This in turn lead to severe undersupply of teach-
ing hours in the afore mentioned three versions of supplementary
language training. This situation seemed to be most dramatic in dis-
tricts with a high percentage of foreign immigrants, like Kreuzberg,
Wedding, Neukölln and Tiergarten where in some classes up to 90
percent of students were of non-German language origin.

But criticism has also been raised with regard to the concept of
remedial training and remedial classes, in both cases students are
separated from their German class-mates, thus isolated in a language
environment, which prevents a student from opting to communicate
with native speakers of the same age. In addition, while out-of-class
communication in multi-ethnic classes is dominated by the use of
German as the main language for communication, more homoge-
neous classes of students of non-German language origin tend to
avoid German as the main form of communication (Ramseger et al.,
2001, p. 29). Finally, most successful examples of supplementary pro-
vision of training seems to be of that kind where language training
is interrelated with a variety of additional measures, covering school-
based after-class activities as well as out-of-school activities and coach-
ing in cooperation with different actors in society.
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European School (Europaschule)
The European School (Europaschule) is a fine example of schooling
in a multilingual environment (Göhlich 1998; Sukopp 1996). In terms
of administration these schools comprise classes attached to regular
schools, starting with preschool classes for five-year olds on the pre-
primary level. Teaching is bi-lingual and all kinds of formal gradu-
ation certificates can be obtained. The main characteristic of this
type of schooling is the composition of the student body: Classes are
formed on the basis of equal representation of students with German
as their mother tongue and those with one out of the following nine
foreign languages English, French, Russian, Spanish, Italian, Greece,
Turkish, Portuguese and Polish. These languages form a pool of so-
called “partner languages” (Partnersprachen). Teaching—except for-
eign language training—is carried out by native speakers, special
personnel are in charge of teaching in the non-German mother
tongue. Until Grade 8 teaching in the subjects “mother tongue” and
“partner language” are organized on the basis of separated language
groups receiving the same amount of instruction. Beginning with
grade 5 all students have to attend English language classes as their
foreign language training, students with English as partner language
attend French classes.

Islamic Education in Berlin: the Unsolved Problem

In Berlin the provision of religious education for students from Muslim
families is still an unsolved problem, as there is actually hardly any
choice for parents. As it is the case in most German states, elements
of Islamic education predominantly are provided in the form of sup-
plementary language instruction. As part of these language-based
classes education in ethics and moral values have also become core
elements. At present Islamic education is favoured as a separate
course for primary/secondary schooling in a limited number of
German States, among them being Berlin. The underlying question
which has been brought to court is whether teaching of Islamic edu-
cation may be left to Islamic organisations, thus leading to teaching
at school without direct state control, or has to be taught by pro-
fessionally trained teachers with a regular certificate of state con-
trolled education at the university level. Reference has been made
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to the most recent decision of court that Islamic religious organisa-
tions are legally entitled to provide religious instruction in accor-
dance with the Basic Law (see above). It has only since the beginning
of the new school year of 2002/2003 that Islamic religious classes
have been opened at selected schools.6 There is ongoing debate on
the kind of professional background that is to be required for teach-
ers and universities engaged in teacher training have been asked to
develop new courses for preparing teaching personnel. First results
are not likely to become visible before 2003/2004.

According to interview data generated as part of a Masters the-
sis in progress I have the impression that teachers at primary and
secondary level schooling face special difficulties in coping with stu-
dent behavior and different orientations that are either related to
cultural differences and/or social class background. Most frequently
cited problems have been:

– Aggressive behavior among Muslim boys, especially in open dis-
cussion with female teachers, and gender-specific dominance in
male-female communication;

– the correct interpretation of the concept of seref and namus (hon-
our and dignity);

– the confrontation between Islamic values and non-Islamic value
systems, especially after the September 11, 2001 attack, also the
different approaches of Islamic and non-Islamic law;

– the reluctance among Muslim parents to accept responsibilities for
misbehavior and learning failure of their children and to avoid
direct communication with teachers and school authorities;

– the assumed clash of Human Rights—as interpreted by the major-
ity of western states—with core values in Islam (actually, the ques-
tion is: which Islam?);

6 The introduction of these classes is in line with the Recommendation of the
Independent Commission on Migration to Germany to “integrate Muslim religion
classes taught in the German language into the curricula of German schools in
accordance with Article 7, para. 3 of the Basic Law in order to provide an alter-
native to the lessons offered by private ur"ànic schools; to train teachers in prepa-
ration for Muslim religion classes in Germany and to organise Muslim religion
classes at German schools in such a way that they help young muslims develop
their own identity.”
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– the role of dress codes for women (wearing a scalf ) in Islamic
societies and the western interpretation in the light of women
rights,

– the low attendance rate among migrant students in general.

These findings have to be confirmed at a later stage of the thesis
but, they certainly point into the direction for further attention and
discussion of possible reforms in teacher training.

Conclusion

The introduction of Islamic education as a new element of the school
curriculum in state run schools is certainly reflecting a new under-
standing of “integration” in public. More German states are on the
move to granting individual schools at primary level the right to
introduce Islamic education. Overall the percentage of Muslim stu-
dents who take part in these classes is probably in the range of
10–15 percent. Especially after the events of September 2001 the
informed public is watching critically who is delivering teaching and
what is the content. Currently, the most pressing problem is the pro-
vision of a qualified teaching force. The actual participation of Islamic
organisations is hardly accepted and state governments are in a hurry
to establish university based training for teachers. This will take some
time, in the meantime it will be the Islamic organisations to provide
the Islamic expertise at the school level.

In a broader perspective—and this may be part of educational
globalization—the education of Muslim minorities has become an
issue for state and society. The role of Islam as a religion of equal
right to Christian religions is now under debate, and this leads to
the more general discussion about the role of religion in education
and schooling. Regardless of the outcome of this discussion we do
find more flexibility and openness in handling these issues than ever.

With regard to competence building new developments have been
cited here in the aftermath of the PISA “schock” in Germany. Most
likely a variety of educational programmes will be developed to over-
come language-based difficulties in competence building among
migrants’ children and youth. This will also be on the agenda as
soon as the Immigration Act finally comes into effect. Still, the under-
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lying problem of “identity building” among Muslim minorities will
not be solved in the near future. At least there is a growing aware-
ness about these issues.
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CHAPTER TWELVE

EDUCATION AND MUSLIM MINORITIES IN THE 
CZECH REPUBLIC

Karel Rÿdl and Marika Uiberlayová

Introduction

This chapter describes the situation of the Muslim and some other
minorities and the possibilities for education and teaching in the
Czech Republic (CR). Traditional linguistic minorities such as Polish
and German speaking minorities have since long-established rights
to their educational arrangements, while the same does not apply in
practice to the large Romany minority and still less to the compar-
atively recently immigrated Muslims. In its efforts to become involved
in the globalization processes, the CR has had to accept a large
number of laws and conventions which would improve the situation
of the Muslims if they were realized. The first section presents the
general information and political, historical and cultural background
that situate minorities in their present day context. The second and
third sections describe the problems Muslims encounter when demand-
ing their education solutions.

Background

The minority experience in Czechoslovakia before and after 1993,
when Czechoslovakia became the Czech republic (and the Slovac
Republic) has very different historical backgrounds. The communist
government came to power in 1948. With regard to immigration,
the first wave included people from Vietnam, Kampuchea, Cuba,
Ethiopea, mostly—students and workers. With the 1968 invasion by
the troops from the Warszaw pact, there was a wave of emigration
of Czechs to countries in Western Europe. A second wave of immi-
gration came after the collapse of the Soviet system in 1990. Immigrant
groups included Czechs living in Russia, and people from Ukraine,
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Greece and Arab countries. Then, more and more people have 
come from the Balkans, Afghanistan (war immigrants), Pakistan, and
Sri Lanka (economic immigrants). After the political division of
Czechoslovakia into two new republics (Czech and Slovak) more peo-
ple came from Slovakia (Romany) into the CR to pursue economic
opportunities and the Slovak people are also at present members of
a national minority in the CR. The CR made efforts to create bet-
ter conditions for the life of ethnic, national and religions (cultural)
minorities.

The second half of the 20th century brought the UN’s attempts
at institutionalising the care of asylum seekers. In 1951, the Geneva
Convention (The UN Convention for the Conditions of Refugees) con-
solidated the status of refugees for the whole world and established
a minimum standard for handling refugees. The CR accepted and
ratified the Convention in 1991, but it took until 1993 before it was
made public in the Law Digest. The delay was due to the division
of the state, and the international recognition of the two new states:
the Czech and Slovak Republics. The CR had been preparing its
own refugee law for a number of years. Alongside the establishment
of different international institutions, the problems of refugees became
the concern of a range of non-governmental organisations.

Despite the new conditions in Europe, Czech legislators struggle
against a lack of interest at various levels in the country—in system-
atic adaptation to the international changes. However, two new laws,
the one concerning immigrants (1992) and the other one concerning
asylum seekers (1990) were put into effect. The new law concerning
residence status of immigrants in the CR, in fact, complicated rather
than eased the situation of immigrants already living and working
in the CR. A welcome addition, however, was the institutionalization
of temporary asylum, which allows a visa for a period of one year.

The Situation of Immigrants

Polish and German speaking minorities have a long history in the
CR. Until 1989 the state recognised only organizational activities of
these two minorities: the Polish Cultural League from 1948 and the
Cultural Association of Citizens of German nationality from 1968.

If we do not take into account the waves of refugees from the
former East Germany, who tried to reach West Germany through
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Prague, the CR experienced, for the first time, a large number of
refugees following the revolution in autumn 1989. Until that time
the CR had been a strictly closed country, creating more of its own
refugees (two waves: after 1948 and after 1969) than it received. By
the year 1990 the then Czechoslovakia had once again become an
asylum, transit country, particularly for migrants from countries of
the former Soviet Union, the Balkans, India and Pakistan, and since
1993, Slovakia. In 1990 the first refugee camps for political asylum
seekers were set up. For refugees, integrated accommodation centers
were established, and humanitarian centres were established for peo-
ple with temporary asylum. Between 1990 and 1998 refugee camps
received almost 20,000 applicants, of which approximately one tenth
gained refugee status, most of them were from Bosnia and Herzegovina,
Vietnam, Afghanistan, Iraq and Romania. Between 1990 and 2001
the national composition of refugees changed radically. Of 1,228
individuals, one third were from India and Ukraine, and many were
from Moldavia, Afghanistan, Vietnam, Armenia, and Sri Lanka.
However, only eight persons were granted asylum. Also, for most of
these asylum seekers, the CR is merely a transit country on the way
to the EU.

Immigration is an unexpected phenomenon for the Czech popu-
lation (a certain closedness and xenophobic mood have been inher-
ited from the former political regime), and is accepted as a necessity
in the political and economic convergence with “open” Western
Europe. Gradually, European legal standards are being accepted.

Ethnic Minorities in the CR

The current national and ethnic composition of the population of
the CR is the result of long-term development characterised by a
number of politically and economically motivated migration waves.
Politically motivated refugees appeared in Czechoslovakia in the
beginning of the 1960s from Greece, and later on also from African
countries. An additional wave of migration started after 1990 due
to the Balkan conflict and the collapse of former Soviet Republics
but also because of the problems in the Middle East. Economically
motivated migration of young people from Vietnam, Cambodia,
Cuba, Libya and other befriended countries was generally supported
by the state in the 1970s and 1980s. A large number of these people
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studied in the CR and found work. After 1990 their relatives and
friends came to join them, a fact that has resulted in relatively large
national minorities living throughout the whole republic. In the years
1993–1995 (after the division of former Czechoslavakia into two
republics) the CR experienced a strong migration wave of Slovaks
searching for better social conditions in the CR.

In 2002, the largest ethnic and national minorities living in the
CR were, in terms of their estimated numbers: Slovaks (320,000),
Poles (59,000), Germans (48,000), Romany (33,000 registered in 1991,
though, in reality, 200,000 live in the CR), Hungarians (20,000),
Ukrainians (9,000), and Russians (5,000). All minorities make up
about six percent of the population. These numbers do not include
the estimated 100,000 immigrants who stay illegally in the country.

Principle changes in the lives of minorities took place after the
acceptance of the new constitution in 1991. Protection of the rights
of (some) minorities now includes: education in mother tongue (there
are Polish, Romany and Slovak nationality schools with state grants);
cultural activities and development of national culture with state
grants; and propagation and acceptance of information in the mother
tongue (radio, television, books and publications).

In 1994 the Refugees Counselling Centre of the Czech Helsinki
Committee was established to create better communications with
refugees. This NGO sends its voluntary workers regularly to camps
to organise education in the Czech language, cultural and social pro-
grammes, and in democracy, human rights, interpersonal relations,
etc. In 2000, in connection with the application for membership in
the EU, the CR began an extensive campaign in order to create
consensus particularly on three principle EU documents: the Schengen
Agreement (1990) on the Gradual Removal of Borders in the EU,
the Dublin Agreement of the Council of Europe (1990) and the
Harmonization of Asylum Policy. For the CR, the so-called associated
decisions are important as an expression of the ambition to live up
to the EU requirements. These requirements imply that the Czech
legislation adopts decisions made by EU bodies (Cruz, 1993; Drbohlav,
1999).

In its evaluation announcement in 1999, the European Commission
stated that the situation of ethnic minorities in the CR is satisfactory
with the exception of the Romany, who evidently experience dis-
crimination (Ceská republika, 1999).

250  Ÿ   

DAUN_F14_246-261  3/1/04  9:36 AM  Page 250



Education for Children of Refugees and Other Minorities

Generally, free education including teaching in the Czech language
for immigrants is guaranteed for different groups, among them the
groups relevant in this chapter.1 Most categories of these children
are provided with free education at compulsory levels. Children of
immigrants with permission for permanent stay and children of immi-
grants who were granted refugee status finish obligatory school atten-
dance at secondary school under the same conditions as the children
of Czech citizens. A directive from 1995 makes it compulsory for
school councils to establish direct contact with sites in their regions
having immigrant children attending compulsory education.2 Since
January 2000, the Law on the Residence of Immigrants (no. 326/1999
Coll.) and the Law of Asylum (no. 325/1999 Coll.) have been in
force in the CR. A directive of the Ministry of Education (MOE)
on education of immigrants in Czech schools presents new regula-
tions that are currently being prepared.

Working with children of refugees awaiting asylum in camps con-
stitutes a significant problem. This educational activity is organized
voluntarily by the Advisory for Refugees in Prague, whose teachers
teach Czech in the camps, prepare children for school attendance,
conduct courses of citizenship education, tolerance, hygiene, etc. They
organize outings, and acquaint the children with Czech customs in
a real setting. To ensure the finance of these activities, the Advisory
group holds various charity events, concerts, bazaars and so on.

The educational conditions of children of refugees and other immi-
grants are guaranteed with the following means. The Education Act
of 1984 states: “Pupils belonging to national minorities, to the extent
of adequate interest in their nationality development, are ensured
the right to education in their mother tongue.”3 In June 1993 the

1 Children of immigrants who have been granted permanent residence permis-
sion; children of immigrants who have been granted long-term residence permis-
sion; children of immigrants who have been granted temporary asylum; children of
immigrants who apply for refugee status; children of immigrants who are granted
refugee status; and children of immigrants who have permission for permanent stay
in the immigrant camps.

2 Citizens of the Slovak Republic have the right to use Slovak language apart
from the lessons of Czech language and literature.

3 Education Act (no. 29/1984 Coll.), on the System of Primary, Secondary and
Higher Educational Establishments in the wording of Novella no. 138/1995 Coll., ' 3.
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MOE requested local school councils with suitable conditions, to
organise so-called preparatory classes for children with socio-culturally
challenging backgrounds (Romany children, for instance). The MOE
introduced—on experimental basis—from the autumn 1997 to the
end of June 2000 preparatory classes for disprivileged children (Freiová,
2000). After an evaluation of the results among Romany children,
it was suggested that the organization of these preparatory classes
be continued. Such classes can be organized by public and private
bodies in primary schools, special schools and exceptional nursery
schools under the following conditions: the relevant school councils
must approve the introduction of such classes, and there are children
who have deferred school attendance due to lack of information.

The Educational Perspectives of Minorities

The Roman Minority

The Soviet imposed education system (similar to that of other Soviet-
dominated countries) was abolished in the beginning of the 1990s.
The Romany are the largest territorially unattached minority in
Europe and number almost seven million. They may serve as a point
of comparison when the educational situation for the Muslim immi-
grants is discussed. Since 1991, they are defined as a national minor-
ity in the CR, constituting two to three percent of the population.
Due to their high birth rate, and an increasing illegal Romany immi-
gration from Slovakia (many Romany immigrants live as “just visit-
ing” people), the proportion of young people among the Romany is
incrreasing. Before 1990, the communist policy-makers saw the
Romany as a socio-cultural backward population, and made attempts
to raise its educational level. The return of democracy in 1989 led,
first of all, to an acceptance of the Romany nationality, the right to
their own language and support for a specified national culture.
There is no doubt, however, that in practice the situation of the
Romany ethnic group is bad and deteriorating. The level of educa-
tion among the Romany population is extraordinary low, although
younger generations among them have participated more than older
generations in primary education. Romany children, in comparison
to other children, fail more often and are classified with second and
third degree of behavioural difficulties and more greater drop out
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before having completed primary education (Sotolová, 2000). Therefore,
CR is often the subject of criticism on the European forum. The
Romany suffer from poverty, unemployment, marginalization—just
to mention a few problems (Rican, 1997).

It is an obligation of the state to guarantee Romany (as well as
non-Romany) children the rights stipulated in the international Con-
vention on the Rights of Children. The Charter of Basic Rights and
Freedoms ensures citizens forming a national or ethnic minority the
right to participate in the solution of matters concerning themselves.
The coordinating and advisory organ of MOE in the matters of
national education is a special commission, in which Polish, Slovak
and Romany nationalities are represented.

Muslim Immigrants and Their Education

Alongside the change in political orientation in the CR at the close
of the 1980s and with the gradual creation of a pluralistic democratic
society, attempts have been made by oppressed and unrecognised
church and religious groups to assert themselves in areas of public
life and to attain state registration to allow them to expand their
public life, education and cultural institutions, and make them recog-
nized public organs. One such minority are the Muslims in the CR.

The Muslim population has immigrated to the CR in a number
of waves generally because of greater opportunities in the CR than
in their home countries. The Communist regime allowed, within the
framework of cooperation with countries, university education for
chosen people of Asian and African countries, whose regimes suited
the Soviet Block. Another group of Muslims in the CR are busi-
nessmen, who after 1990 gained permission to work in the country
and from that, the possibility of long-term residence. The last group
of Muslims are mostly immigrants from the conflict areas of the
Middle East and the Balkans. The government estimates that Muslims
with citizenship other than Czech number 10,000 individuals. A
numerically small though influential group among the Muslims liv-
ing in the CR are Czechs who have converted to Islam.

After 1990, one problem in the Czech educational system, until
then only marginal, began to gain importance—the problem of inte-
grating immigrant children into Czech schools. Although the number
of immigrants in the CR has been increasing and is likely to increase
in future as well, the issue of the education for their children has
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received little attention (Drbohlav, 1999). It is only in the last two
years that the education of immigrant children has become a pri-
oritized area in connection with the implementation of a new strat-
egy for education policy, formulated in the White Paper of the Czech
Ministry of Education (published in English in 2001) (MOE, 2001).

Even ten years after the Velvet Revolution, Czech society, mainly
the older generations, is very closed and reacts against the acceptance
of any type of political, cultural, religious or social system, other than
the Czech. This taciturnity and certain mistrust among people par-
ticularly from the Arab countries have lead to a significant isolation
of Muslims in the CR. People from Muslim countries are suspected
to be (potential) terrorists and there is a fear of their activities and
their attempts to establish themselves in the same way as other social
and religious groups.

If we do not take into account indigenous Czechs who adhere to
Islam, Muslim-oriented immigrants can be classified into two basic
groups:

a) Legal residents who have been granted an official residence per-
mit for family reasons, employment or study; and

b) illegal residents coming to the country through unofficial chan-
nels, with no residence permits, and often heading for other coun-
tries (Germany, France, Scandinavia).

As far as the first group is concerned, there is some information
available that allows an assessment of their children’s education. As
for the second group, however, we rely only on rough estimates
because official information is unavailable, and all data is hypothet-
ical and speculative. We may, however, assume that most members
of this illegally settled group live in the country without their chil-
dren, and are thus not relevant for the issues of child education.

As to the legally settled group of Muslim residents in the CR, it
is necessary to distinguish between two categories of immigrants
according to the differing conditions for the obtainment of a per-
manent residence permit, and get a job and acquire a right to the
benefit of the Czech educational system:

1. Immigrants with a permanent residence permit based on keeping
a common household with a Czech partner, a person’s own entre-
preneurship, or a request from an international company for a
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work permit for immigrant experts. These people are guaranteed
absolutely free movement and are entitled to all the benefits of
the Czech social and educational systems.

2. Immigrants holding a temporary residence permit for humani-
tarian reasons. This concerns mainly Muslim refugees from the
Balkans or asylum seekers from Afghanistan, Pakistan, Sri Lanka,
or African countries. Their movement is restricted to the area of
their refugee camps. If camp facilities do not include a school,
refugee children attend a local school (Pristehovalectví, 2000).

Compared to the situation in other European countries, a significant
Muslim presence is a recent phenomenon in the CR. Collective
Muslim activities have to take place through public associations or
publicly beneficial charities that are registered with the Ministry of
Interior. In this way, a number of Muslim groups are legally active
in the CR. The Muslim umbrella organisation in the CR, “The
Centre of the Muslim Religious Community” (Al-Ittihad Al-Islami),
which is based in Trebíc, where the magazine “The Voice of the
Muslim Religious Community” is published by Czechs who have
converted to Islam. Their relations with the authorities are very diplo-
matic and conciliatory. Other organisations have created a certain
compromise in the their missionary work and their demands towards
the Czech state. Among them we find “The Association of Muslim
Students”, which is run mainly by Arab students and young busi-
nessmen, and the “Islamic Fund” which runs mosque activities in
Prague and Brno. Mosque activities take place in ordinary buildings
which have not been changed for this purpose and for which no
approval has been given to change. In 2000, the “Muslim Union”
was set up for a better mediation position with the state authorities,
though its people are the same as in the Centre of the Muslim
Religious Community and Islam Fund. Alongside these organisations
there exists the official Turkish Mosque in Prague, which plays the
role of an Islamic cultural centre for the CR.

However, it may be argued that migration itself can have a neg-
ative impact on the further education and upbringing of children.
The background of a family which follows traditional cultural and
educational patterns and roles has a great impact and already acquired
knowledge, values and standards can become a barrier, if they clash
with the values and standards promoted by the Czech schools. The
monitoring of a number of Muslim families in the regions where
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most of these families are concentrated, revealed that “children 
who began to attend Czech schools gradually developed their own
new world, thus becoming alienated from their parents, a fact that
caused tension, and many families wanted to deal with this situation
by returning to their country of origin” (Vizinová, and Preiss, 1999,
p. 158). Many Czech schools have already seen a spontaneous emer-
gence of a multicultural environment (Rÿdl, 1998).

The Czech Ministry of Education has, thus far, registered 21
church and religious associations, which may thus legally develop
their cultural, instructional and educational activities. However, the
Ministry of Education has thus far not registered any application for
setting up a Muslim school which could fulfil the obligatory school
attendance. Legislation in force up to now has been appropriate,
neither for educational demands as a whole in the CR, nor for the
immigrant pressure for an open society (multicultural tolerance). A
draft proposal was presented to the parliament early in 2002 which
would allow official recognition and registration for the majority of
religious groups. According to the prevailing law, a religious com-
munity can be registered only if it has 10,000 members or more. In
the proposal, this number has been lowered to 300 members. On
the other hand, it has to wait ten years for the possibility to estab-
lish schools within the education system. Muslims and other, as yet,
unregistered religious groups (such as Hindus or Buddhists) do not
agree with this proposal, because it does not give them the possi-
bilities to develop educational activities and compete with state schools.
The law mentioned is still being discussed in the national parliament.

According to current legislation regarding religious education in
state schools, such confessional activity with students is allowed. If
at least one parent of a student shows interest (the new proposal
suggests the interest of at least ten parents), the head-teacher should
turn to representatives of registered churches with a request for reli-
gious education. Such representatives may be allowed access to the
schools only and present their religion and the cost has to be covered
by the school budget. However, the church must not be active in
the school outside the normal religious education lessons. In the case
of an unregistered religion the head-teacher is not liable to react at
all. However, the authors of this article know cases in which one or
two representatives of an unregistered Islamic group came to a school
invited by parents, children or teachers to present the Islamic culture.

Four schools and their dealings with immigrant children have been
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specially studied for this article. These are schools either focussing
on teaching Czech to immigrants or providing education to children
from a nearby asylum camp, or schools which are obliged to take
immigrant children with regard to their place of residence. In view
of the fact that no Muslim organisation in the CR has official accred-
itation (recognition) from the Ministry of Culture, under which reli-
gious matters fall, the Muslims cannot establish or develop their own
schools. Instead, the educational activities of the Muslims are devel-
oped in two directions:

1. Their own educational activities at the mosques. Here there are
catechised groups of Muslim children, who are taught about Islam
and Arabic on Sundays or at afternoon education meetings. In
addition, mosques offer other courses in Arabic and Islam for
anyone interested. Available sources suggest that 12–15 children
regularly take part in catechism courses in Brno and around 25
in Prague. Typically, a few hundred interested people take part
in the weekend meetings in the mosques. Some tens of students
and other interested people attend courses in Arabic, though their
linguistic competence is not yet recognised by the state.

2. Publication and tutoring activities at mosques. The Islam Fund
in Prague and Brno issues a range of printed matter and pro-
motional brochures on individual problems of community life from
the Islamic point of view.

Children of Muslim parents with permanent residence in the CR
are obliged to attend Czech schools, and it is assumed that they
already speak Czech when they enroll. Children of officials of diplo-
matic missions from Muslim countries are schooled either in Arabic
(e.g. the Egyptian Embassy) or in English. According to actual inter-
views with representatives of Muslim groups in the CR, people’s
interest in Islam is increasing, but at the same time counter-attacks
are growing in intensity, arising from ignorance and prejudices. On
the other hand, Muslim protests are directed against the way his-
torical events are described in textbooks for history, civics and phi-
losophy—the world and its development are presented mainly from
the Christian and Czech perspective.

On the basis of interviews with Czech school teachers and head-
masters and observations in schools with Muslim children, the fol-
lowing picture emerges:
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1) Schools have not encountered any serious problems among chil-
dren as far as clashes between different cultures are concerned.
Muslim children want to differ as little as possible and quickly
interact with the majority population. However, the atmosphere
of an unfriendly approach to Muslim children (mainly girls) is
created by some teachers and classmates from higher grades.

2) It is very rare that teachers have to solve cases of children’s psy-
chological problems arising from migration, apart from those chil-
dren living with their parents temporarily in asylum camps.

3) Children from Muslim families live in social and economic con-
ditions comparable to those of Czech children.

4) Muslim children demonstrate the same average rate of success or
failure as children of the majority population.

5) Families with prospects for a long-term or permanent residence
are highly interested in the education of their children in Czech
schools.

6) As a result of current practice, teachers little realize the significance
of the issue of multicultural education of immigrant children,
mainly Muslims.

7) Teachers usually use the same methodological practice in their
relations with Muslim children as in their relations with Czech
children. They are willing to tolerate a language handicap for a
certain time but not the cultural differences.

8) Teachers are not really deeply interested in further multicultural
education. On the other hand, it should be pointed out that the
range of courses offered to teachers is rather limited and lacks a
specific focus.

Children from Muslim families are forced to observe the traditions
of their families and traditions of the school at the same time.
Therefore, they frequently feel unsure when facing new situations in
life to which they respond in their specific way, which is often mis-
understood by parents as well as teachers.

When it comes to multicultural education, the didactic methods
and forms—and especially the necessary specific information about
the way of life, and cultural and social background of immigrants
living in the Czech Republic, etc.—are weak points of the Czech
educational system. A support system for schools and teachers 
was launched in 2000 in connection with a change in the education
policy.
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However, activities in education, even if they have received a
favourable response, encounter administrative obstacles from the
Ministry of the Interior and the Ministry of Culture. The former
Ministry applies strict conditions for granting a permanent or a long-
term residence permit are being applied. The latter Ministry has
made it more difficult for newly recognised religious groups (Muslims
being one of them) to establish their own state-recognised schools
for the next ten years. Czech Muslim groups, thus organized as civic
associations and societies rather than religious groups, have only one
opportunity left—Sunday or weekend courses in the Arabic language
and culture on the premises of two recognised mosques (Prague,
Brno).

Conclusion

The CR was a closed country for a long time and is still a very
homogonous country as concerns nationality, which brings significant
problems with hidden xenophobia and open racism. Although there
have been demonstrations of racist violence, over the last ten years,
the CR has become an open country, gradually ceasing to be merely
a transit country and becoming the country of immigrants’ perma-
nent stay.

The world models (Human rights, minority rights, etc.) have been
formally accepted, although not always implemented. The education
system was restructured in the way suggested in these models, but
the Muslim minority has not been given the same opportunity as in
some other countries. When it comes to immigration policies, there
are political attempts to assimilate rules for the residence of refugees
and ethnic minorities at the standard of the neighbouring EU coun-
tries (Germany, Austria), as well as a joint migration policy with EU
countries, which will come into force from the year 2005. The CR
has accepted a range of laws and measures, which significantly change
conditions for the residence of immigrants and ethnic minorities to
their advantage, even when, from the economic point of view, it
exerts a significant stress, which is criticised by a large section of the
population.

A big problem is communication between different ministries and
departments of the Czech government in concerting the legislative
conditions for the residence immigrants, schooling and social policy
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with the needs of the ethnic minorities and refugees according to
the easing of the legal norms of the EU. Another serious problem
for the future will be the possibility of official recognition of a range
of religious groups, who want to educate their children in their own
schools. At present this possibility has been granted experimentally
to the Hare Krishna sect, while the Czech Jewish community which
has its own primary school in Prague has made attempts to be rec-
ognized. In contrast, the Muslim or Hindu communities have, until
now, had to undertake illegal activities in the area of education of
their children.

In the CR the problem of Muslims is not yet a challenge as in
Germany or France, for example. However, the number of Muslims
is rapidly increasing and if Czech society is not open and compro-
mising enough, we can expect a range of very complicated ideo-
logical and practical clashes.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

THE GREEK STATE, THE MUSLIM MINORITIES 
OF WESTERN THRACE AND EDUCATION: 

SHIFTS UNDER WAY?

Luciana Benincasa (with Olga Karavia and Despina Skoulariki)

Introduction

This chapter1 deals with the Greek state and the provision of edu-
cation to the Muslim minorities of Western Thrace. On the basis of
a literature review and interviews conducted with Muslim parents in
the area, the chapter describes recent developments in the relation-
ships between the state and the minorities and their possible rela-
tion to what seems to be a shift in parents’ educational preferences
in very recent years.

Background

Until recently Greece, compared to other nation states, has been a
relatively homogeneous country from an ethnic, linguistic and reli-
gious point of view. The largest part of the population (98 percent)
is Greek Orthodox. Out of the remaining two percent, 1.3 percent
is Muslims (CIA, 1998). Greek citizens who are Muslims live in the
farthest north-eastern area of Greece (about 100,000) and on the
island of Rhodes (between 2,000 and 2,300 in number) (Chiotakis,
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1997). Starting with the 1980s, Greece, traditionally a country of
emigration, has become a host country for thousands of immigrants
and refugees. ‘Foreigners’2 are estimated to be around 500–600,000
corresponding to around five percent of the population. The figure
includes the repatriates and the Muslim minorities in Western Thrace
(Katsikas & Politou, 1999).

The new demographic patterns are increasingly affecting the com-
position of the school population. In school year 1995–96, 41,000
foreigners and repatriates were enrolled in primary and secondary
education. In school year 1999–2000, 12.3 percent of the school
population in primary education consisted of pupils with an ethno-
cultural background different from that of the mainstream school
population. Ten years earlier, the same categories of people consti-
tuted just 0.5 percent (Karlatira, 2002).

Western Thrace and the Minorities

Located in northeastern Greece, bordering Turkey, Western Thrace
consists of three prefectures: Xanthi, Rodhopi and Evros, whose
respective capital towns are Xanthi, Komotini and Alexandroupolis.
The population of Western Thrace is mixed. According to the 1991
census, out of the total population of Thrace (338,000) about 240,000
are Christians and about 98,000 are Muslims. The Muslim minori-
ties consist of three groups: about 50 percent of the minority mem-
bers are of Turkish origin (tourkoyenis), 35 percent are Pomaks and
15 percent are Roma gypsies (Dikeomatika, 2001; MFA, 1999a). Again,
according to provisional figures from the 2001 census, the distribu-
tion of the three groups varies across prefectures (Malkidis, 2002).

First incorporated into Greece after Second World War as a result
of the Treaty of Lausanne (1923), Western Thrace is called ‘Western’
because the geographical area known as Thrace continues eastwards
over the border into Turkey (Stavros, 1995). Among other things,
the Treaty called for a compulsory exchange of populations between
Greece and Turkey: all Muslims of Greece were to resettle in Turkey
and all the Orthodox population of Turkey was to resettle in Greece.

2 ‘Foreigners’ is a literal translation of the expression used in Greek documents.
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The only two exceptions to the exchange were: (a) the Muslims
of Thrace and (b) the Orthodox population residing in Istanbul and
on the islands of Imvros and Tenedos, who were allowed to stay
(Greek Helsinki Monitor n.d.).3 The populations covered by the
Treaty were characterized as a religious minority and were granted
the right to organize their life according to their own culture (Hellenic
Republic, n.d.). Actually, Islam was the only common feature among
groups of people that differed as to geographic distribution, language
and ‘nationality’ (Sella-Mazi, 1997) and/or ‘cultural and racial ori-
gins’ (Divani, 1996, p. 24). With the exception of the ethnic Turks,
the other groups within the minority (Pomaks and Roma-gypsies)
did not have a reference state outside Greece.

As is often the case with minority populations, the Muslim minori-
ties4 in Greece are far from the centres of power, wealth and decision-
making. However, it seems that distance has not prevented governments
from viewing these minority groups as ‘pawns in a power game’,
with little concern for their welfare (Divani, 1996, p. 24). Stavros
(1995) refers to the Muslim minorities as a ‘strategic’ minority that
a foreign power tries to use in order to forward particular aims. The
group of Turkish origin has been the ‘scapegoat of the two states,
whose fortunes depend on the state of their antagonistic relations’
(Dimitras & Papanikolatos, 1998).

According to a very recent study (Troumbeta, 2001), there is a
strong tendency among the Pomaks to abandon Pomak and use
Turkish instead and, to a lesser degree, to replace Pomak with
Greek. The existence of Turkish-language TV programmes, broad-
cast by Turkey and especially designed for the Slavic speaking pop-
ulation in Greece, helps explain why many Pomaks have been
gradually replacing their language with Turkish. The national ele-
ment of Pomak identity has not outstripped the religious component,

3 The Greek Helsinki Monitor was founded in late 1992, following the encour-
agement of the International Helsinki Federation for Human Rights (IHF). A year
later, in December 1993, the latter’s General Assembly accredited it as its Greek
National Committee with an observer status; in November 1994, the General
Assembly elevated Greek Helsinki Monitor to full membership. Current Greek
Helsinki Monitor members are also members of Minority Rights Group—Greece,
the Greek affiliate of Minority Rights Group International since January 1992. More
about the Greek Helsinki Monitor is available at http://www.greekhelsinki.gr/eng-
lish/profile/index.html

4 The term used in the Treaty is plural: ‘the Muslim minorities’.
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because, as devout Muslims, the Pomaks always place religion at the
centre of their social and private life (Ibid.).

In 1951, the Greek state introduced Turkish-language education
for the Pomak children (Greek Helsinki Monitor, n.d.). Apart from
this, Greek governments have been indifferent and have done little
to integrate the Pomaks or protect their interests. It is true that in
more recent years the public administration has been showing increas-
ing interest in the Pomaks, but also due to the economic depression
of the area it is not easy to restore the populations’ confidence in
the state (Divani, 1996). The Greek Helsinki Monitor attributes a
quite active role to the Pomaks in their own ‘turkification’ (Greek
Helsinki Monitor, n.d.).5

The Minorities Today

During the dictatorship in Greece (1967–1973) and down to the very
recent past, the Muslim minorities in Thrace suffered from admin-
istrative harassment. It was made difficult for them to buy land or
houses, to repair or enlarge their houses and mosques, to obtain car,
truck and tractor driving licenses, to open coffee houses, get bank
loans and buy agricultural machines (HRW, 1999). It has been argued
that the objective was to encourage them to emigrate, since their
being under Turkish ideological influence was felt as a problem (Nea,
2001).

However, since the mid-1990s there have been many improve-
ments in the living conditions of the minorities. The provisions that
limited economic activities were abolished in 1990, which allowed
for the entrance of the Muslim minorities into the labour market
(Ibid.), whereas at the same time there have been improvements in
the attitude of the administration towards the minorities (Stavros,
1995; Tsolak, 1998). The changed conditions allowed minority peo-
ple to change their consumption patterns and led them to make
more investments in the area. There are indications that the renewed
interest on the part of the Greek state, evident since the mid-1990s,

5 The Greek Helsinki Monitor is criticized by Gotovos (2002) on grounds that,
with a view to avoid the ‘turkification’ of the Muslim minority in Thrace, it is con-
tributing to the ‘creation’ of ethnic groups in the area.
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has not always been welcomed by the Pomaks, who tend to see such
interest as part of a strategy aimed at dissociating them from the
ethnic Turks.

The Minorities and Education

The Muslims of Thrace were officially recognized as a homogenous
religious minority that had the right to education in their own lan-
guages and the right to religious freedom. Since 1968, bilingual pri-
mary schools have existed in all villages where minority members
live. Theoretically, minority parents have the possibility to send their
children to ordinary schools (Stavros, 1995) but this has often been
difficult in practice because of the children’s limited mastery of Greek.
In mountain areas mainly populated by Pomaks many schools are
rather small and one teacher only may be in charge of several grades.
Until the mid-1990s, there were neither day nurseries nor kinder-
gartens mainly due to people’s lack of trust towards the state (Omilos,
1997).

Bilingual schools have a bilingual curriculum (Kanakidou, 1996)
set by a decision of the Minister of Education.6 As stated in Greek
official sources, in primary and secondary schools, classes are taught
in Greek and in Turkish by Christian and Muslim teachers respec-
tively (Eurydice Eurybase, 1998). Both Turkish and Greek are taught
as subjects to the whole minority and used as medium of instruc-
tion (Sella-Mazi, 1997). In primary school the curriculum is equally
divided between Greek and Turkish. The Greek share includes the
teaching of the Greek language, history, geography, social and polit-
ical education, and environmental studies. The program in Turkish
includes the teaching of Turkish, mathematics, physics, religion, aes-
thetic education and physical education (Omilos, 1997). The ur"àn
is taught in Arabic (Dikeomatika, 2001). Recently, music and foreign
languages have been introduced, to be taught by teachers who are
members of the majority, but this measure, implemented in the
Xanthi prefecture, has been hindered in the Rodhopi prefecture.
According to research carried out in the Rodhopi area in 1996,

6 The US State Department (1997) reports that Western Thrace has secular
Turkish-language schools. The term used in Greek documents is ‘bilingual schools’.
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minority members are not willing to open their schools to an even
greater number of majority teachers (Troumbeta, 2001).

At elementary level, bilingual schools are established by adminis-
trative order on the request of a sufficient number of minority par-
ents. They are run by governing committees (efories) under state
supervision. The members of the committees are selected by the state
representative in the prefecture (nomárchis) out of a number of peo-
ple chosen by the parents themselves. Each committee administers
a special fund partly provided by the Greek state, but most funds
come from the Greek Orthodox ecclesiastic or monastery land as
well as contributions required from the parents in the form of fees
(Troumbeta, 2001). Minority schools were and are private institu-
tions, but in reality, due to the strong state control, they have come
to acquire a kind of mixed private-public status (HRW, 1999).

The Treaty of Lausanne grants the provision of primary educa-
tion but does not mention secondary education (Troumbeta, 2001,
p. 69). Today, though education is mandatory for nine years, the
provision of bilingual education is very limited beyond grade six.7

There are three types of secondary education in minority areas,
meant to serve both the Muslim minorities and the Christian major-
ity population.

First, two minority secondary schools (lower and upper- six grades)
operate in the prefectures of Xanthi and Rodhopi. Second, there
are Greek monolingual lower secondary schools funded by the Greek
state that have grown particularly in the remote mountainous area
around Xanthi where the Pomaks live. In these schools, only reli-
gion is taught in Turkish (Baltsiotis, 1997; MFA, 1999a). Third, in
the Rodhopi prefecture there are two theological schools. In Greek
ministry sources, they are referred to with a term that is roughly
equivalent to ‘Muslim seminaries’. Founded in 1949 and 1956 respec-
tively, these schools educate future Muslim priests who wish to become
members of the lower Islamic clergy (hati or imàm) (Greek Republic
n.d.; Omilos, 1997) or intend to continue their studies either at the
Special Teacher Training College in Thessaloniki, meant for Greek

7 According to the US State Department (1997), ‘the Treaty of Lausanne pro-
vides that the Muslim minority has the right to Turkish-language education’. However,
the Treaty simply refers to the minority’s ‘own language’, which was Turkish only
for one of the groups within the Muslim group.
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Muslims only, or at religious universities in Muslim countries, mainly
Turkey and Saudi Arabia (Malkidis, 2000). Since 1998 these two
schools have been officially recognized as equivalent to the religious
studies upper-secondary schools available to Christian students all
over the country (MFA, 1999b).

Since the 1960s the minority members have shown increasing
interest in secondary education (Baltsiotis, 1997). Because minority
secondary education is not available for all those who would like to
attend, since 1996 the existing places have been assigned by lottery.
On the other hand, the low level of elementary minority education
does not always allow minority children to be admitted to majority
lower secondary schools (Gousetis, 1999). According to some, admis-
sion examinations and final examinations in Greek in subjects that
had been taught in Turkish have discouraged families from enrolling
their children (Baltsiotis, 1997). All this has resulted in an increase in
the flux of minority students from Pomak families as well as Turkish
families to secondary schools in Turkey (Greek Helsinki Monitor, n.d.;
US State Department, 2000).

In 1987/88 dropout rates in primary school in the two regions
with the highest percentage of minority Muslims were 4.2 percent
and 8.9 percent (Xanthi and Rodhopi prefecture respectively), while
the national average for Greece was 0.3 (Zambeta, 1994, p. 148).
In 1996, 16.4 percent and 29.7 percent of the pupils in each region
respectively did not complete the nine-year compulsory education.
Dropout rates after primary education are especially high among
girls (Omilos, 1997) and among Muslim Roma gypsies, many of
which never attend school or attend only occasionally as they start
contributing to the family income from an early age. On the other
hand, the limited knowledge of Greek, the fees, and the position that
each family occupies in the local social stratification system consti-
tute additional obstacles for many families, in spite of the fact that
many parents have realized the importance of education for the
future of their children (Troumbeta, 2001).

According to some authors, the general direction of politics in
minority education has been towards weakening the links of the
minority with Turkey (Troumbeta 2001). The right of the minority
to have ‘its own’ education helped to isolate minority education from
the central system and hindered the overall integration of the minor-
ity in Greek society.
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Recent Developments

Considerable sums of money have been spent on the improvement
of minority education, e.g. maintenance of school buildings, as well
as salary bonuses and favourable pension arrangements for Muslim
and Christian teachers willing to reside and teach in isolated villages
(Demetropoulos, 1996; Dikeomatika, 2001). Since 1995 positive dis-
crimination has been applied for admission of Muslim minority mem-
bers to Greek universities through a quota system (a minimum of
0.5 percent every year) (Demetropoulos, 1996). This has contributed
to a considerable increase in the number of Muslim students who
attend public Greek-speaking secondary schools (Greek Republic,
1999/2000). The improvement in the living conditions, too, has
largely contributed to a change in the attitude towards education:
today minority members consider education the most serious issue
of the minority (Baltsiotis, 1997; Nea, 2001). More and more young
Muslims prefer attending Greek schools because they feel that a good
mastery of Greek is crucial to survival in the labour market. Though
sources do not agree on the exact figures, there has been an increase
in the number of Muslim students attending Greek-speaking second-
ary schools. According to a Greek government source, from 1996–97
to 1999–2000 there has been a 70 percent rise (Greek Republic
1999–2000). At the same time there is high demand for preschool
education, where children are taught Greek (Nea, 2001). In 2001
there were 185 kindergartens in Thraki, all of which were founded
on request of the inhabitants of minority villages who wish their chil-
dren to acquire satisfactory mastery of Greek language and educa-
tion (Dikeomatika! 2001).

Though entitled to be treated in their own language, the Pomaks
have been treated as Turkish (and not as Pomak) speakers by the
authorities.

The Case of the Muslim Minorities in Western Thrace

Nineteen in-depth interviews were conducted with Muslims in the
capital towns of the three prefectures of Western Thrace.8 Four

8 Some twenty Muslims were interviewed in Western Thrace. The respondents
were from Komotini, Alexandroupolis and Xanthi.
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themes were covered in the interviews: (a) the type of school par-
ents prefer for their children, (b) relations with the state (c) differences
between Muslims and Christians, and (d) national/ethnic identity. The
interviews were conducted in Greek by two female Greek citizens
from the majority group between summer 2001 and summer 2002.9

Parents’ Educational Preferences

Most respondents claimed that they prefer the minority schools, at
least at the level of elementary education. The reported reasons var-
ied from one person to another. A common answer was that in a
minority school their children could learn to speak both Greek and
Turkish, thereby maintaining ‘their mother tongue’ and ‘keeping their roots’.
Given the context, ‘mother tongue’ must be taken to mean ‘Turkish’.
Although the parents are not legally obliged to send their children
to a minority school, they feel pressure from their own minority
group to do so. Another reason was the wish to avoid isolating their
children from other minority children. According to one respondent
many children are reported to attend the first three years in a minority
school, which some call ‘mixed schools’, so that they can get the
basics in Turkish, and complete primary education in a majority
school.

One of the interviewees stated that the basic reason for choosing
a minority elementary school was his belief that the learning of
Turkish would enable his children to study at a Turkish university
in case they failed in the Greek entrance exams to the university.
However, he added that he would choose a non-minority school
today because the new legislation facilitates the enrolment of Muslims
at Greek universities. Another interviewee answered that his child
chose to attend a minority school, but he was planning to move the
child to a non-minority school. He also said that he would choose
the latter type of school for his younger daughter.

The interviewees unanimously argued that the children of the
minority population should learn to speak Greek, as it is the language of
the country they are going to live and work in. A fourteen-year-old
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girl said that after primary education she and her classmates enrolled
at a majority school because they believe that they will have more
chances to get a better job in the future. For the same reason other
respondents want their children to learn Greek perfectly. Some respon-
dents added that this issue concerns boys only, as normally girls are
not allowed to study away from their homes. In Xanthi, in addition
to whatever school they attend in the morning, in the afternoon boys
and girls attend ur"ànic school, which provides them with religious
instruction in the form of learning the ur"àn by heart. This instruc-
tion is not compulsory and seems to be limited to very young chil-
dren—in any case not after primary school age.

When asked about minority education in general, almost all inter-
viewees answered that there are many problems, some of which are
related to the method employed for teaching Greek and the insufficient
qualifications of the teachers belonging to the minority. Most of the
respondents claim that in the minority schools neither of the two
languages is taught satisfactorily, and that is the main reason why
Muslim pupils face a number of problems when they choose a major-
ity school, with the result that they often have to repeat the grade.

The respondents argued that older generations tended to attend
minority schools, while younger generations are more likely to attend
another type of school. This seems to point to a shift in the edu-
cational choices of the Muslim minority population. One of the inter-
viewees linked the shift in favour of the majority schools with the
quota system recently introduced. Until ten or fifteen years ago par-
ents preferred to send their children to study to Turkish universities
when they failed to get admission to a Greek university. Nowadays,
said a respondent, they have stopped sending their children to Turkey.
The interviewees felt that there has been a remarkable change in
the educational level of the Muslim children within the last 20 years:
nowadays several minority students graduate from upper-secondary
school and most of them manage to get admission to university.

Relations with the State

In Komotini most of the interviewees answered that they either had
faced or face problems occasionally in their relations to the state,
mainly as concerns mortgages for buying a house or taking a busi-
ness loan. A few believed that both Muslims and Christians face
problems in their transactions with the state and bureaucracy due
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the structure and organization of the state itself. One ethnic Turk
pointed out that the state has not accepted him as a Greek citizen
but he is not disappointed because he knows it is a transition period
and things are changing for the better.

In Xanthi the Pomak interviewees argued that the relations with
the state have improved during the last ten or fifteen years and much
less than in the past do they face problems when trying to buy a
house or obtain a business loan or even get a job. All of them
strongly claimed that they do not face any problems with the state
and that in their relationships with the local authorities and with the
state they are equal to ‘the Greeks’, insisting on this and providing
plenty of examples from their own experience.

Differences between Muslims and Christians

When it comes to the differences between Christians and Muslims,
all the respondents in all three towns mentioned that there are some
differences in the way of life that derive exclusively from the differences
between the two religions. All said that women have significantly
fewer rights than men in the field of social events, as well as in the
domains of education and professional careers. A typical answer was
‘According to our religion, a woman’s place is in the home.’

However, respondents claimed that things are changing, and women
can now express their opinion without any reluctance. Nowadays,
many young Muslim women are dressed in the same way as Christian
women of their age, especially (but not only) those who are not mar-
ried yet. Also, many girls get more schooling than before and so
they do not get married at such a young age as before. Most respon-
dents claimed that, compared to the older generation, younger peo-
ple are not very observant now in terms of prayer and religious
festivals—something Christians and Muslims seem to have in com-
mon. Ultimately, some respondents said, the degree of influence of
religion in an individual’s life is a personal matter.

National identity

As concerns the national/ethnic identity claimed by the interviewees,
most Pomak respondents agreed that their religion constitutes a strong
bond with the Turks. They either identified as Turks or managed not
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to reply to the question about identity, whereas one Pomak claimed he
is “neither Greek nor Turk”. A teacher at a minority school, who declared
“proud to be a Pomak”, believes that the only connection between Turks
and Pomaks is the fact that the Pomaks’ everyday vocabulary is
being invaded by Turkish words. This he sees as a result of the fact
that Pomaks are “obligatorily” taught Turkish in primary school.
Finally, all six Roma-gypsies identified as Greeks. A typical statement
was “I have Greek citizenship. Therefore, I’m Greek”.

Discussion

In the discussion that follows, attempts are made to link the infor-
mation from the literature and from the interviews. Sometimes infor-
mation, either within the literature or between the literature and the
interviews, is somewhat contradictory. This may be due among other
things: (a) to the fact that situation is rapidly changing and the peo-
ple’s living conditions/habits/views are undergoing changes, (b) to
rural/urban or more generally geographical differences in percep-
tion and behaviour, and (c) to the fact that the interviews were con-
ducted with a very small sample that was not selected in a way that
ensures representativeness.

Shift in the Educational Preferences of Minority Parents

Both the literature and the respondents notice a shift in the educa-
tional habits of the minority in Thrace, particularly greater school
attendance, a stronger preference for majority schools than before,
and a shift towards enrolling in universities in Greece (as opposed
to enrolling in universities in Turkey). The respondents aspire to uni-
versity education for their children and describe this attitude as fairly
common in their social environment. As pointed out by the respon-
dents, these overall changes are, at least partly, due to the educa-
tional policies of the Greek state, particularly to the 1995 law that
reserves one place for a Muslim student in each of the university
institutions in the country. On the other hand, the specific educa-
tional provision takes on concrete meaning in the people’s lives
because the overall conditions have become more favourable for the
Muslim minorities during recent years and they feel encouraged to
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envision new economic roles for themselves in Greek society. Parents
in all three towns declared they prefer minority schools at primary
level. In Komotini and Alexandroupolis one of the reported reasons
is social control.

The literature points to a differentiation within the minority on a
geographical basis, especially between the prefecture of Xanthi and
the prefecture of Rodhopi. The capital of the latter hosts the Turkish
consulate; it is current opinion that this institution constitutes a factor
of control with which the local people must come to terms in every-
day life. Another important factor when trying to understand pat-
terns of behaviour in education is the demographic composition of
the three prefectures. In fact the Muslim citizens are unequally dis-
tributed across the three prefectures and, within the Muslim minor-
ity, the three groups who compose it are present in different percentages
in the three prefectures. For example, in the Rodhopi prefecture the
group of Turkish origin greatly outnumbers the other two.

The Minorities, the State and the International Bodies

Educational policies in relation to the minorities in Western Thrace
have been closely linked to the position the minorities came to have
in relation to (a) the Greek state, (b) neighbouring nation-states, (c)
the international community, and (d) the characteristics of each sub-
group within the minority.

International arrangements have constituted the basis of the reg-
ulation of minority education to this day. Minority protection by
supranational bodies and agreements may facilitate the survival and
maintenance of allegedly different cultural traits of those groups, but
at the price of hindering the integration of such groups into the
social and economic life of the country they live in. The interview
answers suggest that among minority members in Western Thrace
there is awareness that economic integration requires Greek formal
education. To the extent there is a shift in educational preferences,
this may be read as a voluntary abdication from a right granted to
minority families on the basis of an international agreement. It seems
that, when it comes to what is better for them and their children,
minority parents’ opinion may be different from the perception
enshrined in international agreements signed (many decades earlier)
in the name of the protection of minority rights.
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The influence of Greek political positions on Pomak people is
stronger in Xanthi than in the Rodhopi prefecture. Since the early
1990s there has been a gradual growth of ur"ànic teaching in the
Xanthi prefecture. This development has been interpreted as an
attempt, on the part of members or groups of the local community,
to re-equilibrate the ideological-political situation in the minority
group after the great increase in Greek influence in some of its sec-
tors. In contrast, in the Rodhopi prefecture, the informants showed
that they did not even know what ur"ànic teaching was (Troumbeta,
2001, p. 128).

As concerns ur"ànic education, the findings from the present
study do not allow to draw conclusions on a geographical basis
because respondents in Xanthi were explicitly asked about ur"ànic
schools, whereas respondents in Komotini and Alexandroupoli (Rodhopi
and Evros prefectures respectively) were not. All the same, we can
say that in Xanthi ur"ànic teaching usually constitutes part of every-
day experience for boys and girls in primary school age.

National/Ethnic Identities

Most respondents describe themselves in terms of a national iden-
tity rather than an ethnic identity. Whether they declare themselves
Greek or Turks, their attitude is alike inasmuch as they have a
nation-state community as reference point.

According to some sources, the educational policies of the Greek
state have contributed to the Pomak shift towards self-identification
as Turks. Education has been an arena of struggle between Greek
and Turkish governments. In fact, there are minority members who
claim that the Greek state is using education to control them and
keep them far from Turkish influence. Though the Greek state does
not officially recognize any other minority within its borders, there
are indications that at present the administration is trying to ‘recover’
the Pomaks singling them out from the Muslim minority.

Though some sources report that the Pomaks resent the renewed
interest that the Greek state shows in their group, the interviews do
not provide such evidence. It is possible that the particular respon-
dents do not have such feelings, but it is also possible that the inter-
viewers’ membership in the majority group inhibited this type of
remark.

276  

DAUN_F15_262-279  3/1/04  3:09 PM  Page 276



Conclusion

The framework for the educational options available to the Muslim
children in Western Thrace in Greece is established on the basis of
international agreements inspired by the principle of protection of
minority rights. Concrete applications of international agreements
have been conditioned by the relationships between Greece and
neighbouring countries, especially Turkey, and by the overall inter-
national situation in the area as it has evolved over time. Muslim
parents, who are Greek citizens, have had the option to enrol their
children (a) in bilingual schools teaching in Greek and Turkish, nei-
ther of which is the original language for half the minority mem-
bers, and (b) in ordinary majority schools—an option that only
recently parents have started taking. The ur"àn is taught in Arabic
in bilingual schools, whereas some local communities organize non-
formal ur"ànic education.

During the past decade, the Greek state has made some efforts
to improve the situation of the minorities. In education, besides
significant economic intervention in various sectors, a quota system
has been introduced that ensures that some places in higher educa-
tion be reserved for the Muslim minorities. The Muslims interviewed
in Western Thrace perceive cultural and economic change going on,
which affects their educational strategies. In particular, compared to
a decade ago, now minority children are much more likely to attend
a majority school. The findings from the interviews correspond to
some extent to what other sources and findings show. However, no
firm conclusions can be drawn from the interviews due to the nature
of the sample, the problems involved in the ‘mixed encounters’ of
the interview situation and the particular sensitivity of the situation
in Western Thrace.
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