
equal opportunity space. Different aspects of life and indeed identity are differ-
entially supported by structures that establish and lend them a certain degree of
objectivity. In the absence of ethnographic data that is derived from observations
at close quarters, one has difficulty in understanding how religion and social
transformation interact and interrelate.

This book is useful for students of social sciences particularly social psychol-
ogists, sociologists and social anthropologists who are constantly grappling with
innovative ways to come to terms with the complexity of Muslim societies. With
all the limitations that research by life-narratives entails, this study remains a
creative contribution to the existing researches on Muslim societies.

Mohammad Talib
Institute of Social and Cultural Anthropology and Oxford Centre
for Islamic Studies
E-mail: mohammad.talib@anthro.ox.ac.uk
doi:10.1093/jis/etn050

Schooling Islam: The Culture and Politics of Modern Muslim
Education

Edited by Robert W. Hefner and Muhammad Qasim Zaman

(Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2007), xiv, 277 pp.
Price PB £12.95. ISBN 0691129339.

The broad theme of Islamic radicalism and its relation to religious education
become prominent in scholarly discourse following 9/11. Discussion revolved
around several issues that were an outcome of the way the Cold War concluded
in Afghanistan. This is the backdrop to the book under review, which seeks to
shed light on the culture, practices, and politics of madrasas and Islamic higher
education. The authors were part of a working group that was set to examine the
past, present, and likely future of Islamic education. The concern was not with
general or secular education, but with institutions charged with transmitting
Islamic education and disciplines. The approach adopted is comparative and
theoretically eclectic. Here, the assumption is that Islamic education combines
knowledge, politics, and social networks that interact in a complex and genera-
tive manner. The working group represented a range of disciplines, including
history, political science, anthropology, religious studies, and education.

The contributors to this volume share at least two points: one, the madrasas as
a phenomenon demonstrate plurality of actors, institutions, and ideas; two, their
purpose and organization is a matter of great debate as they are run by both
government and non-government institutions. The debate has a diversity of self-
perceptions generally articulated in public. These are related to questions such
as who they are and what their institutions should do. The internal dynamics
and reflexivity support the view that the madrasa is anything but unchanging or
medieval. The contributors agree that the madrasa, while being rooted in Islamic
tradition, is embedded in the modern world. The various papers address the
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modernity of madrasas and Muslim education from four directions. They
examine the variety of madrasas and other institutions of Islamic learning; the
transformation of madrasas and Islamic higher education under the influence of
modern, social and intellectual developments; the state’s efforts to reform Islamic
education; and the future of Islamic education in an age of globalization
and pluralization. The last point concerns every contributor to the volume:
how Muslim authorities have responded to the distinctive pluralism of our
age. Different from its earlier forms, contemporary social pluralism is character-
ized by flow of people and ideas across social borders. This has fragmented
identities, destabilized social hierarchies, and challenged all traditions of knowl-
edge and faith.

The papers in the volume are all concerned with the ideals, practices, and
politics of Islamic education in modern times. The introductory paper by
Robert Hefner examines how the late modern developments have impacted the
forms, transmission, and meanings of Islamic knowledge. This is examined
against the historical background of the social milieu in which Islamic education
had developed earlier. It also gives us a sense of the scale of the changes now
taking place in Islamic education, and their implications for public culture and
politics.

Ch. 2, by Jonathan Berkey, examines the bearing of medieval Islam on modern
Islamic education. One is reminded that the regularization of madrasa learning is
not particularly modern. A significant measure of educational rationalization had
taken place in medieval times. In fact, Islamic reform and renewal had begun
well before Westerners arrived. However, a particularly important aspect of the
objectification of Islam in modern times has been an insistence upon just one
objective and invariant ‘Islamic law’. Without a historical background in mind,
one is likely to assume that this is the way the law has always been understood.
Berkey observes that the idea that one can delimit a precise body of law is foreign
to premodern Islam.

In Ch. 3, Muhammad Qasim Zaman examines madrasas in Pakistan, the
object in recent times, of accusations of violence. The essay invites the reader
to consider what it means to participate in a tradition of religious scholarship.
Such a tradition is a living reality for most ulema in Pakistan. They have a
discursive horizon which has its own assumptions, arguments, and textuality.
The horizon also allows a significant measure of innovation and debate.

Barbara Metcalf’s essay (Ch. 4) helps us distinguish the context of modern
Islamic education between India and Pakistan. The nineteenth-century move-
ments for Islamic reform provided a common background to the present-day
madrasas in the two countries. It is a different story that the madrasas in the
two countries have followed different course of development. In post-partition
India, madrasas have come to be associated not with the struggle for the creation
of an Islamic state but with the cultural reproduction of an imperiled identity.
This has helped madrasas in India to continue the tradition of their nineteenth-
century predecessors’ concern with forging identity and maintaining piety,
independent of politics. In independent India, madrasas work within the wider
framework of secular democracy; some of them have adopted the national
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curriculum. In some states they have opted to be part of the government’s
madrasa boards. The madrasa reform has also been driven by the parents’
aspirations to see their children both pious and prosperous.

Malika Zeghal’s essay (Ch. 5) assesses the role of al-Azhar’s ulema in the
transmission of knowledge and ideas via the religious language authorized by
their institutional positions in order to show their influence upon national and
trans-national political debates. In this sense, al-Azhar and the sphere of trans-
mission of religious knowledge, far from being anachronistic institutions margin-
alized by the development of a modern educational system, are part of a complex
sphere of symbolic production and social and political networks. The paper
argues that al-Azhar, as a channel of transmission of religious knowledge, has
been transformed into a hybrid space. Here, multiple kinds (from the scientific to
the theological) and levels (from simple memorization and rituals to ideological
and political) of knowledge and interpretation coexist. This coexistence happens
in a de facto state of plurality that can remain implicit, be publicly recognized,
or become antagonistic and lead to open conflicts.

Dale Eickelman’s study of madrasas in Morocco (Ch. 6) concerns madrasa
education and its changing role in Moroccan society from the late nineteenth
century to the present, both at the level of the Qur8:nic school found in every
town quarter and rural settlement until recent times and, at the other end, of
mosque-universities. Eickelman sees in madrasa education in Morocco some-
thing of a paradox. The nineteenth century saw a high point in the intellectual
ferment in Morocco’s mosque-universities. In spite of growing withdrawal of
support from the state, madrasa education thrived and was even able to
reform itself. After the 1930s in spite of the effective collapse of Islamic higher
education, madrasa learning continued to be the most popularly respected
knowledge. Eickelman attributes this to the social networks of influence and
patronage formed in part by madrasa graduates. The article draws upon an
indicator of the influence of madrasa from a Pew Global Attitudes survey,
where 70 percent of Moroccans ‘identified themselves primarily as Muslims
rather than Moroccans’.

Bekim Agai (Ch. 7) discusses the position of Islamic education in modern
Turkey. The study examines the interplay between a strictly applied secular
state ideology and contemporary Islamic thought, resulting not only in new
forms of state activities in the religious sphere but also in the emergence of
religious figures in the secular sphere. Islamic theology as promoted in universi-
ties from the 1950s onwards was able to introduce some modernist approaches,
yet these failed to reach all parts of society. At the same time, republican laws and
policies have favoured the emergence of Fethullah Gülen, representing an aspect
of non-state Islam in Turkey. Gülen does not challenge normative texts and
positions; nor does he attempt an entirely new reading in the manner of some
state-theologian.

In Ch. 8, Azyumardi Azra et al. provide an overview of the structure and
varieties of Islamic education in modern Indonesia, the social and intellectual
forces that have propelled their modern transformation, and the relationship of
changes in Islamic education to broader developments in state and society.
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Despite the relative autonomy of the Islamic educational system as a whole,
Muslim educators and state officials have achieved the most effective collabora-
tions in the Muslim world. More than their counterparts in some Muslim coun-
tries, the mainstream Muslim leadership identified the ideals of Indonesian
nationhood as their own and also concluded that modern education, constitu-
tionalism, and the rule of law were not merely the stuff of Westernizing secular-
ists, but were political instruments fully compatible with Muslim ideals.

Louis Brenner’s study (Ch. 9) of the madrasa as an institution of social and
religious mediation in Mali explores the social and political dynamics, and some
of the implications, of the growth of the madrasa network of schools in Mali.
The development of that network in Mali occurred in the context of the social,
political, and economic changes set in motion during the French colonial period
in West Africa. The expansion of the madrasa system reflected, not state policy,
which was hostile to Islamic education, but the desires of parents who wanted
their children to be modern and employable as well as religious. Brenner shows
that the madrasa expansion in Mali was part of a broader package of changes,
which included urbanization and the establishment of Muslim voluntary associa-
tions. The madrasas in Mali have contributed to the formation of a new Muslim
‘consciousness of self’, different from that which prevailed prior to the colonial
period.

Ch. 10 is an overview of Islamic education in Britain, especially of the major
forms from the primary level through higher education. It discusses the training
of religious professionals (im:ms) and highlights how British provenance impacts
the teaching, reception and understanding of Islamic knowledge. The article
offers profiles of key institutions and personalities followed by a critical analysis
of the role of Islamic education in British society (especially in terms of
citizenship, identity, and integration issues) and then also in the wider context
of contemporary Muslim intellectual traditions. The chapter focuses on those
institutions that have as their primary concern the study of Islam or the ‘Islamic
sciences’, or which understand themselves to be educating their students in a
distinctively Islamic environment. The Islamic education shows multiple trajec-
tories in the UK, which mirrors the experience of British Muslims over the past
thirty years. Despite the best efforts of Muslim faith schools to incorporate
aspects of civic education, interfaith tolerance, and citizenship into their curri-
cula, suspicions about ‘segregated’ religious education for Muslims and its effects
on social cohesion persist.

Muhammad Qasim Zaman’s epilogue (Ch. 11) reflects on the facets of
an evolving Islamic education, its practices and institutions, in a number of
cultural and political contexts. Clearly those associated with various institu-
tions articulate their goals differently. There are different conceptions of
Islamic learning, different practices to inculcate valued knowledge, with conten-
tions among rival conceptions, institutions and practices. All these are embedded
in diverse contexts. Muhammad Qasim Zaman provides two further examples
to add to the range—the Shi6i madrasas of Iran and the Islamic universities
of Saudi Arabia, and compares and contrasts their discourses on Islamic
education.
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Various articles in the book highlight the fact that modern Islamic education
is neither timelessly traditional nor medieval, but an evolving institution,
visibly marked by the world-transforming forces of our age: religious reform,
the ascent of the West, nationalism, the developmentalist state, and mass educa-
tion, among others. The volume alludes to 9/11 as its genesis but does not tell us
why madrasas were stereotyped in the first place. What was the reality that
stereotyped madrasas and why was the stereotype universalized? The volume
offers a corrective in its account of madrasas in societies and nations that had
little role to play in the international game of geopolitics that brought the insti-
tution to scholarly attention. While madrasas represent a long history, the stereo-
typical construct is contemporary and needs to be deconstructed in the light
of the dynamics of a globalizing world. The book, however, brings together
essays on Islamic education in diverse contexts and offers a fresh and learned
perspective.

Mohammad Talib
Institute of Social and Cultural Anthropology
E-mail: mohammad.talib@anthro.ox.ac.uk
doi:10.1093/jis/etn051

Politics of the Veil
By Joan Wallach Scott (Princeton and Oxford: Princeton

University Press, 2007), 208 pp. Price HB £14.95. EAN 978–
0691125435.

In many countries, notably France and Turkey, the issue of the veil has figured
prominently in debates about the place of Islam and Muslims in the modern
world. How has wearing a piece of cloth over one’s hair come to represent the
supposed threat posed by Islam to Western civilization when other characteristics
of Muslim appearance and behaviour have passed with minimal comment? ‘It is
hard to imagine that a few schoolgirls wearing headscarves could bring down the
nation or even produce fractures in its foundation. But that was how the argu-
ment went,’ writes Joan Wallach Scott in a profound, subtle and timely analysis
of what lies behind the French Government law of 2004, banning ‘conspicuous
signs’ of religious affiliation in public schools.

In this carefully argued book she examines closely and critically the standard
explanations given for the headscarf ban: the headscarf violates the separation of
church and state; it insists on differences in ‘the nation one and indivisible’; it
accepts the subordination of women. Delving behind these commonly accepted
views and subjecting them to a detailed examination, she exposes hidden mean-
ings and motives. She reveals the inconsistencies behind the concept of laı̈cité, a
word regarded by the French, but not by her, as untranslatable. She analyses the
particularly defensive form of nationalism behind the ban and the abstract indi-
vidualism at the root of the distinctively French concept of universalism. She
shows how the opposition between French and Islamic cultures is an ideological
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