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Britain is one of the foremost western countries in the study of Islam. Over many centuries, 

travelers, civil servants, administrators, scholars and even generals have written works on 

Islam. As far back as fourteen centuries ago, Arabic was taught at Oxford University. In 

the eighteenth century, George Sale translated the Holy Qur’an and contributed an 

introduction. The introduction lacked objectivity, but this may have been a concession to 

the extreme conservatives who might have otherwise accused him of propagating the faith. 

At present there are over 170 universities in the U.K., of which over 70 offer courses in 

Islamic studies. Most of the courses are anchored in regional or language departments.  Few 

departments are called Islamic studies. Thus, Islam is covered as a background in courses 

on the Middle East, South Asia, Africa or South East Asia. Students of Arabic or Bahasa 

would also study Islam as the cultural background of the language. Recently, some centers 

of Islamic studies have been established in a few universities, aimed at postgraduate 

programmes. 

Now, let us look at the control of the studies at the undergraduate and higher levels, and 

follow this with the assessment of the general attitude to the subject in the academia. 

To start with, the courses are not aimed at educating the all rounded scholar who is capable 

of speaking with authority on all essential aspects of Islam. Nor do the universities demand 
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of the interested undergraduate student more than successfully passing an examination in 

a required number of modules to obtain a B.A. degree.  

The module system, now prevailing in the universities, provides the candidate with a large 

number of study units called “modules,” from which he freely chooses. Each module 

awards him a certain number of points. Once he accumulates the target number of points, 

the university awards him the degree. This system has been likened to an a la carte menu, 

since the student does not normally have to select related modules. So, a B.A. degree of 

this type does not guarantee much familiarity with – let alone specialization in – the subject. 

At the post-graduate studies level, the M.A. by examination forces the candidate to cover 

more areas, but both the M. Phil and the PhD demand knowledge of material specifically 

relevant to the topic of the thesis. Clearly, the courses are for academic interest only, 

without a commitment or intention of producing Muslim leaders who would be able to 

undertake the responsibility for guiding the religious and spiritual life of their community. 

This is understandable, since the universities are basically secular and regard religion, any 

religion, and its claims to divine origin as a human phenomenon. Contrary to the view 

common among us Muslims, this attitude is not confined to Islam. All other faiths, 

including Christianity, are treated more or less in the same way.  

The Quran is subjected, like the Bible, to the procedure of literacy criticism, also applied 

to other works of literature and historical documents. Sacred religious history fares no 

better. Furthermore, the revered persons, including the prophets, are treated without the 
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normal deference but as human beings with faults and foibles. To be sure, their 

extraordinary achievements are recognized, but only as manifestations of human talents, 

without the necessary divine inspiration. The Holy books themselves are not trusted as 

sources of history unless other evidence, such as archeological finds or independent 

documents from eyewitnesses, supports their reports.  

This scepticism, which is characteristic of the secular outlook, is unlikely to foster in the 

candidate the right attitude to prepare him/her for playing a leading role in the religious life 

of the community. Strangely, there are those who think that this system is fit to train an 

Imam! There are seminaries for producing Christian, Jewish, Hindu and Buddhist religious 

functionaries. Secular universities are not regarded as the right environment. 

There is, of course, the added problem of the negative attitude to Islam in academic circles 

as well as among the common people. Early university studies suffered from this bias. But 

a new spirit now informs the vast majority of publications. A number of reasons account 

for this change of attitude. In the first place, the work of Daniel Islam & Empire and his 

other contributions have alerted many scholars to the lack of objectivity in their studies and 

to their slavish acceptance of medieval misconceptions disguised behind more moderate 

expressions. This was hugely reinforced by Edward Said’s work Orientalism, Covering 

Islam, and other works. The scholars for the most part became more cautious in their 

approach and more selective in their expression.  
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Another factor comes from the presence of Muslim scholars in good numbers in British 

universities, sometimes in leading positions in the departments. Yet another is the presence 

of sizeable Muslim communities in the West, which demonstrates clearly the diversity 

among the Muslims and the obvious illegitimacy of stereotyping their faith-community 

into a single model. Finally, a number of Muslim philanthropists have funded centers, 

department chairs and lectureships, with the specific aim of offering platforms for a fairer 

representation of Islam.       

The secular universities, however sympathetic in other respects, cannot supply us with the 

qualified Imam, the learned judge or the knowledgeable mufti. Like the other faiths in the 

West, we have our own “Seminary.” Here comes the Muslim College. But let us start its 

story from the beginning. In 1978, I was invited to take the responsibility for running the 

London Islamic Cultural Center and The London Central Mosque as Director and chief 

Imam. Shortly thereafter, I invited all the Imams in the U.K to a conference to establish 

contact and to design a system of cooperation country-wide. To my horror, I found that 

none of the Imams spoke English and none of them had any acquaintance with western 

culture, nor had any of them the slightest knowledge of most of the prevailing faiths in 

Britain. Most alarmingly, I found that the understanding of Islam of most of them was 

hardly above that of the illiterate majority of our people. To be sure, some of them did 

attend some religious schools and obtained seemingly “academic” qualifications, albeit at 

the pre university level. But their training was narrow, sectarian, and extremely rigid. They 

were not the material that would be able to help the immigrant community to settle 
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comfortably in its new home. It was imperative to establish a College to answer the urgent 

need of Islam in the West.  

The choice location had to be in the West for two reasons: firstly, it is an accepted fact a 

teacher or a preacher is more attuned to his task if he receives his training in the 

environment in which he will serve. Secondly, the College has to avoid sectarianism, which 

is the hallmark of our home institution. We need in the West to break the false barriers 

between our people and to protect the community from bringing the battles in our countries 

into the West. Further, it was considered that if we speak with one tongue to the host 

community, our message would be understood better and our faith would not present a 

contradictory and confused picture. Despite this unusual feature, our plan centered on 

producing the all rounded Muslim scholar that our traditional education aspires to. 

Now, our traditional system, for all its virtues, is sharply criticized by the western academia 

as lacking in faster critical ability and for relying largely on rote learning and parrot fashion 

repetitions. The traditional scholar, they contend, is hardly fit for the contemporary world. 

We cannot deny the truth of this judgment, as it is the most glaring characteristic of our 

system. Most of our religious institutions still lie in the era inspired by the famous booklet,  

-of Ibn Rajab Al Hanbaly, entitled FADLU ILMI AL  فضل علم السلف على علم الخلف البن رجب الحنبلي

SALAF ALA ILMI AL KHALAF, The Superiority of the Knowledge of the Ancestors over 

that of the Descendants. I call it the Ibn Rajab Manifesto. Though the author belonged to 

the eighth century of Islam or the 14th century of the common era, his views are still a 

powerful influence in most of our religious circles. The burden of his message is that we 
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should learn as little as possible about worldly aspects lest we be diverted from our main 

concern, which is the hereafter.  Thus, he says that we learn no more arithmetic beyond 

what we need to apportion a dead person’s estate among the heirs. As for geography, it is 

sufficient to have the knowledge to identify the right road to Makka and the direction of its 

Kibla. Astronomy should not occupy us beyond being able to tell the beginning of the lunar 

month. Surprisingly, he discourages us from learning Arabic grammar and style beyond 

what is absolutely essential to read the Qur’an and the Hadith. Such little equipment as 

suggested by Ibn Rajab hardly helps anyone to tackle the complex issues of today’s world, 

let alone the problems of a community planted in the middle of a strange and not altogether 

welcoming environment.  

The plan or the philosophy of the College is to promote critical ability in the service of the 

study of Islam and to free the discipline from the dominance of past scholars whose 

authority is elevated in our traditional institutions to the level of the prophet (P.B.U.H) and 

sometimes even above it. The word of the Imam of the Madhab is occasionally followed 

in defiance of the world of Allah (S.W.T). But how to foster a critical approach while 

maintaining loyal commitment? This has always been the problem for any modernizing 

approach. But a closer look at the early development of the Sharia and Tauhid will clearly 

show deep commitment coupled with a great degree of debate and intellectual difference.   

The scheme at the College is based on the Sharia as its central core. It is Islam applied. It 

gives the rules of conduct based on Islamic ethical values and anchored in our belief in 

Tauhid. Indeed, the Sharia scholar who is oblivious to the principles of our morality – or 
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not deeply knowledgeable about our theology and Tauhid – is unfit to pronounce on issues 

of fiqh, except to respond like a tape recorder, with the words of a dead author. 

We hear the shout from every corner that we must have a new Ijtihad.  This has been the 

refrain of every academic and even political or economic gathering for the past century and 

half. Yet, all that came of it are a few trimmings at the edges based on eclectic procedure 

(Talfiq), involving jettisoning ideas of different schools (which are not necessarily derived 

through the same system of evidence) and then presented as new Ijtihad. It is indeed strange 

that the views of past scholars have acquired such authority in themselves. The degree of 

trust and reverence accorded to a fatwa depends on how far back in history its author lived.  

We are all aware that we have not moved forward in any perceptible way. The reason can 

be attributed in large measure to the fact that the approach is wrong. Ijtihad in Sharia should 

start dealing with the furu’ of Fiqh; it should begin by looking at the principles of 

jurisprudence USUL AL-FIQH. This discipline provides the way to follow to arrive at the 

Hukum or fatwa or judgment.  For as long as we use the same road map as our ancestors, 

we are bound to arrive at the same destination. In other words, we remained standing still. 

The way forward is to examine Usul Al-Fiqh itself. It is not ordained, it is not sacred. These 

are rules formulated by past scholars based on their observation and innovation, like 

Aristotle’s Logic and Sibawaih grammar. Al Shafi discovered the rules of deriving Ahkam. 

His contribution was enlarged and built upon. It served us for centuries but now we need 

new developments in the methodology of Fiqh. We will not advance an inch without 

reexamining these rules. Discussing this issue with my students, they arrived at the stance 
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taken by Al Shatibi and his advocacy for the long aims (MAQASID) of the Sharia as the 

dynamic force that, properly developed and applied, can achieve a great deal.  

The method of teaching is through dialogue.  The question is put to the student and they 

are encouraged to find their own solutions. We do not mock them if they err; we simply 

show them if a particular suggestion does not work; then we help them find the solution. 

Our method is not the fast food package that is handed to the students without any effort 

on their part. Rather, it is the carefully prepared banquet which they work to prepare, and 

which they greatly enjoy. A young graduate of a British University said that she was 

apprehensive about Sharia, thinking it to be a most boring subject but, contrary to her 

expectations, it proved to be exciting, enjoyable and rewarding.  

For all our methodological innovation, our degrees are recognized by Al-Azhar and we are 

getting recognition in Britain as well. We feel that our approach satisfies the traditional 

because of its total commitment to the fundamentals and is appreciated by the westerners 

because of its critical procedures. 

In 1955, when I designed the programme for the Islamic College in Klang, I entertained 

the hope that it would grow into a University steeped in tradition but fostering and 

encouraging independent thought based an a well developed critical ability. The College 

University Islam Malaysia is the fulfillment of that hope. I pray that it may be guided to 

play the crucial role of pulling our society out of its static condition and restore to it the 
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dynamism that our faith inspires and which our ummah is fully capable of and richly 

deserves.   
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